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To my old boss Bob Novak—  
his country’s good servant,  
and God’s first.
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FOREWORD


If one asked the average American to describe how big business affects the major policy battles occurring in Washington, D.C., he would probably say that the business community funds armies of well-heeled lobbyists who regularly descend on the Capitol to thwart the “progressive” agenda of national health care, cap-and-trade climate schemes, and expanded regulations for Wall Street and other industries. This is, after all, the popular perception of the political position of the business community. It is also mistaken.

In reality, the typical corporate lobbyist opposes free markets and champions corporatism—an economic system where the government intervenes in the economy for the benefit of certain politically connected business interests. These lobbyists often claim their client’s cause is an exception to their staunch free-market  principles. My staff refers to these lobbyists as “libertarian, buts” because they often begin their pitch to us with, “I’m a libertarian, but in this case government intervention is necessary because . . .”

Of course, the politicians who champion this corporatism never admit they are acting to advance business interests. Instead, they wrap their schemes in the language of charity and compassion for the least among us—even though it is precisely the least among us who will suffer most from the economic damage that will inevitably result from the expansion of the welfare-regulatory state.

Big-spending, big-regulating politicians will often denounce the very corporate interests that stand to benefit from the latest government intrusion into the private sphere. The recently passed tobacco legislation provides an excellent example. Lobbyists for the largest tobacco company helped draft the bill and supported it because it largely protected the interests of the industry giant while harming the small tobacco companies that can’t afford to spend thousands of dollars on lobbyists. However, anyone who listened to the debate on the bill would have thought this legislation was a legislative death sentence for “Big Tobacco.”

The myth that big business is a friend of freedom confuses the liberty movement as to just what is the major threat to economic liberty. This confusion reveals itself in the very language used by pro-liberty activists, journalists, and even some scholars. How many times do we hear defenders of the market describe their enemy as “socialism?” Yet, there is no substantial political constituency for socialism—a system where government directly owns and operates business. Instead, the real threat to the free market is corporatism.

Exposing the ways big business has worked to undermine liberty and explaining how the anti-market policies enrich large corporate interests at the expense of average Americans is a vital task  for the freedom movement. My friend and teacher Murray Rothbard, the founder of the modern libertarian movement, always encouraged libertarians to concern themselves not only with learning and promoting libertarian theory, but also with discovering and exposing the powerful interests that use the welfare state to enrich themselves at the expense of our liberty and prosperity.

I have no doubt that Murray would appreciate Tim Carney’s work. Tim’s book, Obamanomics: How Barack Obama Is Bankrupting You and Enriching His Wall Street Friends, Corporate Lobbyists, and Union Bosses, picks up where his first book, The Big Ripoff, left off. Tim looks past the progressives’ anti-business rhetoric to expose how big business benefited from the stimulus bill, and how the current administration has adopted its predecessor’s policy of funneling taxpayer money to failed Wall Street firms. Continuing Wall Street bailouts—and even installing one of the key architects of the bailouts as treasury secretary—is a strange definition of “change you can believe in.”

Perhaps the most useful section of the book is the chapters detailing how the insurance and pharmaceutical industries are lending their clout to the push for nationalized health care. Despite the sound bites from the pro-ObamaCare politicians and their cheerleaders in the media about the evil insurance companies, the insurers are actually on Obama’s side in promoting a giant expansion of the government’s role in health care. And why not? A major plank of the health care plan is to force every American to have health insurance—in other words, to make every American a customer of the insurance industry. Yet, if one believes the media, it is the opponents of nationalized health care who are doing the bidding of the large insurance companies!

It is true, as Tim points out, that the insurance industry opposes the “public option.” However, for all the sound and fury the public option has generated on both sides of the debate, the proposal  to force all Americans to obtain a government-approved health insurance policy represents as great a, if not a greater, threat to health freedom as the government-funded public option. This is because the so-called “individual mandate” is a back door to national health insurance. After all, if Congress requires individuals to purchase insurance, Congress must define what insurance policies satisfy the government mandate. Thus, Congress will decide what is and is not covered in the mandatory insurance policy.

Yet, as I write this, it appears unlikely that the final bill will create a system resembling the socialized medicine model of Canada or Great Britain. Instead, it appears likely that any health care “reform” plan that actually passes Congress will reject both the free market and socialism in favor of corporatism—which, in its current incarnation, Tim aptly calls “Obamanomics.”

Every libertarian and free-market conservative who still believes that large corporations are trusted allies in the battle for economic liberty needs to read this book, as does every well-meaning liberal who believes that expansions of the welfare-regulatory state are done to benefit the common people.

 



Congressman Ron Paul (TX)





 CHAPTER 1
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OBAMANOMICS 101

THE PARTNERSHIP OF BIG BUSINESS AND BIG GOVERNMENT

 



 



 




President Barack Obama, if he gets his way, will increase government control over the U.S. economy in ways previously thought impossible. In itself, this is no surprise, because he is a liberal Democrat who repeatedly promised during his campaign to defend the little guy against the evils of corporate America. According to candidate Obama,
The reason that we’re not getting things done is not because we don’t have good plans or good policy prescriptions. The reason is because it’s not our agenda that’s being moved forward in Washington—it’s the agenda of the oil companies, the insurance companies, the drug companies, the special interests who dominate on a day-to-day basis in terms of legislative activity.1







But this anti-corporate rhetoric is precisely the opposite of the reality. In truth, President Obama’s policy prescriptions spell profits for the biggest and most well-connected businesses. Just as President George W. Bush, with his bailouts, spending sprees, and new entitlements, abandoned the free market at the behest of Wall Street and drug makers, Barack Obama’s vision of bigger government is also the dream of corporate lobbyists.

