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“Byrdes of on kynde and color flok and flye allwayes together.”

—WILLIAM TURNER, CIRCA 1545


 


“Associate with men of good quality if you esteem your own reputation; for it is better to be alone than in bad company.”

—GEORGE WASHINGTON


 


“The accomplice to the crime of corruption is frequently our own indifference.”

—BESS MYERSON





FOR THE WHISTLEBLOWERS





*FOREWORD TO PAPERBACK EDITION*

2010

THE ANTI - CORRUPTION REFERENDUM


Can I say “I told you so” now? In July 2009, when Culture of Corruption was first released, liberal critics scoffed: How could you possibly write a 400-page book about Barack Obama’s rotten administration when he’s only been in office six months?!


When I proceeded to rattle off case after case of Chicago-style back-scratching, transparency-trampling, and crooked special interest-dealing in the new White House, liberal critics such as The View’s Joy Behar interjected:


B-b-b-but what about Bush? Why don’t you write a book about Bush? Wha-’bout-Bush? Wha-’bout-Bush? Wha-’bout-Bush?  1


When I pointed out that I had reported extensively on cronyism in the Bush era (see Harriett Miers, FEMA, and the Department of Homeland Security), and when I further pointed out that while the Bush-bashing market overfloweth, there remained a massive vacuum of critical analysis of Obama, liberal critics sputtered:

So what? Doesn’t every administration have corruption?

When I patiently explained that no other administration in modern American history has set itself up as loftily as the Hope and Change reformers had done, or when I cited endless examples of Obama’s broken promises on everything from lobbyists to transparency to Washington business-as-usual, liberal critics changed the subject again.

Potty-mouthed Leftist comedian Bill Maher mocked the cover of the book (“Ooh, look, Obama f**ked up the flag”) and griped that I wouldn’t go on his cable TV show.2 Matt Lauer of NBC’s  Today Show played beat the clock, stalling with questions about President Obama’s infamous Beer Summit and the Supreme Court nomination of Sonia Sotomayor before objecting to my characterization of First Lady Michelle Obama as the “First Crony.” (I got the last word. He answered with a smirk.)3


While media groupies continued to churn out glowing West Wing profiles and East Wing fashion updates in exchange for coveted access and exclusive scoops for their books (a journalistic pay-for-play practice decried aptly by one lone Washington Monthly blogger as “Communications Corruption”),4 non-brain-washed news consumers sought the truth. Thanks to hundreds of thousands of readers thirsting for unvarnished information about Team Obama, Culture of Corruption spent six weeks at Number One on the New York Times non-fiction best-seller list.5 The  Times did its best to ignore the book and other political dissident best-sellers that have dominated their hallowed lists over the past year. No review, of course. Instead, New York Times book critic Dwight Garner argued in a piece last summer extolling an obscure biography of Communist Manifesto co-author Friedrich Engels that “Karl Marx” was “back in vogue.”

Back on Planet Earth, voters’ remorse spread like necrosis across the body politic. By the end of 2009, pollster Frank Luntz observed, Obama had suffered the “the greatest fall in approval of  any elected president since [the Gallup poll] started ongoing tracking during the Eisenhower administration. Obama came into office with the approval of two out of every three voters (67 percent) but ended his first year with just half the electorate (50 percent) offering a positive evaluation of his performance.”6 By mid-April 2010, President Obama’s approval rating had hit an all-time low—dropping to 46 percent.7 Half the Americans polled by Gallup in the spring of 2010 said Obama did not deserve a second term.8 Even Amber Lee Ettinger, the hot, young YouTube star known as “Obama Girl” who famously declared her “crush” on Candidate O, confessed that she had fallen out of love: “He did create some jobs, but most of them were government jobs and that doesn’t really help the middle class.”9


Democratic candidates in New Jersey, Virginia, and Massachusetts learned the hard way that more Obama would not translate into more public confidence or votes. Demonstrating the curse of the reverse Midas Touch, Obama campaigned in person for Jon Corzine, Creigh Deeds, and Martha Coakley—only to watch them come crashing down respectively in the New Jersey gubernatorial race, the Virginia gubernatorial race, and the special election in the Bay State to replace the people’s seat held imperially by the late Teddy Kennedy. Democratic congressional candidates ran for the nearest exit to the tune of The Police hit, “Don’t Stand So Close to Me.” Asked whether he wanted the president campaigning for him in California’s Central Valley, Democrat Congressman Jim Costa told the newspaper: “I’m more popular in my district than the president.”

At Washington, D.C.’s Union Station, the Obama souvenir shop closed after barely a year in business.10 Overseas, amid public disillusionment with America’s former global political rock star, Indonesian officials removed “Little Barry”—a bronze statue of young Obama to celebrate his childhood years there. “Obama is a very good man, he’s a good dreamer,” an Indonesian activist  who led an Internet campaign against the statue told the Associated Press. “But he has no contribution for Indonesia.”11


Obama’s signature contribution here at home, of course, has been the Chicago-ization of the Potomac. The themes of Culture of Corruption have been echoed countless times since publication by lawmakers, business owners, political dissidents, and independent watchdogs who have run directly into the Team Obama buzzsaw. Just a few weeks after the book was released, GOP Congressman Darrell Issa, ranking member of the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, blew the whistle on the administration’s “Chicago-style politics” in manhandling Republican critics of the trillion-dollar stimulus law. Politico had reported that White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel was spearheading a “coordinated effort to jam” Senate Minority Whip Jon Kyl (Republican, Arizona) for calling on the government to cancel the rest of the stimulus program and return the money to taxpayers:
No fewer than four Cabinet secretaries wrote to Arizona Gov. Jan Brewer—also a Republican—to ask her if she agreed with Kyl that it was time to turn off the state’s stimulus spigot.

“If you prefer to forfeit the money we are making available to your state, as Sen. Kyl suggests, please let me know,” wrote Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood. For good measure, he attached a three-page addendum listing each of the Arizona projects paid for by the $521 million the state is getting.

Brewer knew she’d been thrown a high, hard one.

“The governor is hopeful that these federal Cabinet officials are not threatening to deny Arizona citizens the portion of federal stimulus funds to which they are entitled,” her spokesman said in a statement. “She believes that would be a tremendous mistake by the administration. And the governor  is grateful for the strong leadership and representation that Arizonans enjoy in the United States Senate.”12






In addition to Chicago crony Transportation Secretary LaHood, Emanuel enlisted Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, Housing and Urban Development Secretary Shaun Donovan, and Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack to write similar nasty-grams all sent out on the day after Senator Kyl criticized the failed stimulus law. Obama’s goons at the Democratic National Committee touted the intimidation campaign to put other Republicans on notice: Speak ill of the stimulus and you will pay.

Congressman Issa, for one, refused to play. “At what point do you believe your practice of Chicago-style politics violates a public official’s right to speak out in favor of alternative policies,” he asked in a letter to Emanuel. “I can assure you that any attempt to intimidate me or silence my criticism of the stimulus through such Chicago-style tactics will be futile.”13 Business leaders raised their voices, too. Glenn Hamer, President and Chief Executive Officer of the Arizona Chamber of Commerce and Industry, blasted the vendetta in an open letter to the White House titled: “Mr. President: Don’t bully Arizona.” It was one thing to “joust with [Senator] Kyl over his position,” Hamer wrote, “but it is an entirely different matter for cabinet secretaries to write letters to the chief executive of a state and threaten funding if support isn’t provided. Once a law is passed, it needs to be fairly and impartially administered.”14


But fairness and impartiality are not part of the Chicago political vocabulary.

