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	January 9, 2006

Go Ahead, Try to Stop K Street

By TODD S. PURDUM

WASHINGTON

IN 1872, some Republican elders, revolted by the rampant influence peddling of Ulysses S. Grant's administration, challenged him for re-election. "He has used the public service of the government as a machinery of corruption and personal influence," they complained, and "shown himself deplorably unequal to the task imposed on him by the necessities of the country."

Jack Abramoff's trading room was his Signatures restaurant, not the front of the old Willard Hotel, where favor seekers so besieged Grant that he helped popularize the label - lobbyist - that still clings to their descendants with a pejorative sting. But Mr. Abramoff's guilty plea last week to charges of fraud, tax evasion and conspiracy to bribe public officials prompted similar revulsion among some of the Grand Old Party's canniest hands.

"I think as this thing unfolds, it'll be so disgusting, and the Republicans will be under such pressure from their base, that they will have to undertake substantial reform," said Newt Gingrich, the former House speaker (who himself had to pay $300,000 to settle a 1997 ethics case). "This is like Watergate."

But will things really change? After all, Grant himself won a second term, despite the failings that would eventually leave his legacy forever tainted, and his chief Republican antagonist, Horace Greeley, died defeated and insane three weeks after the election. Is corruption just a part of Washington's DNA? What else explains the grim resignation of Washington veterans who wonder when, not whether, some scandal will arise?

"The history of civilization, for starters," said Fred Wertheimer, president of Democracy 21, an ethics group. "This kind of problem is faced by all societies throughout all of history. It comes and goes in cycles, and becomes most prevalent when the activities are viewed as O.K. by the society where it's taking place."

For watchdogs like Mr. Wertheimer, and for many Democrats, such tolerance dates to the Republican takeover of Congress in the mid-1990's, when new leaders like Representative Tom DeLay of Texas began a campaign to fill the capital's K Street corridor with Republican lobbyists, and made it plain that those seeking to influence legislation would have to "pay to play," in the form of political contributions and other largesse. 

Mr. DeLay, who was himself indicted last year in Texas on unrelated campaign finance charges and forced to step down from his post as House majority leader, has long had close ties to Mr. Abramoff. Now Mr. Abramoff's guilty plea increases the likelihood that Mr. DeLay will lose his leadership post for good, and raises the prospect that he - and other lawmakers - may be enmeshed in new legal troubles. The sheer scale of Mr. Abramoff's misdeeds - millions of dollars in kickbacks from Indian tribes, a luxury golf outing for politicians to Scotland, misuse of a tax-exempt foundation - make this an extraordinary case.

"There are all sorts of things that have gone on of the same generic kind," said Harry C. McPherson, who came to Washington 50 years ago this month as a Senate aide to Lyndon B. Johnson and has plied his trade as a lawyer-lobbyist since leaving the White House in 1969. "But this is truly a situation where the degree changes everything. It converts something that purists about government would find unpleasant into the utterly unacceptable - into crime."

But the problem is broader than Mr. Abramoff, Mr. DeLay or even the inherent potential for abuse in one-party rule of all three branches of government. It also has to do with the astounding growth of the lobbying industry, a growth that has tracked the growth of the federal government itself. The rise of government regulation - first in the New Deal and then in the 1960's and 70's - spawned a parallel rise in the private sector's efforts to master the new system. Between the early 1970's and the mid-1980's, the number of trade associations doubled; in the first half of the 1980's alone, the number of registered lobbyists quadrupled, according to The Washington Monthly.

A study by the Center for Public Integrity found that in the early 1990's, political donations from 19 major industries - including 

pharmaceuticals, defense, commercial banking and accounting - were split about evenly between the two parties. 

By 2003, the Republicans held a 2-to-1 advantage. Since 1998, the center found, more than 2,200 former federal employees had registered as federal lobbyists, as had nearly 275 former White House aides and nearly 250 former members of Congress. Many rules governing their conduct remain deliberately vague, and the House Ethics Committee has been paralyzed because of dysfunction and partisan disputes.

"The scandal here is not that the rules were broken; the scandal is the rules themselves," said Representative Martin T. Meehan, Democrat of Massachusetts, who with a Republican colleague, Christopher Shays of Connecticut, and Senators John McCain and Russell D. Feingold, has been a leader in pressing to overhaul campaign finance and ethics rules. "Lobbying is part of our system, but there is a set of ethical standards and rules that ought to be followed."

Together with Representative Rahm Emanuel of Illinois and Mr. Feingold, Mr. Meehan has introduced legislation that would, among other things, require lobbyists to file quarterly financial disclosures, instead of semiannual ones and to disclose just whom in the government they lobbied. Former members of Congress would also not be able to lobby their colleagues for two years, as opposed to the current one year. Members would be required to submit detailed itineraries and descriptions of expenses for privately sponsored travel.

Mr. Gingrich has offered more ideas. He would allow unlimited fund-raising in members' states or districts, but bar fund-raising within the District of Columbia, and would require that all contacts between lobbyists and elected and appointed officials be posted weekly on the Internet. And he would shrink a government that has only grown further with post Sept. 11, 2001, spending.

"There is $2.6 trillion spent in Washington, with the authority to regulate everything in your life," he said. "Guess what? People will spend unheard-of amounts of money to influence that. The underlying problems are big government and big money."

Of course, the record suggests that for every loophole any new law might close, lobbyists will find a way to open another. The ban on so-called "soft money" contributions to political parties led to the rise of new special-interest spending groups, for example. Entrenched industries - and entrenched incumbents of both parties - can be expected to resist change that would threaten the way they know how to do business.