A close study of lobbying records, campaign contributions, and legislative language paints a different picture from the Obama-vs.-Big Business narrative that Obama projects and the media believes. Instead, Obama and Big Business are partners in advancing an agenda of borrowing, spending, taxing, regulating, and subsidizing.

Obama’s healthcare reform, stimulus spending, global warming legislation, and auto industry bailouts are ambitious packages of regulations, taxes, mandates, and spending that benefit Big Business—what corporation wouldn’t welcome more taxpayer-funded subsidies, regulation that crowds out competition, and government mandates that drive more business to them? There are other big beneficiaries as well: politicians, who gain more power; and lobbyists, who gain more influence.

The victims are small businesses crushed by regulations and taxes; taxpayers—especially future taxpayers who will be burdened by the debt financing today’s spending sprees; and consumers, who face higher prices and fewer choices.

What should we call this Big Business–Big Government agenda pursued by President Obama? Although robust corporate-government collusion was hardly invented by the current administration, the United States has not seen such a consistent practitioner of corporatism in more than half a century. Moreover, crucial elements of Obama’s program, such as his crusade against global warming, were lacking from the New Deal and other similar precedents, undermining direct analogies to them. It’s fitting then to name this Big Business–Big Government practice Obamanomics.

Make no mistake—President Bush’s Wall Street bailout was probably America’s biggest dose of corporate socialism since World War II. But President Obama has seen Bush’s $700 billion and raised him another couple trillion—and counting.




WHAT IS OBAMANOMICS? 

Obamanomics is the political strategy of partnering government with the biggest businesses in order to create new regulations, taxes, and subsidies. Most famously, Obama forged a deal with the same drug industry he had demonized during his presidential campaign, and the industry then put up $150 million in advertising to advance healthcare “reform.”2 Obama’s allies have also included health insurers, a tobacco giant, energy companies, automakers, Wall Street banks, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

The economic law underlying Obamanomics—opaque to most journalists and contrary to conventional wisdom—is this: increased government control centralizes industries and favors the biggest businesses.

The great irony of Obamanomics is that Obama campaigned so hard against “special interests” and lobbyists. But his agenda of increasing government control in every corner of the economy requires partnering with those very special interests.

Indeed, even as Obama touts his Big Business–Big Government policies, he often attacks corporate America. He boasted about battling Big Tobacco during a Rose Garden signing ceremony for a bill Philip Morris reportedly helped draft.3 As he rolled out a healthcare plan that would profit drug makers, insurers, and hospitals, Obama denounced his opponents as agents of the “special interests.”4 And his climate change regulations, backed by the most entrenched special interests, are supposedly a broadside against captains of industry.

Obama has ushered in a new kind of corporatism in a populist disguise. This book aims to expose it.




NOT IMPUGNING MOTIVES 

Let me clarify what this book is not arguing.

I do not think Obama is “rewarding his donors” in any sort of quid pro quo. He is not trying to butter up corporations in order to land a cushy job in 2017. And I won’t trot out the ridiculous attack used against Bush that Obama simply loves corporate America more than he loves Main Street America.

I trust Obama’s intentions. His aim, I assume throughout this book, is simply to make this country better. He is also clear that he thinks what is best for this country, at least for now, is more federal government control—of Wall Street, of Detroit, of healthcare, of energy, of our money.

His policies favor Big Business not out of nepotism or corruption, but out of tactical necessity—he needs powerful allies—and out of economic reality: expanding the government tends to boost Big Business.

But when the media actually notice that Big Business supports an Obama policy, or that an Obama regulation helps Big Business, they write it up as an anomaly. They are shocked at the “strange bedfellows.”5 But after a while, it should no longer seem strange. Obama and Big Business work together so closely and so frequently, they have formed—to adapt a phrase from President Dwight Eisenhower—the Obama–Industrial Complex.




 THE BIG MYTH 

Obama, however, paints his push for bigger government as a crusade against the excesses of Big Business. The president gets  away with this thanks to the persistence of what I call The Big Myth. The Big Myth is the fable that Big Business and Big Government are rivals—that regulation curbs Big Business, and that above all Big Business wants a laissez-faire economy.

The myth seems logical. For one thing, the prevailing rhetoric supports it. Businessmen often extol the virtues of the free market, and those politicians most interested in increasing government are the same ones who most vociferously attack the evils of corporate America.