The administration strong-armed Chrysler creditors and strong-armed Chrysler dealers using politicized tactics that united both House Democrats and Republicans, who passed a congressional amendment reversing President Obama on the closure of nearly 800 Chrysler car dealerships and more than 2,000 GM dealerships.15 On  Detroit-based Frank Beckmann’s WJR morning talk show, bankruptcy lawyer Tom Lauria blew the whistle on the administration’s heavy-handed threats against bondholder firms that objected to the United Auto Worker giveaway structured into the automakers’ bankruptcy deal: “One of my clients was directly threatened by the White House and in essence compelled to withdraw its opposition to the deal under threat that the full force of the White House press corps would destroy its reputation if it continued to fight. That’s how hard it is to stand on this side of the fence,” Lauria decried. 16


Lauria had represented Perella Weinberg, which owned Chrysler debt and had initially balked at the Obama deal forking over 33 cents on the dollar for their secured debts while giving the United Auto Workers retirees about 50 cents on the dollar for their unsecured debts. As Washington Examiner columnist Michael Barone explained, “This of course is a violation of one of the basic principles of bankruptcy law, which is that secured creditors—those who [lent] money only on the contractual promise that if the debt was unpaid they’d get specific property back—get paid off in full before unsecured creditors get anything.”17


The White House denied Lauria’s charges of bullying. “The charge is completely untrue,” White House deputy press secretary Bill Burton told ABC News, “and there’s obviously no evidence to suggest that this happened in any way.”18 Yes, we’ve seen this pattern before. Perella Weinberg also denied the charges, dutifully fired Lauria, and suddenly changed its mind about the deal and withdrew its objections. Funny how that works.

Elsewhere in the Cabinet, White House senior adviser and Chicago knuckle-cracker David Axelrod, along with National Economic Council adviser Larry Summers, harangued financial industry executives in the spring of 2010 to stop running ads against the Democrats’ financial-regulatory bill. Bloomberg News reported on a muscle-flexing meeting between the White House  and banking CEOs, who raised “concern over the administration’s criticism of the industry’s efforts to influence the bill, according to one participant. Summers responded by calling on the industry to cease running ads against the bill and to stop its lobbyists from trying to insert loopholes in the legislation, the person said.”19 Business as usual? Veteran political observer Michael Barone didn’t think so: “The White House officials are making clear the character of the new regime they’re trying to impose. We’re doing you favors, so shut up and take whatever medicine we prescribe without protest.”20


Put another way: It’s political free speech and participation in the legislative process for all—except when subject to approval by Obama overlords.

Minnesota GOP Congresswoman Michele Bachmann, borrowing a phrase from Barone,21 called Obama’s speech-squelching racket exactly what it was: “Gangster government.” For this, she was chastised by former president Bill Clinton, who likened Bachmann and the limited-government activists of the Tea Party movement to Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh. Rebuking Bachmann’s “hatred and “paranoia,” Clinton defended his friends in the White House and ruling majority. “They are not gangsters,” Clinton told the New York Times before the nationwide Tax Day Tea Party protests. “They were elected. They are not doing anything they were not elected to do.”22


Some elected officials might beg to differ. And not just ones with an “R” by their names. In February 2010, Democrat Congressman Joe Sestak in Pennsylvania admitted to veteran Philly newsman Larry Kane that Team Obama had dangled a “high-ranking” position in the administration if he dropped out of the Senate race and left incumbent Republican-turned Democrat Senator Arlen Specter alone. Kane reported on the exchange and the White House wall of silence he encountered:
It was just something I’d been hearing about from a variety of sources. Was it true? I didn’t know, but I decided to pop the question.

During the taping of my Comcast Network Voice of Reason show, which airs Sunday night at 9:30, I asked Congressman Joe Sestak: “Is it true that you were offered a high ranking job in the administration in a bid to get you to drop out of the primary against Arlen Specter?”

Sestak looked a little surprised by the question. He said, “Yes.”

I asked him if the job was Navy Secretary. He said, “I can’t comment on that.” In the next few seconds, he admitted that it was a “high up” job, that it came from the White House, and that he didn’t accept the offering. He proceeded to say that nothing will stop him from completing the race against Specter for the Democratic nomination.

Was I surprised? A little. After all, I was just probing.

Two hours later, I called the White House press office. I played the tape, and asked for a reaction. They never called back. That didn’t surprise me. If it did happen, and if they did try to get Sestak out of the race, how could they deny it?23






The “mainstream” press ignored the story for weeks. When White House press spokesman Robert Gibbs addressed the controversy on March 16, 2010, the strategy was clear: Dodge, baby, dodge. After first denying any contact with Sestak took place, Gibbs changed course and admitted a conversation had occurred. Then he urged the reporters to move on. From the White House press briefing transcript:
Question: Robert, perhaps a sore point, but Congressman Darrell Issa has accused you, Robert Gibbs, of being part of a cover-up because you will not say whether the White House offered  Joe Sestak a job for not running against Arlen Specter. Guilty or not guilty?

Mr. Gibbs: Look, I’ve talked to several people in the White House; I’ve talked to people that have talked to others in the White House. I’m told that whatever conversations have been had are not problematic. I think Congressman Sestak has discussed that this is—whatever happened is in the past, and he’s focused on his primary election .24






No doubt Gibbs had been well-advised by the lawyers at the White House to choose his words carefully about the ethically and legally suspect deal. Unlike Gibbs, the U.S. code governing bribery, graft, and conflicts of interest is straightforward: “Whoever solicits or receives . . . any. . . thing of value, in consideration of the promise of support or use of influence in obtaining for any person any appointive office or place under the United States, shall be fined under this title or imprisoned not more than one year, or both.”25


Amid calls from House Republicans for an investigation and special prosecutor, Congressman Sestak refused to give further details—even as he pointed to the episode on the campaign trail to tout his independence. The Morning Call of Pennsylvania quoted Sestak mimicking the White House press shop-approved talking points: “Having been asked a question that no one had ever asked me before, I answered it honestly.... The politics of what happens after, I’m not interested in. There are other things we have to focus on.”26 By late April 2010, the White House had failed to respond to inquiries from GOP Congressman Issa. And when confronted directly at a congressional hearing in May 2010 about the bribery allegations, Attorney General Eric Holder refused to budge. “If I offer you a job in the White House, let’s say Secretary of the Navy, in return for you doing something, such as dropping out of elected office to clear a primary, is that a serious crime?” Congressman  Issa pressed. “Is that a hypothetical crime?” Eric The Silent stonewalled: “I don’t answer hypotheticals.”27


In May, Sestak beat the entrenched, Obama-endorsed Specter to win the Democratic Senate nomination. The Reverse Midas Touch struck again.

Meanwhile, in Colorado, the Denver Post reported that Deputy White House Chief of Staff Jim Messina “offered specific suggestions” for an Obama administration job to far Left Democrat Andrew Romanoff if he withdrew his challenge to White House-backed incumbent Democrat Senator Michael Bennet.28 The paper provided a refreshingly candid assessment of Team Obama’s mob-like “suggestions” in the larger context of the administration’s no-holds-barred politics. Jim Messina, President Barack Obama’s deputy chief of staff and a “storied fixer in the White House political shop,” according to the Post, “suggested a place for Romanoff might be found in the administration and offered specific suggestions. After Romanoff rejected the deal, Obama formally endorsed his rival, Senator Bennett.


It is the kind of hardball tactics that have come to mark the White House’s willingness to shape key races across the country, in this case trying to remove a threat to a vulnerable senator by presenting his opponent a choice of silver or lead.