For example, in June 2009, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce—the nation’s largest lobbying group representing the broad business community—launched its “Campaign for Free Enterprise.” The Chamber proclaimed, “It’s time to remind all Americans that it was a free enterprise system based on the values of individual initiative, hard work, risk, innovation, and profit that built our great country. We must take immediate action to reaffirm the spirit of enterprise in America.”6


Meanwhile, Democratic populists took the opposite side in this alleged battle. During the 2008 Democratic presidential primary season, former North Carolina senator John Edwards was the pro-government, anti-business bomb-thrower. When asked during a debate in Iowa about the environment, Edwards answered, “I think first of all we need to recognize what the obstacles are to the change that everyone believes is necessary. And the obstacles are oil companies, power companies—all those entrenched interests that stand between America and the change that it needs.”7


At a campaign rally outside Des Moines, Edwards sounded the same note on healthcare: “Corporate power and greed have literally taken over the government, and we need a president who’s willing to take these powers on. It is the only way we’re going to... have universal health care.”8


Edwards’s rhetoric—like the U.S. Chamber’s—painted the battle lines: Big Government liberals on one side, Big Business on the other. This, of course, was false. Enron, General Electric, and Duke Energy all have lobbied for restrictions on greenhouse gas emissions, as chapter six will show. Pfizer, Aetna, and Wal-Mart all lobby for some sort of “universal healthcare,” as related in chapters four and five.

And the Chamber’s Campaign for Free Enterprise? In the middle of that, the Chamber endorsed the multi-billion-dollar Cash-for-Clunkers corporate welfare scheme.9


The political angle of the Big Myth is the assertion that Republicans are the Party of Big Business. Now, Republicans certainly aren’t the anti-Big Business Party, but neither are the Democrats. Campaign finance and lobbying records show that both major parties, in truth, are the parties of Big Business—the Democrats just get away with hiding it. More on that in chapter two.

But the Big Myth is an important tool for Obama. It allows Democrats to paint their opponents as profiteers or corporate shills. During the healthcare debate, Obama repeatedly denounced those who oppose “reform” because they “profit financially or politically from the status quo.” Liberal journalists—especially those at GE-owned MSNBC—parroted this line of attack.

The Big Myth also allows Big Business to win its favors under the radar. Newspapers regularly report when corporations lobby against stricter regulations, but when corporations join the “reform” side, there is less media attention.

And so, the Obama–Industrial Complex hides behind the Big Myth.




 BUSH BAILOUTS AND BARACK PIERCE THE BIG MYTH 

Events at the end of the Bush administration and in the first year of Obama’s presidency should have put the Big Myth to rest. 


Bush ended his term in office by creating a $700 billion taxpayer-funded slush fund for Wall Street, and then he opened the bailout doors to Detroit automakers before handing the slush fund keys over to President Obama.

Obama had won the White House with the help of Big Business, out-raising the Republican nominee from nine of the ten most politically active industries, according to the Center for Responsive Politics.10 He quickly gave the world a hint of Obamanomics by entrusting command of his White House to Rahm Emanuel, a Goldman Sachs alumnus and Bill Clinton fundraiser with proven experience in marshalling Big Business behind Big Government while playing both for his own profit.

Then Obama picked Bill Richardson and Tom Daschle for his cabinet—both men with track records of Big Business–Big Government collusion.

President Obama’s first major act was passing a pork-laden, $787 billion stimulus bill aggressively backed by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and every major business group—not to mention the corporate lobbyists who thought they had died and gone to heaven. He followed that with a push for healthcare reform in which he allied with pharmaceutical companies and, to a large extent, with HMOs. His other major 2009 effort was for a global warming bill that had the robust backing of some of the biggest players in all corners of industry.

Along the way, Obama signed a tobacco regulation bill drafted in part by Philip Morris, a children’s health insurance subsidy championed by insurers and drug makers, and a Cash-for-Clunkers program that funneled billions of dollars to automakers.

Needless to say, if George W. Bush and Ben Bernanke didn’t kill the Big Myth, Barack Obama should have. The myth’s endurance is testament to Obama’s rhetoric, most reporters’ economic prejudices, and the short memory of political journalists, who find  themselves repeatedly noting, “In an odd alliance, Big Business is supporting Obama’s Big Government program.”




 THE LAWS OF OBAMANOMICS 

Underlying Obamanomics are some basic economic facts and political realities. These are the Four Laws of Obamanomics, paired below with some of the lobbying strategies that exploit these laws.

1. During a legislative debate, whichever business has the best lobbyists is most likely to win the most favorable small print. Similarly, once a bill has passed, the business with the best lawyers and lobbyists will best be able to craft the regulations and learn how to game them. A big business, counting on this fact while lobbying for more government spending or control, is employing The Inside Game.

2. Regulation adds to overhead, and higher overhead crowds out smaller competitors and prevents startups from entering the industry. When corporations, knowing this, lobby for more regulation of their industry, I call this the Overhead Smash.

3. Bigger companies are often saddled by inertia, meaning robust competition is a threat. Adopting regulations that stultify the economy is the equivalent of raising the basketball hoop to twenty feet at half-time: it protects the lead of whichever team is ahead. When Big Business seeks to stultify the economy to hold back smaller competitors, I call it Gumming Up the Works.

4. Government regulation grants an air of legitimacy to businesses, boosting consumer confidence, often beyond what is warranted. This is The Confidence Game.

Of course, these laws of Obamanomics are related, and the tactics almost always overlap. Rarely is one tactic at play without some trace of another. I use the term Regulatory Robbery to encompass all these tactics—and there are other common forms of Regulatory Robbery aside from the four listed above.

For Obama’s first year in office, a key corporate tactic has been  Making an Offer You Can’t Refuse—when government requires customers to buy certain products. One more practice that often appears in Obamanomics is Subsidy Suckling—coming to the teat of government for some taxpayer-provided sustenance.

An important note: there are, on the Left, often Big Government proposals that would be devastating to Big Business. In healthcare, for instance, there’s the single-payer idea—that government should be the HMO for all. This would drive private insurers out of business and possibly reduce profits for providers. Proposals like this get lip service from liberal politicians, but once those politicians get in the room with the staffers, lobbyists, and consultants, there’s inevitably a tack “toward the center”—really, a tack toward Big Business.

Understanding the laws of Obamanomics is critical to understanding today’s confusing political landscape. Without knowing these laws, one is left wondering why Big Business wants to be regulated. Ignorant of these laws, most reporters think industry support of Big Government is a sign of consensus rather than a form of favor-seeking.

In brief, Obamanomics boils down to this: every time government gets bigger, somebody’s getting rich.

This book names the names.





 CHAPTER 2
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ELECTION 2008

 THE TRIUMPH OF BIG BUSINESS

 



 



 



“And as people have looked away in disillusionment and frustration,” counseled Barack Obama, a freshman senator with only two years in Washington, “we know what’s filled the void: The cynics, and the lobbyists, and the special interests who’ve turned our government into a game only they can afford to play.”1


Obama, evoking Abraham Lincoln by announcing his candidacy in Springfield, Illinois, painted a bleak but accurate picture of the situation in Washington and the power of corporate lobbyists. “They write the checks and you get stuck with the bills. They get the access while you get to write a letter.”

But Obama promised Hope. And Change. “They think they own this government, but we’re here today to take it back. The time for that politics is over. It’s time to turn the page.”

Obama sounded this theme for the next twenty-one months. Largely, the media and the public bought it: John McCain’s campaign was dominated by lobbyists, we were told, while Obama led a grassroots effort reflecting spontaneous enthusiasm for change. McCain raised funds from corporate fat cats, but Obama gathered small donations from regular Americans. McCain would deliver tax cuts for Big Business, while Obama would curb the excesses of corporate America.

But the fine details of the 2008 campaign reveal a much different picture. Obama’s campaign received far more money from the most entrenched special interests than did McCain’s. Even the biggest oil companies gave more to Obama. And those vaunted small donors? Obama’s proportion of small donations to large ones was just about the same as McCain’s.

In fact, as this chapter shows, Obama fiercely attacked McCain’s proposals that would have slashed corporate welfare, while Obama’s plans would keep Big Business’s spigot of subsidies flowing freely. And once Obama won the election, he assembled a governing team peppered with masters of the “revolving door” between corporate America and government.

Obama’s election, in other words, was a triumph for Big Business.




THE MONEY TRAIL 

Goldman Sachs, Exxon Mobil, Microsoft, Boeing, Pfizer, and General Electric—these companies are the poster-children for “special interests.” They are huge and well-connected corporations in key industries. And they have something else in common: employees and executives of these companies all gave more—much more—to Barack Obama than to John McCain in the 2008 election.2 Of course, Obama raised far more money overall than McCain, so it’s not surprising he took more from these industry  giants—unless, of course, you believed Obama’s rhetoric that his campaign depended on the regular people and small donors while McCain’s was a servant of special interests.

But some of these industrial titans gave so much more cash to Obama that it’s hard not to conclude the businesses saw profit in his presidency—not because they “owned” him, but because Obama’s penchant for Big Government was good for their business.

Take, for example, the most notorious “special interest”: Goldman Sachs. Goldman is arguably more intimately tied up with government than is any other company. The firm regularly swaps executives with the White House, regardless of which party controls it, and profits from subsidies and bailouts in all corners of the economy—from Wall Street to ethanol plants. Fittingly, Goldman was the source of more campaign contributions in 2008 than any other company. It also provided Obama with four times as much money as it did McCain—$997,095 to $230,095.3  Microsoft employees were even more one-sided, giving Obama more than ten times more money than McCain.

But the Obama campaign pitched the idea, and the mainstream media swallowed it, that small donors were Obama’s bread and butter, freeing him “from the tug of big-money corporations and special interests,” as the Associated Press put it.4


The AP should have checked the numbers. According to the nonpartisan Center for Responsive Politics (CRP), employees and executives at AT&T, which the center lists as the number one “heavy hitter” of campaign finance since 1989, gave more money to Obama than they had to any candidate in history, exceeding their donations to McCain by 30 percent. The rest of the top ten heavy hitters of the last two decades include labor unions and Goldman Sachs, each of which, if they donated money for the 2008 election, gave more to Obama than to McCain.

CRP also reports that lawyers comprised the top-spending industry in 2008, followed by the “securities/investment” industry, which includes Wall Street and hedge funds. The real estate industry ranked third. These industries all gave more to Barack Obama than to any other candidate. In fact, Obama was the favorite candidate of the seven most politically prolific industries. Of the top ten industries, only insurance placed Obama as low as second place, with McCain slightly outraising him $2.4 million to $2.3 million.