Along with other prominent examples—including an effort to stop New York Gov. David Paterson from seeking re-election—the administration’s tactics in the Colorado Senate primary show that Obama is willing to act as pointedly as his Oval Office predecessor, whose political chief, Karl Rove, was famous for the assertive application of White House power to extend the reach of his party.29




Messina the Fixer’s immediate boss is none other than Rahm Emanuel. Mimicking Congressman Sestak, Romanoff decided to  zip his lips and focus on “representing the people of Colorado in the United States Senate.” Far more preferable than focusing on the Obama goon squad’s shadow looming over his election bid or on the criminal implications.


The American Spectator’s Jeffrey Lord reminded Americans of another Democratic White House facing accusations of trading jobs for political support. In 1960, while then-Senator John F. Kennedy was running in a heated fight for the Democratic presidential nomination, an East Coast governor had claimed Kennedy offered him a cabinet post in return for his Convention report. Instead of dodging the question, shrugging his shoulders, or counseling those asking questions about the rumors to “move on,” Kennedy demonstrated what any normal public official so falsely accused would demonstrate: anger. Campaign chronicler Theodore H. White recounted his reaction:30 
The conversation began in a burst of anger. A story had appeared in a New York newspaper that evening that an Eastern Governor had claimed that Kennedy had offered him a cabinet post in return for his Convention support. His anger was cold, furious. When Kennedy is angry, he is at his most precise, almost schoolmasterish. It is a federal offense, he said, to offer any man a federal job in return for a favor. This was an accusation of a federal offense. It was not so. [Emphasis added.]





The weasel-worded statements from the current White House about their reported involvement in such federal offenses stand in striking contrast to Kennedy’s clear condemnation of such practices.

On Memorial Day weekend 2010, White House legal counsel Bob “The Fixer” Bauer attempted to bury questions about the Sestak affair with a holiday document dump that raised more questions than it answered. Bauer’s memo acknowledged that “options  for Executive Branch service were raised with him” through former President Bill Clinton, whom White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel enlisted to woo Sestak. The memo also mentions “efforts” (plural, not singular) to woo Sestak.31 But the White House refused to divulge what offers besides Clinton’s were extended to Sestak. Moreover, White House spokesman Robert Gibbs denied that Team Obama was involved in the one Clinton offer that has been publicized—an unpaid appointment on an intelligence board for which Sestak was ineligible. After months of silence, Romanoff finally stepped forward to acknowledge once and for all that the White House had dangled several positions before him, too. He released e-mails detailing not one, not two, but three different paid positions offered by White House Deputy Chief of Staff Jim Messina.32 Messina’s boss, White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel, was subpoenaed the same week by impeached former Democratic Governor Rod Blagojevich to testify in his Senate pay-for-play corruption trial.

Yes, Obama’s Blagojevich headache continued to throb. In chapter 7, I spotlighted the convergence of disgraced former governor of Illinois Rod Blagojevich, Service Employees International Union president Andy Stern, and Team Obama in the scandalous Senate seat-for-sale scandal. Blagojevich is on trial for attempting to profit from his power to appoint Obama’s Senate successor. In April 2010, his defense team filed a motion to subpoena President Obama in the case. Thanks to an administrative bungle, portions of the motion that were intended to be redacted were left readable. NBC Chicago obtained and published the sections, which included references to a secret phone call between Obama and Blagojevich; an allegation that White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel floated his own suggested replacement for Obama’s seat; an allegation that Obama told a “certain labor union official” that he would support (now-White House senior adviser) Valerie Jarrett to fill his old seat; and a bombshell allegation that Obama might  have lied about conversations with convicted briber and fraudster Tony Rezko. From NBC Chicago’s Ward Room’s report and analysis of the redactions:
Blagojevich’s lawyers allege that Rezko admitted breaking the law by contributing “a large sum of cash” to a public official. Blagojevich’s attorneys say that public official is Obama. Obama said that Rezko never relayed a request from a lobbyist to hold a fundraiser in favor of favorable legislative action. But the point may be moot: regardless of Obama talking/not talking to Rezko, Blagojevich’s attorneys say that Obama refused the request regardless.

Redacted portion: However, the defense has a good faith belief that Mr. Rezko, President Obama’s former friend, fund-raiser, and neighbor told the FBI and the United States Attorneys a different story about President Obama. In a recent in camera proceeding, the government tendered a three paragraph letter indicating that Rezko “has stated in interviews with the government that he engaged in election law violations by personally contributing a large sum of cash to the campaign of a public official who is not Rod Blagojevich. . . . Further, the public official denies being aware of cash contributions to his campaign by Rezko or others and denies having conversations with Rezko related to cash contributions. . . . Rezko has also stated in interviews with the government that he believed he transmitted a quid pro quo offer from a lobbyist to the public official, whereby the lobbyist would hold a fundraiser for the official in exchange for favorable official action, but that the public official rejected the offer. The public official denies any such conversation. In addition, Rezko has stated to the government that he and the public official had certain conversations about gaming legislation and administration, which the public official denies having had.

Redacted footnote: The defense has a good faith belief that this public official is Barack Obama.33






But the most glaring example of the Obama culture of corruption, and the clearest evidence that Hope and Change is hazardous to your personal well-being and welfare, can be found in the $60 billion White House payoff to Big Labor in exchange for its support for Obama’s federal health care takeover plan. In mid-January 2010, the White House convened backdoor meetings with Democratic leaders, AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka, Service Employees International Union President Andy Stern, and United Auto Workers President Ron Gettelfinger. Outside the view of C-SPAN cameras, which Obama had so ostentatiously, repeatedly, and falsely34 promised to install at every health care policy negotiation, the special interest groups cut a deal to exempt union members from a massive 40 percent excise tax on high-priced health insurance premiums.

The excise tax kicks in for everyone else in 2013. While the law squeezes middle-class taxpayers, employers, investors, and drug-makers to subsidize expanded government health care, the Big Labor Cadillac tax exemption gives union members who belong to any health plan that is part of a collective-bargaining agreement immunity until 2018. State and local government employees who belong to unions will also be spared. As the Wall Street Journal  editorial board put it succinctly: “The 87% of Americans who don’t belong to a union will now foot the bill for a $60 billion giveaway to those who do.”35


And you can bet the union lobbyists will spend the next eight years lobbying to ensure that the “temporary” exemption never ends. As I first reported in chapter 7 of the book a year ago, the Purple Army thugs of the SEIU and their Big Labor brethren use the “persuasion of power” to pursue their power grabs at all costs.

Connecting this raw deal to the parallel dirty deals hammered out on Capitol Hill to force the Obamacare package through,  National Review editor and syndicated columnist Rich Lowry put the payoff in perfect perspective: “This Labor Loophole stands in the finest tradition of the Louisiana Purchase and the Cornhusker Kickback. With no possible public-policy justification, it puts the awesome power to tax and spend at the service of nakedly political ends. Oliver Wendell Holmes famously said that taxes are the price of civilization. In this case, taxes are the price of not belonging to a group that pours countless millions of dollars into the Democratic coffers.”36


Vice President Joe Biden, of course, lectured wealthy people that paying taxes is our patriotic duty.37 But he was unavailable for comment on the refusal of the class warfare poseurs of the AFL-CIO, SEIU, and UAW to demand that their members benefiting from generously negotiated health care plans show the same patriotism. A touchy President Obama, however, had plenty to say about those of us who objected to the wholesale Demcare bribery and sabotage of transparency at the White House. In an interview with Diane Sawyer of ABC News, he blamed Congress:
I think that this gets into a big mush. So, let’s just clarify: I didn’t make a bunch of deals. There is a legislative process that is taking place in Congress and I am happy to own up to the fact that I have not changed Congress and how it operates the way I would have liked. So, that’s point number one. Number two is that, I think, it is important to know that the promises we made about increased transparency we’ve executed here in 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.38






The unmitigated chutzpah here is so blinding that you don’t just need sunglasses to protect your eyes. You need blackout curtains. As if Rahm and all the senior goons in the White House weren’t  twisting arms and cracking heads to ensure that the deal met their boss’s timeline. As if the Cadillac tax break for unions hadn’t been hashed out at 1600 Pennsylvania. “Big mush” indeed. Of course, if he means “executed” in the homicidal sense as opposed to the operational sense, he’s perfectly right. Obama lied, transparency died.