Now, we should note that Obama’s and McCain’s fundraising cannot truly be compared directly. First, McCain’s primary season was much briefer than Obama’s; McCain effectively won the contest by February, when Mitt Romney withdrew, while Obama had to fight until June before Hillary Clinton conceded. As a result, Obama was forced to raise much more primary election money than was McCain. Second, Obama outpolled McCain for most of the campaign, so some businesses may have simply supported the frontrunner.

Additionally, Obama eschewed federal matching funds in the general election—the first candidate to do so since the program’s creation in 1974. So McCain was prohibited by law from raising private funds in the general election, while Obama had unlimited license to raise and spend money—which he did with unprecedented skill.

Thus, you can’t conclude that an industry “preferred” Obama just because it gave him more money. But the impressive numbers Obama garnered from leading industries point to some equally important conclusions. First, the storyline is false that Obama’s fundraising advantage over McCain was due to small donors. His advantage over McCain was largely due to industry donations. And second, Obama clearly didn’t consider industry leaders to be his opponents.

In other words, Big Business may or may not have “preferred” Obama, but it sure didn’t fear him.




HEALTHY DONATIONS 

A favorite “special interest” Obama picked on during the campaign was the healthcare sector. He ran ads assailing the drug industry’s influence in Washington, and he threatened to battle intransigent insurance companies in order to reform healthcare. But that didn’t seem to dent that sector’s generous support of Obama and his party.

Donations from the health sector went to Democrats by 54–46 percent in 2008. Obama pulled in $19.4 million from the sector, more than two-and-a-half times McCain’s tally of $7.4 million.5  In fact, Obama received more money from the healthcare sector than did the top ten Republican recipients combined.

HMO donations favored Democrats by 60–40 percent. Receiving over three times the amount of HMO money than McCain, Obama’s $1.4 million take was more than the combined HMO haul by the Republican nominees for president in the last five elections. 6 Notably, even Hillary Clinton significantly outraised McCain from this industry in 2008.

Drug makers behaved the same way, giving Obama $3.57 for every dollar they gave McCain.7 The industry’s largest donor, Pfizer, gave more than four times as much cash to Obama as to McCain. Likewise, hospital and nursing home contributions favored Obama 4 to 1 over McCain.

Star-struck by a new liberal icon, the media turned a blind eye toward the obvious coziness between Obama and the HMOs, drug makers, and hospitals. Reporters just weren’t interested in asking why these industries were overwhelmingly favoring the candidate who was vilifying them, and what they expected to get  from him. The fact that all these industries stand to benefit handsomely from Obama’s proposed healthcare reform, as shown in chapters four and five, mysteriously escaped the media’s attention.




 BIG BAD OIL 

“He’s willing to spend nearly $4 billion on more tax breaks for big oil companies—including $1.2 billion for Exxon alone.” This attack on McCain, pronounced by Obama while campaigning in Nevada, became a staple of Obama’s campaign.8 Obama repeatedly accused McCain of seeking a giant tax cut for Big Oil as these companies were raking in record profits and the rest of the economy was limping. “Every time you fill your tank, the oil companies fill their pockets,” intoned one Obama campaign ad. “Now Big Oil’s filling John McCain’s campaign with $2 million in contributions.”9


But the two claims—that McCain was handing Big Oil a special tax break and that Big Oil was bankrolling McCain—were both misleading. The tax cut claim originated in a report by the Center for American Progress (CAP), a George Soros-funded nonprofit closely allied with the Obama campaign and the Democratic Party.10 The assertion was deliberately deceptive because it implied McCain was singling out oil companies for tax breaks, without noting that McCain was proposing to reduce the income tax rate on all corporations from 35 percent to 25 percent. For that reason, the nonpartisan PolitiFact, operated by the St. Petersburg Times, rated the tax-cut claim as “barely true.”11


The allegation that Big Oil was fueling McCain’s campaign was also disingenuous. Although McCain did receive much more money from the oil and gas industry than did Obama, this overlooks an inconvenient fact: the five largest oil companies—the ones Obama grouped as “Big Oil” and the CAP report listed by  name—gave more combined to Obama than to McCain. And the one oil company Obama called out by name, Exxon, funded Obama ($117,946) much more than it funded McCain ($73,326). Obama’s Exxon take was just about equal to George W. Bush’s—in 2000 and 2004, combined.12


Obama also raised more money from No. 2 Chevron than did McCain—or any politician in history, for that matter.13





OBAMA AND THE CORPORATE MOONSHINERS ON THE DOLE 

Barack Obama was certainly good at staying on message, hammering McCain with a few repeated attacks. In the first debate of the general election, Obama went after McCain on energy:
And I have to say, Senator McCain and I—I think—agree on the importance of energy, but Senator McCain mentioned earlier the importance of looking at a record.

Over 26 years, Senator McCain voted 23 times against alternative energy, like solar, and wind, and biodiesel.

And so we’ve got to walk the walk and not just talk the talk when it comes to energy independence. 14






Obama’s campaign website listed those twenty-three anti“alternative energy” votes.15 Notwithstanding Obama’s reference to “solar, and wind, and biodiesel,” most of these votes were actually against subsidies for corn ethanol—one of the most flagrant corporate-welfare boondoggles of the last half-century and a program few outside the industry defend today.