In Chicago, there’s an old slang word for the funny money that oiled the city’s Democratic political machine: Boodle. Historian James Merriner defined it originally as “the private use of public funds or the practice of selling one’s legislative vote; now a generic term for graft, bribery, gratuities, or just ordinary pork-barrel benefits.”  39 While “progressive” reformers tried various methods of eliminating boodle from Chicago politics, their good-government measures were no barrier, and their compromises and deal-cutting with party posses often made things worse.

Windy City native Jim Tynen explains modern boodle-ism brilliantly:
Today the boodle is not graft flowing to the political machine, and then flowing out again. Today the boodle is the money supplied by government, both in terms of its own perks and welfare and programs, and in doing what it can to keep the economy primed. It is boodle because the voters want the benefits of socialism without the costs, and the benefits of capitalism without the costs, and government is responsible for seeing that that happens. The heck with the budget, the heck with the long-term effects, or even the short term ones: government’s job is to keep the good times rolling, without pain or even bother for the voters, or the government will be tossed out.

Boodle is not merely the money in the envelope handed to the alderman. It is the whole mindset: that money is the object of government; that the system can be manipulated, yet still yield a profit for the voters; that anything besides money is ridiculous.  As filched watermelon is said to be sweeter, boodle is more fun than honestly earned money. 40






In the Age of Da Boss Barack, the boodle has flowed from bottomless new pots of government programs to its favored beneficiaries: the auto bailouts, AIG bailouts, TARP, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac bailouts, and on and on. In some cases, the boodle is being transferred between pots to reinforce political support. Veronique de Rugy of the Cato Institute 41 reported that Democratic districts have received much more Obama stimulus money than Republican ones. Retiring Democrat Congressman Bart Stupak and ten other House Democrats who sold out their pro-life principles to provide crucial support for the president’s health care tax-and-spend bill put in their requests for more than $3.5 billion in earmarks—an average of $314 million worth of earmark requests for each lawmaker, according to the Sunlight Foundation, which is now tracking all the post-Obamacare pay-ups and payoffs.42


The cajoler-in-chief and his political strategists may be in perpetual denial about the costly, cancerous side effects of their culture of corruption. But Americans, armed with knowledge, are more disgusted than ever with government. Hope and Change came wrapped in a pair of Chicago-manufactured brass knuckles. It’s not just Tea Party activists who realize it. Voters of all political stripes are revolting. In April 2010, a Pew Research Center poll diagnosed the Obama backlash:
By almost every conceivable measure Americans are less positive and more critical of government these days. A new Pew Research Center survey finds a perfect storm of conditions associated with distrust of government—a dismal economy, an unhappy public, bitter partisan-based backlash, and epic discontent with Congress and elected officials.

Rather than an activist government to deal with the nation’s top problems, the public now wants government reformed and growing numbers want its power curtailed. With the exception of greater regulation of major financial institutions, there is less of an appetite for government solutions to the nation’s problems—including more government control over the economy—than there was when Barack Obama first took office.43






Commenting on the study, Pew Research Center director Andrew Kohut said “Politics has poisoned the well.”44


That’s not quite accurate. It’s not just any politics. It’s boodle-clogged, dissent-squelching, redistributive Chicago politics that has poisoned the well. And the 2010 mid-term elections promise to be an anti-corruption referendum for the history books.

As I’ve traveled the country speaking about Obama’s culture of corruption over the last year, I’ve frequently invoked the late Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis’s famous aphorism that, “Sunlight is the best disinfectant.” To that, I’m adding a new corollary:

The ballot box is the ultimate sanitizer. After all: You can’t reform corruptocrats, but you can vote them out.





INTRODUCTION

ALL HAIL THE ACHIEVATRONS!


Phew. Janitors in newsrooms across America worked overtime in the halcyon days after Barack Obama won the presidency.

It wasn’t easy cleaning the drool off laptops and floors in the offices of journalists covering the Greatest Transition in World History.


New York Times columnist David Brooks laid claim to the most soaked keyboard and stained carpet in the business. He praised Team Obama’s “open-minded individuals” and “admired professionals.” He raved about their “postpartisan rhetoric” and “practical creativity.” And—ooooh-la-la!—how about the brains of all those brainy brainiacs? So smokin’ hot:
This truly will be an administration that looks like America, or at least that slice of America that got double 800s on their SATs. Even more than past administrations, this will be a valedictocracy—rule by those who graduate first in their high school classes. If a foreign enemy attacks the United States during the  Harvard-Yale game any time over the next four years, we’re screwed.

Already the culture of the Obama administration is coming into focus. Its members are twice as smart as the poor reporters who have to cover them, three times if you include the columnists. They typically served in the Clinton administration and then, like Cincinnatus, retreated to the comforts of private life—that is, if Cincinnatus had worked at Goldman Sachs, Williams & Connolly or the Brookings Institution. So many of them send their kids to Georgetown Day School, the posh leftish private school in D.C., that they’ll be able to hold White House staff meetings in the carpool line.1






It had only been seventeen days since Election Day. But the president-elect (complete with his own “Office of the President-Elect” logo) and his team of valedictocrats (armed with their Ivy League degrees) had already bowled Brooks over with their organizational prowess:
And yet as much as I want to resent these overeducated Achievatrons (not to mention the incursion of a French-style government dominated by highly trained Enarchs), I find myself tremendously impressed by the Obama transition....

Most of all, they are picking Washington insiders. Or to be more precise, they are picking the best of the Washington insiders.

As a result, the team he has announced so far is more impressive than any other in recent memory....

. . . Believe me, I’m trying not to join in the vast, heaving O-phoria now sweeping the coastal haute bourgeoisie. But the personnel decisions have been superb. The events of the past two weeks should be reassuring to anybody who feared that Obama would veer to the left or would suffer self-inflicted wounds  because of his inexperience. He’s off to a start that nearly justifies the hype.





And Brooks’s employer has profited mightily from the hype. Celebrating Obama’s 100-day mark, New York Times reporter Jennifer 8. Lee exulted that the financially troubled Fishwrap of Record had sold $2 million worth of Obama-themed merchandise.  2 The Times has a vested financial interest in propping up the Obama administration.

At ABC News, former Democrat operative-turned-objective newsman George Stephanopoulos also exhibited the symptoms of the Obama transition’s salivary gland stimulus. “We have not seen this kind of combination of star power and brain power and political muscle this early in a cabinet in our lifetimes,” Stephanopoulos dribbled.3 After blotting his chin a bit, he added: “[H]e’s managed his transition with the same kind of precision and discipline that he managed to show during the campaign. . . . It’s hard to imagine this transition going much better for the president-elect.”  4


The Washington Post and Newsweek both indulged in Transition-mania, launching websites featuring by-the-minute blogging of Barack Obama’s “historic” and “unprecedented” ascension to power. The New York Times told the story of how the savvy Obama made a phone call thirteen days before the election to send a feeler out to General James Jones for the national security adviser post.5 Thirteen whole days! As if no other incoming president over the last 232 years had come up with the genius concept of reaching out to potential nominees before inauguration day.

This used to be called planning ahead.

In the most “historic” and “unprecedented” incoming administration in our lifetimes, Obama’s phone call was hailed as a visionary advance mobilization for the benefit of Western civilization.

An inconvenient aside: For all the hype about the Greatest Transition in World History, Obama failed to beat the pace of the Reagan White House. By Day 100, Obama had 65 officials confirmed. Reagan had 73—and the Evil Republicans did it without all the bungles and baggage that the Angels of Obama brought with them.6 “Obama’s a faster turtle, but he’s still a turtle,” transition analyst Paul Light observed—his voice of reason drowned out amid the media frenzy.7


Journalists and cable TV talking heads chattered endlessly about Obama’s “record speed” on the one hand and his “exhaustive” vetting process on the other. Application forms ran on for 7 pages and 63 questions, the New York Times marveled.8 (The Bush-Cheney vice presidential application form was 200 pages. But when Republicans require rigorous background checks, it’s not “exhaustive,” it’s a paranoid invasion of privacy. But I digress.)

President-elect Obama next dispatched hundreds of meticulous “agency review team” members—“135 people divided into 10 groups, along with a list of other advisers”—into the bowels of the federal government. Their mission: To “rigorously examine programs and policies” and expedite the transfer of power.9 The transition team leaders wore smart yellow badges on the job with “Yes, We Can”-do attitudes to match.

Awestruck Good Morning America anchor Robin Roberts of ABC News echoed the conventional wisdom: “Some would say it’s a team of rivals, à la President Lincoln, or is a better comparison a team of geniuses as FDR did?”10


I wrote this book to give you the exhaustive answer that President Obama’s gyrating media harem doesn’t want you to read.

[image: 002]

“Crony,” William Safire tells us, comes from seventeenth-century college slang at Cambridge University in England. The word is rooted in the Greek khronios (“long-lasting”) from  khronos (“time”). Safire traced its etymological evolution in the United States:
. . . [C]rony took on a pejorative connotation as the sinister side of “friend”—more of a hanger-on, the recipient of favors for old times’ sake. In 1946, when President Harry Truman’s poker-playing friends brought disrepute on his Administration, the  New York Times columnist Arthur Krock wrote that “New Dealers and Conservatives found themselves together in opposition to what a press gallery wit has called a ‘government by crony.’”11






Obama’s team—the “best of the Washington insiders,” as David Brooks called it—is a dysfunctional and dangerous conglomerate of business-as-usual cronies. They play basketball with the president now instead of poker, but they are every bit as disreputable and demanding as their 1940s counterparts. The administration is teeming with long-lasting favor-seekers in government, business, and the lucrative bridge in between. The corruption stretches from wealthy power brokers Rahm Emanuel and Valerie Jarrett, to pay-to-play-tainted Michelle Obama and Joe Biden, to ethically challenged, bailout-bungling money men Larry Summers and Tim Geithner at Treasury, crime-coddling corporate lawyer Eric Holder at DOJ, to the crooked Service Employees International Union, the shakedown artists at the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now, and the ever-expanding swamp of Washington lobbyists.

This book pulls together the familiar and not-so-familiar pieces of the transition in crisis to force Obama hagiographers to confront an alternate narrative. A reality-based narrative. A narrative of incompetence, nepotism, influence-peddling, and self-dealing that defies the stubborn myth that Barack Obama is the One True Agent of Hope and Change.

While pundits cooed over Obama’s “Achievatrons” and their unbridled “star power,” nomination after nomination imploded. The White House and its allies dismissed each failure as a “hiccup,” a “bump in the road,” or a “goof.” Meanwhile, the pace of withdrawals and botched appointments was “record-setting” and “unprecedented.” Some of the names you’ll recognize. Some you’ve never heard of because Obama’s cheerleaders were too busy glorifying the Greatest Transition in World History. Among the fallen:
• Bill Richardson (corruption scandal)

• Tom Daschle (taxes, ethics)

• Nancy Killefer (taxes)

• Annette Nazareth (allegations of incompetence)

• Caroline Atkinson (taxes)

• H. Rodgin Cohen (conflicts of interest)

• Frank Brosens (“personal” reasons)

• Scott Polakoff (allegations of fraud)

• Jon Cannon (ties to embezzlement scam)

• Charles Freeman (foreign government cronyism)





And those were just some of the bodies thrown under the bus before the 100-day mark. Heckuva job, Obama vetters!

But getting through the confirmation process was no guarantee of ethical cleanliness or competence. Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner, of course, tops the list of Senate-confirmed Obama bombs. Mentored by Wall Street power brokers Robert Rubin and Larry Summers, he played key roles in bungling Indonesia’s economy and engineering the Bear Stearns and AIG bailout fiascos. And that was before his prolonged failure to pay back taxes on illegal immigrant household help (along with his acceptance of reimbursement money for taxes he didn’t pay) was discovered and  before his sheepish admission that he had approved the AIG bonuses his boss decried as “shameful” and “outrageous.”

After Bill Richardson and GOP Senator Judd Gregg bowed out of the Commerce Secretary position, President Obama settled on former Democrat Governor of Washington, Gary Locke. The national papers called him “strait-laced” and hailed his “clean reputation.” Both liberals and conservatives in his home state called that a crock. As governor, he gave billions in tax breaks to Boeing while failing to disclose that he had retained a paid Boeing private consultant and auditor to advise him on the matter. In the governor’s mansion, Locke had his own Billy Carter—a brother-in-law who mooched off the family name to secure tax breaks and job opportunities. And on top of all that, the corporate lawyer Locke (who specialized in trade issues with China) was involved in not one, not two, but three campaign finance scandals involving tainted Asian cash. Perhaps suffering from Commerce Secretary withdrawal fatigue, the Senate confirmed Locke by unanimous consent.

Hostility to transparency is a running thread through Obama’s cabinet:
• The No. 2 official at the Department of Housing and Urban Development, former King County, Washington, Executive Ron Sims, has the distinction of being the most fined government official in his state’s history for suppressing public records from taxpayers.

• Secretary of State Hillary Clinton for years fought disclosure of massive donations from foreign governments and corporations who filled her husband’s library and foundation coffers.

• Top Obama advisor David Axelrod ran fear-mongering campaigns in Illinois in support of a huge utility rate  hike—and failed to disclose that his ads were funded by Commonwealth Edison in Chicago.

• Labor Secretary Hilda Solis failed to disclose that she was director and treasurer of a union-promoting lobbying group pushing legislation she was co-sponsoring as a congresswoman.

• Attorney General Eric Holder overruled his own lawyers in the Justice Department over the issue of D.C. voting rights (which he and President Obama support) and refused to make public the staffers’ opinion that a House bill on the matter was unconstitutional.





President Obama set the tone, breaking his transparency pledge with the very first bill he signed into law. On January 29, 2009, the White House announced that the Lily Ledbetter Fair Pay Act had been posted online for review. One problem: Obama had already signed it—in violation of his “sunlight before signing” pledge 12 to post legislation for public comment on the White House website five days before he sealed any deal.13 “[W]hen there is a bill that ends up on my desk as a president, you the public will have five days to look online and find out what’s in it before I sign it, so that you know what your government’s doing,” he had vowed.14


But Obama broke the pledge again with the mad rush to pass his trillion-dollar, pork-stuffed stimulus package full of earmarks he denied existed. Jim Harper of the Cato Institute reported in April 2009:
Of the eleven bills President Obama has signed, only six have been posted on Whitehouse.gov. None have been posted for a full five days after presentment from Congress.... The President has signed most bills within a day or two of their presentment from Congress, violating his campaign promise. He has signed  two bills more than five days after presentment, but—ironically, because it preserves the broken promise—not posted them on  Whitehouse.gov.15






It’s this utter disregard for taxpayer accountability that prompted hundreds of thousands of citizens to take to the streets on Tax Day 2009 for Tea Party protests. The trampling of transparency in the stimulus debate inspired signs that read: “No legislation without deliberation” and “READ THE BILL FIRST.” Obama’s response was first to claim that he hadn’t even heard of the Tea Party movement and then, on his 100-day celebration, to deride all those Americans he is supposed to represent for “playing games.”16 Projection, anyone?