But Obama continually cited McCain’s votes against ethanol subsidies to impugn his environmental record. He dinged McCain for voting against the 2002 energy bill, a vote which placed  McCain in a tiny minority of eleven senators. A St. Petersburg Times editorial explained the bipartisan support for the measure and its ethanol mandate:
[Majority Leader Tom] Daschle and the Democrats will find little opposition from Republicans, who are in a bidding war to see who can give the most subsidies to agribusiness. And that is what this is all about, corporate welfare. Agribusinesses propped up by price supports already produce a surplus crop, so they are looking for ways to sell more corn. One way is to force gasoline refiners to use more ethanol. 16






Even Democratic senators Hillary Clinton, Chuck Schumer, Dianne Feinstein, and Barbara Boxer voted with McCain against the bill, assailing the ethanol mandate as “corporate welfare.”17  Obama also attacked McCain for voting against the 2005 energy bill, and against the amendment mandating ethanol.

Schumer, while debating that 2005 bill, concisely explained the harm of an ethanol mandate: “It hurts drivers and it hurts the free market. It is a boondoggle because it takes money out of the pockets of drivers and puts it into the pockets of the big ethanol producers.” 18 Ethanol, in other words, is a sop to Big Business at the expense of the average consumer. Yet Obama not only attacked McCain for standing up for consumers, he promised during his 2008 campaign effectively to outlaw all cars that couldn’t run on a blend of 85 percent ethanol.19


McCain consistently opposed the ethanol ripoff, including another vote against the 2007 energy bill. And he suffered for it. After the Republican platform reversed itself and adopted McCain’s position against ethanol handouts, a Minnesota news website reported on the political fallout:
There’s anxious buzz sweeping across corn country about an abrupt change in the Republican platform on corn ethanol that was adopted at the party’s convention in St. Paul.

. . . “It’s a little alarming that we as a Republican Party are taking that stance,” said Brad Finstad of Comfry, Minn. “In corn country there will be some independence from the GOP on the issue,” said the three-term Republican who is ranking minority member on the Minnesota House Agriculture Finance Division .20






Sure enough, Obama ended up sweeping corn country, thanks in part to his firm commitment—and McCain’s opposition—to corn ethanol subsidies.




 OBAMA PROTECTS THE HMOS 

McCain’s healthcare reform proposal was the target of some of the sharpest attacks by the Obama campaign. And here, once again, Obama supported Big Business while McCain defended consumers.

McCain proposed to begin taxing employer-provided healthcare benefits while offering an offsetting $5,000 tax credit toward buying health insurance. The goal was to inject more competition into the healthcare market by removing government disincentives to finding your health insurance outside of your employer.

Unsurprisingly, health insurers have lobbied hard to preserve the employer-based system and to torpedo proposals like McCain’s. And Obama took the insurers’ side, warning that McCain’s plan would cause the “unraveling of the employer-based health care system.”21 This was a line Obama borrowed from the biggest corporate lobby in town, the Chamber of Commerce,22  whose members found McCain’s proposal “very discomforting.”23  Obama ran campaign ads warning that McCain “would tax your healthcare benefits for the first time ever”—without mentioning the offsetting $5,000 tax credit.24 Meanwhile, Obama was collecting more money from HMOs than any other candidate in history.

Throughout 2008 Obama enthusiastically flailed the “special interests,” but his Big Business-friendly proposals and prolific corporate fundraising told a different story. Once he got elected, the picture became even clearer.




 RAHM EMANUEL: “THE INTERSECTION OF MONEY AND POWER” 

If a Hollywood screenwriter were to invent the prototypical ruthless political operative, he would create Rahm Emanuel—and the producers would probably reject the character as over-the-top. Any notion that an Obama White House would spell the end of Big Business influence in Washington should have been dispelled three days after the election, when Obama named this consummate corporate-political insider as White House chief of staff.

“A portrait of the often murky, below-the-surface intersection of money and power and politics.”25 That’s how the Chicago Tribune  described Emanuel in 2003, and it’s a good overall description of Obamanomics. The Obama–Emanuel White House has governed by standing at this intersection, collecting tolls, and paying out favors—and it’s building more entrance ramps into this intersection and multiplying its own power, all of which yields rewards for the most connected businesses.

Emanuel’s record, to say the least, does not smell of good government. A Chicago political operative, he got his start in 1989 by raising funds for Richard M. Daley’s first mayoral campaign. This was the beginning of a close, long-lasting relationship between the two men. A decade later, when Emanuel ran for Congress, he got  another helping hand from the Daley Machine. Federal investigators in 2005 found that the chief of Daley’s water department had deployed city workers to campaign for Emanuel in his hotly contested 2002 Democratic primary for an open House seat. The  Chicago Sun-Times, in a piece titled “Daley Machine Corruption Helps Emanuel Win First House Race,” reported on the sleaze: “City Hall officials ordered the city’s top water boss, Donald Tomczak, to marshal his political army of city workers for Mayor Daley, Congressman Rahm Emanuel and other politicians, according to a federal court document released Monday and other sources.”26


Emanuel’s stint with the Clintons also fails to impress good-government types. In November 1991, the Arkansas governor hired Emanuel to be his top fundraiser. Clinton’s campaign was cash-poor when Emanuel arrived, but Rahm became its rain-maker, reaching out to Wall Street, Hollywood, and other “fat cats,” as he called them. In July 1992, the New York Times  reported the campaign “has received most of its checks from large law firms, investment houses and real estate companies.”27 The top source of Clinton campaign cash was Goldman Sachs, a company that sixteen years later would also become Barack Obama’s top corporate source of funds.