Despite his crusading on disclosure of campaign bundlers, Obama refused to supply occupation and employer information for his top fundraisers (McCain provided the data). And he carried on the tradition of late-night document dumps to minimize scrutiny of his wealthiest Cabinet members. Moreover, in a grand end-run around the public confirmation process, President Obama created a “historic” and “unprecedented” number of “czar” appointments through executive orders—essentially creating a shadow cabinet of secretaries overseeing every aspect of domestic policy with unchecked powers beyond congressional reach.

Environmental czar Carol Browner, former auto czar Steven Rattner, and health czar Nancy DeParle all have extensive financial ties to the industries they were assigned to oversee—ties that would have progressive supporters of Obama’s “new politics” screaming bloody murder if they had been Republican nominees.

Urban czar Adolfo Carrión is in a class of his own. As Borough President of the Bronx, he specialized in cash-and-carry deals with developers seeking approval for projects in his district. He received tens of thousands of dollars in donations from the real  estate firms just before and after the developers snagged lucrative deals or crucial zoning changes for their projects. In turn, he made millions in public tax dollars available to his cronies. In one case, he arranged for a developer to renovate his front porch and failed to pay him until after his czar appointment. The Hope and Change administration blew off Carrión’s critics.
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On the Obama-Biden Change.gov website, the ethics agenda page enshrines a famous quote:
I am in this race to tell the corporate lobbyists that their days of setting the agenda in Washington are over. I have done more than any other candidate in this race to take on lobbyists—and won. They have not funded my campaign, they will not run my White House, and they will not drown out the voices of the American people when I am president. 17






Obama made this bold promise in Des Moines, Iowa, in November 2007. He made the same pledge to wild cheers in San Francisco (“They will not work in my White House!”). A year later, he threw open his transition office and the Oval Office to the nation’s leading lobbyists and influence peddlers:
• Tom Daschle was a lobbyist in everything but technical terms;

• Attorney General Eric Holder was registered as a lobbyist at Covington & Burling as recently as 2004;

• Tom Vilsack, the former Iowa governor who is Obama’s Agriculture secretary, was a registered lobbyist for the National Education Association in 2007;

• Ron Klain, chief of staff to Vice President Biden, was a K Street lobbyist at O’Melveny & Myers until 2004; 


• Leon Panetta was a lobbyist-lite who raked in hundreds of thousands of dollars from corporations in consulting fees;

• Patrick Gaspard, former chief lobbyist for the Service Employees International Union’s behemoth New York health care affiliate, Local 1199, served as Obama’s campaign national political director and transition deputy director of personnel;

• David Hayes, deputy secretary of the Interior, was a lobbyist at Latham & Watkins through 2006;

• William Corr, executive director of the nonprofit Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids and a registered lobbyist until September 2008, was Obama’s choice for deputy Health and Human Services secretary;

• Former Goldman Sachs lobbyist Mark Patterson was tapped by Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner for chief of staff;

• William J. Wilkins, a former lobbyist for the Swiss Bankers Association, serves as general counsel of the Internal Revenue Service;

• Michael Taylor, a former vice president for public policy at Monsanto, is deputy commissioner for foods at the Food and Drug Administration; and

• William J. Lynn III, a former lobbyist for Raytheon, is Obama’s deputy defense secretary.





In the first year alone of his administration, no-lobbyist Obama had made more than forty exceptions to his no-lobbyist rule.18 Yet in his January 27, 2010, State of the Union address, Obama asserted, “We’ve excluded lobbyists from policymaking jobs.” Timothy Carney, columnist for the Examiner, followed up:
I asked the White House if he chose his words poorly, but the media affairs office defended the president’s statement: “As the  President said,” a spokeswoman wrote in an e-mail, “we have turned away lobbyists for many, many positions.”

So, the country may have heard, “we haven’t hired lobbyists to policymaking jobs,” but the White House tells us Obama meant, “we only hired some of the lobbyists who applied for policymaking jobs.” In other words, they’ve excluded some lobbyists.

And this was in the context of reducing the “deficit of trust.”





And that’s not counting the spouses and relatives of many of Obama’s top officials involved in the favor-trading trade (including Joe Biden’s son Hunter Biden and environmental czar Carol Browner’s husband) whom I document in this book.

In short: this is a government of the crony, by the lobbyist, and for all the well-heeled, well-connected people Barack Obama spent his entire campaign demonizing.

Obama’s defenders will, of course, resort to moral equivalence games. But what about Jack Abramoff? But what about Bush’s cronies? But what about Sarah Palin’s clothes scandal? But what about John McCain’s seven houses? But what about corrupt pay-for-play Republicans like Ted Stevens and former Connecticut Governor John Rowland?

Funny they should ask. Jack Abramoff is a slimeball serving five to ten at a graybar hotel in Maryland. George W. Bush and his cronies—many of whom I vigorously investigated19 and criticized publicly20 during the last eight years—are no longer in office. Taxpayers didn’t foot the bill for Sarah Palin’s wardrobe. Or John McCain’s seven houses. And the same kind of arrangements involving home renovation freebies from corporate suitors that urban czar Adolfo Carrión got away with resulted in multiple criminal convictions for Stevens21 and Rowland.

Fortunately, not everyone on the Left remains paralyzed in an irreversible state of Obama inebriation. This book would not have  been possible without the contributions of some brave and lonely liberals—whistleblowers at the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN) and the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), independent journalists and government watchdogs—who rejected the excuse-making and whitewashing of Obama’s culture of corruption. While Obama sycophants in the mainstream media celebrated his “hipness”22  and his “swagga,”23 a few principled progressives finally began to question the cult.

But they are still in the minority. And there will be more predictable excuses. As I document in this book, Obama’s cronies of color (beginning with his own wife) reach for the race card when their dubious judgment is questioned. And when all else fails, there’s always the “I inherited the problem” alibi.

To which I reply: Read the book. Barack Obama owns this cabinet of tax cheats, crooks, and cronies. It is his and his alone. In the era of “new politics,” judge him as you would judge other mere mortals. Judge him not by the company that preceded him.

Judge him by the company he keeps.





* BONUS CHAPTER FOR THE PAPERBACK EDITION *

OBAMA’S WAR ON WHISTLE BLOWERS


The era of Hope and Change came wrapped in a pair of giant brass knuckles. Among the most vulnerable targets of the bully boys of the Obama administration? Independent government watchdogs and whistleblowers.

On June 11, 2009, Gerald Walpin, a federal inspector general investigating the possible misuse of AmeriCorps funds, received an ominous call from the White House. Norman Eisen, Special Counsel to the President for Ethics and Government Reform, offered Walpin a choice either to resign within one hour or be fired. Walpin refused to step down. Within an hour, he was terminated.1


Just five months earlier, President Obama had come to Washington promising he would end “Washington games.” But the firing of Walpin reeked of the old, familiar scent of cronyism, corruption, and cover-up.

Former President George W. Bush appointed Walpin to head the Inspector General’s office overseeing Americorps in 2007. Like other Inspectors General, his job was to root out waste, fraud, and abuse in government programs. He served well, honorably, and  effectively. Too effectively. His removal came as he was contesting the propriety of a lenient settlement between the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Sacramento and that city’s mayor Kevin Johnson regarding alleged misuse of AmeriCorps funds.2


Johnson, the Democrat mayor of Sacramento, is a popular former NBA basketball star and Barack Obama booster. In a May 2009 report, Walpin’s office blew the whistle on a highly politicized U.S. Attorney’s Office settlement with Johnson and his deputy, Dana Gonzalez. The pair exploited nearly $900,000 in AmeriCorps funding for personal and political gain. Based on Walpin’s investigation, the parent entity of Americorps—the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS)—had suspended the duo’s access to federal funds after determining that the two city officials were using AmeriCorps members for political activities in connection with a Sacramento School Board election. Johnson and Gonzalez were also found to have assigned AmeriCorps members to perform services personally benefiting Johnson, such as washing his car.3


In addition, Walpin’s investigators uncovered allegations of sexual misconduct by Johnson toward several female St. HOPE students—allegations that Walpin cited in his referral to the U.S. Attorney’s Office. A Joint Staff Committee report issued by whistleblower advocates Senator Charles Grassley (Republican, Iowa) and Congressman Darrell Issa (Republican, California) provided further details:
Mr. Johnson’s attorney, Kevin Hiestand, approached at least one of the students describing himself only as “a friend of Johnson’s,” and “basically asked me to keep quiet.” According to her interview with OIG [Office of the Inspector General] investigators, about one week later, Kevin Johnson offered her $1,000 a month until the end of the program, which she refused to accept. Moreover, the OIG uncovered evidence of two other  female St. HOPE students reporting Johnson for inappropriate sexual conduct towards them. These are not the first such allegations. Johnson was also accused of fondling a young woman in the mid 1990’s, but no charges were ever filed.

Walpin included details about these allegations in his criminal referral to the U.S. Attorney’s office because they, “seriously impact . . . both the security of young [AmeriCorps] Members placed in the care of grantees and... the ability of AmeriCorps to continue to attract volunteers.” The facts outlined in the referral give rise to reasonable suspicions about potential hush money payments and witness tampering at a federally funded entity. Yet, it is unclear what, if anything, the U.S. Attorney’s office did to investigate these allegations or whether the White House obtained a copy of the referral from CNCS or the Justice Department during the course of its review.

These serious allegations, and the evidence for them cited in the referral, provide important context for Walpin’s insistence that the St. HOPE matter should not have been settled without further inquiry....

Erik Jones, the St. HOPE teacher who eventually reported one of the victim’s allegations to the police, resigned in protest over the way the matter was handled by the school. In his resignation letter, Jones wrote “St. HOPE sought to intimidate the student through an illegal interrogation and even had the audacity to ask me to change my story.” Another St. HOPE official, Jacqueline Wong-Hernandez, also left St. HOPE because of the way the allegations were handled.4






But in the wake of Johnson’s mayoral victory and President Obama’s election, Acting U.S. Attorney Lawrence Brown rushed to settle with the new mayor so that he could avail himself of federal stimulus funds and other government money. Brown, who just so happened to be angling for a presidential appointment as  the permanent U.S. attorney at the time,5 excluded Walpin’s office from settlement negotiations, even though Walpin had repeatedly asked that he be allowed to participate.

As Walpin said in his report:
The [CNCS] suspension [from access to federal funds] was lifted because, as one Corporation official put it, the Corporation could not “stand in the way of Sacramento”—thereby effectively stating that, while Respondent Johnson was not sufficiently responsible to receive further Federal funds in his management position as a grantee, he suddenly became sufficiently responsible when elected Mayor of a city receiving substantially more Federal funds—akin to deciding that, while one should not put a fox in a small chicken coop, it is fine to do so in a large chicken coop!

The settlement accepted by the Corporation leaves the unmistakable impression that relief from a suspension can be bought. In addition, media pressures and political considerations both appear to have impacted the Corporation’s decision here. The Corporation—in a departure from talking to and working with OIG on any matter in which OIG has an interest and/or involvement—refused to discuss this “settlement” with OIG and obtain OIG’s views on the terms, and merely informed OIG of the “done deal” after it had been signed.6






How threatened was the political establishment? Sacramento Mayor Kevin Johnson’s fiancée, Michelle Rhee—the high-powered schools chief of the District of Columbia—just happened to have been on the board of directors of St. HOPE at the time of the probe. She paid Walpin a visit in June 2008 to vouch for Johnson. As Byron York of the Washington Examiner reported: 
Rhee’s June 2008 visit to Walpin’s office wasn’t her first talk with him. Shortly before that, she had called Walpin, apparently to see how the investigation was going. It was widely reported at the time that Rhee was planning to include St. Hope in a group of educational organizations that would be hired to run 10 of the District’s most troubled high schools.

“Because she knew we were investigating Johnson, she called me to find out whether there would be anything coming out that she should take into account in deciding whether to contract with Johnson,” Walpin says. “I told her I could not give her any bottom line as to what we were doing, but she knew that we were looking into the St. Hope matter.”

At the time of her conversations with Walpin, Rhee was not only aware of the financial misuse investigation; she appears to have known about the sexual misconduct allegations, too. According to a new report by Republican investigators in the House and Senate, a former St. Hope employee told Walpin’s staff that Rhee “learned of the allegations and played the role of a fixer, doing ‘damage control.’”7






Walpin refused to buckle to political pressure. Shortly after he issued his scathing report, the White House announced that it had “lost confidence” in Walpin and fired him.8 “Damage control” quickly gave way to a Washington witch hunt.

Who was behind Walpin’s termination? Evidence gathered by Senator Grassley and Congressman Issa point to a possible role by Michelle Obama:
First Lady Michelle Obama has involved herself in the President’s effort to increase national service by making personnel decisions at the Corporation. According to notes from a March 12, 2009  CNCS Board call, “the First lady will be playing a central role in the national service agenda.” In June 2009 [the same month that Walpin was fired], the First Lady’s former chief of staff was installed as an adviser to the Corporation. The First Lady has also been tasked with appointing the Corporation’s next Chief Executive Officer.9






Mrs. Obama’s interest in AmeriCorps is more than passing. She ran the AmeriCorps-funded non-profit Public Allies in Chicago from 1993 to 1996 and served on its national board until 2001. Like so many of the AmeriCorps recipients investigated by the inspector general’s office over the years, Public Allies was found to have violated basic eligibility and compliance rules. A January 2007 audit reported that the group lacked internal controls verifying that recipients who received education grants and living allowances were legal citizens or permanent residents as required by law.10


Mrs. Obama’s former chief of staff, Jackie Norris, told the  Chronicle of Philanthropy that her role as national service adviser was to ensure—in her words—that corporation officials are their “No. 1 cheerleaders.”11 Congressional investigators discovered that on the day before Walpin was fired, Norris had met with then-CNCS chairman Alan Solomont. Solomont was a top Democrat campaign finance bundler, the chief New England fundraiser for the Obama presidential campaign, and was later confirmed as the U.S. Ambassador to Spain in December 2009. When questioned about his meeting with Norris, Solomont initially denied it took place. When confronted with visitor logs contradicting his denial and showing that Solomont had met at least three times with Norris, Solomont then denied that they discussed Walpin. In a letter to Solomont, GOP Congressman Darrell Issa blasted Solomont’s disingenuousness and holes in Solomont’s stories.

“Because of these remaining questions,” Issa said, “I am not able to conclude with any confidence that inappropriate political considerations did not play a part in Mr. Walpin’s removal. I am also left with serious questions about the veracity of your... testimony.”12 The White House staff cut off further questioning of Solomont, who conveniently escaped the glare of public scrutiny by moving with his family to Spain to take up his new ambassadorship.