Interestingly, while Emanuel was pumping Goldman for campaign cash back in 1992, he also earned $35,000 ($53,000 in 2008 dollars) directly from the company.28 A Goldman spokesman said Emanuel “analyzed local political races” for the firm.29 That’s a hefty retainer for a guy who’s also working full time as a campaign fundraiser for a presidential campaign—and it was an important stream of income, considering the Clinton campaign only paid him $60,000.30 (Emanuel also received some support that year from his old friend Daley, who paid him $15,000 in consulting fees. )31


The money connection between Goldman, Emanuel, and the Clinton campaign reeked of influence peddling. Corporations are  prohibited from contributing to federal elections, but by taking care of about a quarter of Emanuel’s 1992 compensation, Goldman could have been making a backdoor contribution to the Clinton campaign. In another sign suggesting Goldman–Clinton rules-bending, federal auditors later found that Goldman had improperly given discounts for work it performed for the Clinton campaign.32


Emanuel embodied the Clinton campaign’s blending of policy and fundraising, a feature that would later characterize the Clinton White House. A 1992 New York Times piece reported:
Associates say Mr. Emanuel has played an unusual role for a finance director, getting involved in strategy sessions that transcend money. He had a leading role in advising Mr. Clinton to select Senator Al Gore as his running mate, they said, a decision that not only enhanced the ticket in the polls, but also brought on a whole new network of fund-raisers.33






Under Emanuel’s direction, the campaign’s fundraising played fast and loose with the rules. According to federal auditors, the campaign improperly took $4.1 million in taxpayer money.34 For instance, at the end of the primary, rather than retiring its debt, the campaign paid some legal fees with leftover cash—a way to keep its debt high in order to qualify for more public financing, the auditors charged.35 The Washington Post reported, “The audit also disallowed nearly $338,000 in primary campaign expenses that couldn’t be documented.... Among the payments disallowed were $52,000 to Rahm Emanuel, the campaign’s chief fundraiser.” 36 Auditors also flagged the discounts from Goldman and other companies.

After Clinton was elected, Emanuel took charge of organizing the inaugural, presenting another opportunity for White House coziness with big donors. Despite the populist imagery of arriving  in D.C. by bus, Clinton’s inauguration was opulent—Emanuel raised and spent $25 million from big donors such as AT&T, Enron, Pfizer, and Anheuser Busch.37


In light of Emanuel’s corporate ties, his appointment by Clinton as a senior White House advisor raised some eyebrows. Fred Wertheimer, a campaign-finance watchdog with the liberal group Common Cause, told the Washington Post at the time that Emanuel’s West Wing job was “a very dangerous appointment for the Clinton administration because it places in the White House an individual whose principal responsibility has been to raise huge sums of money from special interests seeking influence over government decisions.”38


Emanuel’s actual work in the White House is not a matter of public record. But in light of his prior record, it’s hard not to assume a connection between his presence in the West Wing and the endless parade of fundraising scandals that beset the Clinton administration.




 EMANUEL MASTERS THE REVOLVING DOOR 

When Emanuel left the Clinton White House for the private sector in 1998, he leveraged his political clout for personal profit with startling efficiency, making $1.6 million in two-and-a-half years. Combing through Emanuel’s financial records, the Chicago Tribune’s Mike Dorning found a “tale of money and power, of leverage and connections, of a stunningly successful conversion of moxie and a network of political contacts into cold, hard cash.”39


Emanuel left the White House in 1998 for a job handling politically sensitive deals for Bruce Wasserstein, “a high-rolling Wall Street dealmaker who was one of Clinton’s most active fundraisers in the financial community,” according to the Tribune.

At Wasserstein’s firm, Emanuel quickly called Bernard Schwartz, CEO of Loral Space and Communications. Emanuel  knew Schwartz well—a defense contractor, Schwartz had contributed $1.5 million to Clinton’s 1996 campaign.40 (Loral later received special permission from Clinton to launch a satellite aboard a Chinese rocket—even though Loral at the time was the subject of a federal investigation for possibly transferring weapons-capable satellite technology to the Chinese military.41  The company paid a $14 million fine in 2002, and the federal government declined to prosecute.) Schwartz took Emanuel’s call and hired him to explore possible acquisitions. Remarkably, Emanuel was also hired by another man who had donated generously to re-elect Clinton: S. Daniel Abraham, CEO of Slim-Fast.