Then there’s the matter of the manner in which Walpin was fired. In 2008, Congress passed a law—the Inspectors General Reform Act—that requires the president to give Congress both thirty days notice and an explanation before firing an inspector general. The law was co-sponsored by then Senator Barack Obama, among others.

After Walpin was dismissed, Democrat Senator Claire McCaskill of Missouri expressed concern that the Inspectors General Reform Act had not been followed, since Congress was given neither thirty days notice nor a reason for Walpin’s dismissal. In response, White House lawyer Norman Eisen explained that Walpin was fired because he had appeared at a meeting of the CNCS in which he “was confused, disoriented, unable to answer questions and exhibited other behavior that led the Board to question his capacity to serve.” Eisen stated that it was “pure coincidence” that Walpin was fired during the St. HOPE controversy.13


First Law of the Chicago Way: There’s no such thing as coincidence.

Based on their investigation, Senator Grassley and Congressman Issa conclude that Eisen’s inquiry was not really much of an inquiry:
Eisen relied entirely on information provided by [former CNCS chairman Alan] Solomont and Walpin’s chief adversaries  [CNCS Acting CEO] Nicola Goren and [CNCS General Counsel] Frank Trinity. In many cases, their concerns about Walpin’s fitness to serve as IG lacked merit. Often, their concerns amounted to complaints that Walpin was difficult to work with. Because Eisen apparently did no further investigation and engaged in no genuine consultation with Congress, the White House failed to implement the IG Act as intended. 14






In the wake of his firing at the hands of Obama’s cronies and moneymen, Walpin appeared on numerous television and radio talk shows. In every appearance that I observed, he was as sharp as a tack.

A bipartisan group of attorneys came to Walpin’s defense and pushed back against the Obama smear machine. In response to the White House allegations, 146 practicing lawyers—including Democrats such as Bernie Nussbaum, former President Clinton’s first White House counsel—signed a letter stating that “we have never seen Mr. Walpin to be ‘confused, disoriented [or] unable to answer questions.’”15


The letter continued:
While none of us was present at the meeting referred to in Mr. Eisen’s letter, we can report only that such an allegation is totally inconsistent with our personal knowledge of Mr. Walpin who has always, through the present day, exhibited a quick mind and a command of the facts (whether we agree with him or not) and eloquence—essentially the opposite of someone who is “confused, disoriented, unable to answer questions.”16






Upon shutting down its investigation of the St. HOPE financial abuse matter in Sacramento, the FBI’s inspectors general oversight panel cleared Walpin of any wrongdoing. “After carefully considering the allegations described in the complaint together with your  response,” the Integrity Committee wrote Walpin in October 2009, the panel “determined that the response sufficiently and satisfactorily addressed the matter and that further investigation was not warranted.”17


In March 2010, Congressman Issa and Senator Grassley released more documents pointing to rank politicization, White House stonewalling, and Washington game-playing. Congressional investigators found that Acting U.S. Attorney in Sacramento Lawrence Brown had frequently exchanged informal emails about Walpin with Matthew Jacobs, Kevin Johnson’s attorney, “which do not suggest an appropriately arm’s length negotiating relationship.” Indeed, Brown expressed sympathy for Jacobs, who attacked Walpin in an e-mail on March 24, 2009:
WTF is wrong with this guy! First, he tried to effect (sic) the election; now he’s messing around with the entire region’s federal funding! Over this case?!

In all seriousness, the U.S. Attorney needs to stand up and say this isn’t right. The U.S. Attorney represents the face of justice in this District, and for this District. Please.

Thanks. Matt





Brown responded: “Message heard loud and clear, Matt. I am at a complete loss and do in fact plan to speak with Gerald [Walpin].”18 Brown’s jihad against Walpin parroted all of Jacobs’ complaints. Message heard loud and clear, indeed.

House GOP investigators also discovered an internal memo that had been withheld by the White House showing that the administration had mulled over inappropriate political reasons for firing Walpin. Specifically, the May 21, 2009, memo from CNCS General Counsel Frank Trinity to Elana J. Tyrangiel of the White House Counsel’s Office cited Walpin’s audit of an AmeriCorps program at the City University of New York (CUNY)—the largest  AmeriCorps program in the nation. As Congressman Issa and Senator Grassley’s report noted, “Whatever the merits of the policy dispute between Trinity and Walpin, it seems inappropriate to cite those differences as some sort of basis for removing Walpin from office. The normal course for an agency that disagrees with an Inspector General recommendation is to simply communicate the agency position to the Inspector General and to Congress rather than initiating a termination.”19


Walpin had uncovered a raft of grant violations, including criminal background check lapses and “pervasive problems of eligibility, timekeeping, and documentation.” He challenged duplicative educational awards of more than $16 million. CUNY refused to return excess funds that it had drawn down, failed to revise procedures to prevent such grant abuse, and refused to provide proof documenting that its AmeriCorps participants actually existed. Walpin advised AmeriCorps’ parent organization, the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS), to cut off any new funding and to re-examine past government funding totaling upwards of $75 million. But internal notes from CNCS discussions show that they had more “concern about potential for damage being done” and were irked by the “bad timing” of Walpin’s audits.20


After Walpin’s removal, CNCS administered a mere slap on the wrist to CUNY for its massive fiscal mismanagement. Instead of recouping the tens of millions in shady expenditures that Walpin had uncovered, AmeriCorps’ parent organization “docked the City University of New York (CUNY) $345,700 for this year, reducing its grant from $900,000 to $554,300.”21


“Throughout our investigation of Mr. Walpin’s removal, the White House has repeatedly communicated that the President was not motivated by inappropriate political reasons,” GOP Congressman Issa said in his report detailing Team Obama’s delays and deception. “The fact is Gerald Walpin led an aggressive  investigation of a political ally of President Obama that successfully recovered taxpayer dollars. While firing an investigator who uncovered the abuse of funds by a political ally might be considered an act of ‘political courage’ in Chicago politics, for most Americans it raises troubling questions.”

A year after the threatening call and character assassination campaign from the White House, Walpin is suing to get his old job back; the Inspector General position at AmeriCorps’ parent organization is still vacant; and a chilling effect has taken hold in every other inspector general’s office in Washington, D.C.




RAILROADING THE AMTRAK INSPECTOR GENERAL

On June 18, 2009—just one week after the White House demanded Walpin’s head—Amtrak’s longtime inspector general, Fred Weiderhold Jr., abruptly retired without notice or explanation. Weiderhold’s retirement came the same day he met with Amtrak officials to discuss the results of an independent report by the Washington, D.C., law firm Willkie, Farr & Gallagher.

The report—subsequently made available to the public by Senator Grassley—concluded that the “independence and effectiveness” of the Amtrak inspector general’s office “are being substantially impaired” by the agency’s Law Department. Amtrak bosses effectively gagged their budgetary watchdogs from communicating with Congress without preapproval; required that all Amtrak documents be “pre-screened” (and in some cases redacted) before being turned over to the inspector general’s office; and took control over the IG’s $5 million portion of federal stimulus dollars.22


Moreover, the report revealed, Amtrak management regularly retained outside law firms shielded from IG reach. In another  case, Amtrak’s Law Department appeared to meddle in an inspector general investigation of an outside financial adviser suspected of inflating fees. The consultant ran to the Law Department when the IG demanded documents; the Law Department repudiated the IG’s instructions on complying with a subpoena.23


These interventions (ongoing since 2007) “systematically violated the letter and spirit of the Inspector General Act,” according to Senator Grassley.

Democrat Congressman Edolphus Towns of New York and Darrell Issa, the chairman and ranking member of the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, respectively, launched an investigation .24
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