The Clinton administration directly intervened in private sector deals in ways that enriched Emanuel. For example, in one deal, telecom giant SBC bought fellow telecom company Ameritech, intending to hold onto Ameritech’s home-security company, SecurityLink. But Clinton’s Federal Communications Commission disallowed the acquisition, and ordered SBC to sell SecurityLink. Emanuel happened to be representing a willing buyer—venture capital firm GTCR Golder Rauner. The Tribune explained, “Under a regulatory deadline to divest itself of SecurityLink, SBC financed all but $100 million of GTCR’s $479 million purchase of the firm. Less than six months later, GTCR resold the company for $1 billion, earning a quick $500 million on its investment.”

After two-and-a-half years getting rich at the intersection of Big Business and Big Government, Emanuel took his new wealth, his corporate connections, and his old government ties and ran for Congress from Chicago. GTCR partners and employees generously chipped in more than $12,000 to his campaign.




 GREED IS GOOD 

In his successful congressional race of 2002, Rahm Emanuel raised a stunning $667,000 from the financial sector, according to  the Center for Responsive Politics.42 Only two House candidates had a bigger haul: Michael Oxley, chairman of the Financial Services Committee, and House minority leader Richard Gephardt, who was also running for president. Emanuel was the only non-incumbent in the top-15 list.

The “securities and investment” industry—which consists of investment banks like Goldman Sachs and Merrill Lynch as well as brokerages like Morgan Stanley—gave more money to Emanuel than to any candidate, including sitting congressmen.43  Emanuel even outraised senators Chris Dodd and Max Baucus, the chairmen, respectively, of the Senate’s Banking Committee and its Finance Committee. It was an extraordinary performance for a first-time, non-incumbent candidate from outside New York.

By 2006 Emanuel was the Chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), where he boosted the committee’s fundraising from $93 million in 2004 to a record $140 million44 while more than doubling the DCCC’s haul from Wall Street. Then, in 2008, Emanuel became the first congressman to take in more than $100,000 from the hedge fund industry, pulling in more than the next three congressmen combined.

Rahm Emanuel is indisputably a Wall Street favorite. There is, and always has been, a symbiotic relationship between them. Unsurprisingly, Emanuel was a driving force behind the $700 billion Wall Street bailout, and a tireless advocate of more housing bailouts.

Emanuel reeled in so much cash from Wall Street because he had so many friends there dating back to his days dialing for Clinton’s dollars. Those friends of Rahm would become friends of the Obama White House.




 BILL RICHARDSON’S “PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS” 

“As governor of New Mexico,” the president-elect said on December 3, 2008, as he introduced his nominee for secretary of  commerce, “Bill showed how government can act as a partner to support our businesses.”45


Those words took on a new meaning a month later when news emerged that one of Governor Bill Richardson’s donors—who had won $1.5 million in state contracts—was under criminal investigation.

Richardson was forced to withdraw his nomination, but he still embodies Obamanomics: a politician who increases government influence in the economy with the assistance of Big Business. That his actions and policies would lead to scandal is to be expected—the business–government coziness he and Obama both favor is a breeding ground for corruption.

The root of Richardson’s scandal was his much-touted “public-private partnerships,” which were pitched as a kind of “third-way” compromise where government calls the play but private industry carries the ball. And Richardson saw that his partnerships fit well into Obamanomics. “The catchphrases of your economic plan,” he said to Obama on stage while accepting the nomination, “investment, public-private partnership—that is the Department of Commerce.”46


But putting money and power that close together is asking for trouble. Richardson’s record as governor—a record Obama had presumably vetted before naming him to run Commerce—turns up a string of dubious dealings.

The deal that sunk Richardson centers on a man named David Rubin. Rubin ran an investment firm called Chambers, Dunhill, and Rubin. He later changed the name to CDR, in part because Chambers and Dunhill didn’t exist. Rubin just “liked the sound of them together,” according to Bloomberg News.47


Los Angeles mayor James Hahn, a few years back, had named Rubin as a commissioner of the city’s housing authority, which hands out hundreds of millions of dollars in housing subsidies.  CDR had teamed up with Freddie Mac to create a program to advance homeownership among low-income families.

In Pennsylvania, Rubin served on the gubernatorial transition team of Democrat Ed Rendell in early 2003. But Rubin was tight with other Philly pols, too. A Bloomberg article tells the story:
In April 2001, [CDR] hired Ron White, a bond lawyer and chief fund-raiser for Mayor John Street, as a consultant, paying him a $5,000 retainer to help CDR win work with the city, according to court documents from a federal corruption trial.

Rubin donated $15,000 to Street’s election committee from December 2000 to June 2003, the records show. In addition, CDR gave White three tickets to the 2003 Super Bowl game in San Diego and also provided a limousine ride to the stadium. White brought Philadelphia Treasurer Corey Kemp to the event.

White also asked Rubin to donate money to the 2004 presidential campaign of Reverend Al Sharpton. Public disclosure of a contribution to Sharpton “would destroy me personally,” Rubin said, according to telephone transcripts from the Philadelphia trial. White suggested sending the money to White’s federal political action committee. On April 4, 2003, Rubin donated $5,000 to the PAC. The same day, the PAC wrote a $1,000 check to Sharpton.

Philadelphia paid CDR $150,000 for advice on derivatives, while banks paid CDR at least $515,000 from profits they earned on transactions with the city, documents show.48
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