For their part, some lobbyists hope legislators intent on reform resist painting with too broad a brush. 

"A lot of what we do is an enormous educational effort, to avoid what we consider even well-meaning but wrong-headed legislation," said Joseph Tasker, senior vice president for government affairs of the Information Technology Association of America, which represents companies like I.B.M. and Microsoft, on issues including privacy, piracy and Internet security. 

"Congressmen don't know things; they're not experts in technology," he said. "In the mid-1990's, we were meeting with a Congressman about high-definition TV standards and we were talking about pixels and so on, and he said, 'Fellas, look, I'm trying to stay with you here, but one of the first times I ever took a ride on an airplane was when I came to Washington to take my seat and I remember looking out the window and I thought part of the wing was falling off when we landed, because the flaps came up.' "

And, this being Washington, even the best-intentioned efforts to stick to the rules can lead to overreaching silliness. 

In 2004, David McKean, a veteran Senate aide, published a critically praised book on Thomas "Tommy the Cork" Corcoran, perhaps the most successful Washington lobbyist of the 20th century. But the Senate ethics committee advised him not to disclose on the dust jacket the name of the senator he worked for, John Kerry, lest he be seen as using his position for commercial gain. 

The restriction hampered his ability to promote his book. Indeed, when a Washington bookstore inadvertently identified Mr. McKean's position in an advertisement, he had to cancel an appearance there. A very small victory, one would guess, for the capital's reputation. 

Published in the Week in Review section on Sunday, Jan. 8, 2006. New York Times.
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Mr. Cegielski
Civics

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS (PARTS I AND II) AND IN-CLASS FISHBOWL ACTIVITY ON LOBBYING

Objectives:
Students will:
1. Share opinions about the degree to which money influences politics.
2. Learn about the current lobbyist scandal in Washington, D.C. by reading and discussing the article "Go Ahead, Try to Stop K Street."
3. Participate in a "fishbowl" discussion about lobbying practices and reform.
4. Write letters to Congress expressing their hopes for the future of lobbying practices. 

Part I. Read the article "Go Ahead, Try to Stop K Street" (http://www.nytimes.com/learning/teachers/featured_articles/20060109monday.html)

Answer the following questions:
a. The writer compares the atmosphere surrounding Ulysses S. Grant's re-election and the situation currently facing Washington.  What are the similarities?
b. Who is Jack Abramoff, and to what charges did he plead guilty?
c. Who is Newt Gingrich, and how does he compare this scandal to Watergate?
d. What was the outcome of the campaign to unseat Grant, and what might that suggest about the potential outcome of the current scandal?
e. Who is Fred Wertheimer, and what does he believe is the genesis of the current “problem”?
f. Who is Tom DeLay, and how might Mr. Abramoff's guilty plea affect him?
g. What do the three misdeeds cited in the article suggest about the magnitude of Mr. Abramoff's corruption?
h. According to Harry C. McPherson, why do Mr. Abramoff's misdeeds rise to the level of “the utterly unacceptable - [to] crime”?
i. By how much has the lobbying industry grown since 1970s?
j. How have political donations to the parties changed since the 1990s?
k. Which legislators are currently working on reforms to lobbying practices?
l. What specific recommendations have they made, and how might these recommendations improve lobbying practices?
m. What suggestions has Mr. Gingrich made?
n. Why, according to the article, might new regulations be ineffective in changing lobbyist-related corruption in the long term?
o. How does Joseph Tasker explain and defend the lobbying industry?
p. What does the author think of the Senate’s actions towards David McKean?  Why?
QUESTIONS TO PREPARE FOR FISHBOWL DEBATE, BASED ON ARTICLE “GO AHEAD, TRY TO STOP K STREET”:

TOPIC 1: LOBBYISTS
1) What is a lobbyist?
2) How does a lobbyist work on behalf of its clients? Are any selfish motives involved here or do lobbyists always work for people’s general welfare?

TOPIC 2: CURRENT AND SUGGESTED REGULATIONS
1) What federal agency regulates lobbyists? 
2) Identify one current rule regulating lobbies. What is this rule and what is its purpose?
3) How might a lobbyist work around this rule?
4) Identify one recommendation cited in the article. What is its purpose and who is recommending it?
5) What current practice or regulation does it seek to reform? To what degree, if at all, might it curb corruption? How might a lobbyist work around this rule? 

TOPIC #3: GENERAL ISSUES
1) To what degree, if at all, should representatives of private interests be allowed to influence federal lawmakers?
2) Should politicians be required to disclose how much money and gifts they receive from lobbyists, companies and/or other special interest groups?
3) Can federal lawmakers be trusted to regulate the influence of lobbyists? Why or why not?
5) To what degree might each of the suggested regulations mentioned in the article be effective in curbing corruption?
6) Can influence peddling be permanently stopped? Why or why not?
7) To what degree, if at all, should lobbyists and politicians be punished if found to be engaging in influence peddling? 
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PART II. HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: 
Analyze the graph “Age of Influence” on the following page. Consider the article you read as well as our class discussion during the fishbowl activity. Write a letter to your representative in Congress and your state's U.S. senators expressing your feelings about how and to what degree they should be involved in regulating federal lobbying practices. (To verify the correct lawmakers and obtain their contact information, consult http://www.congress.org/.) Some questions to address are:
-To what degree do you think lobbyists should be allowed to influence federal lawmakers?
-What do think of the measures proposed by current lawmakers to curb corruption? Which, if any, would you urge your representative and senators to support and why?
-What additional measures would you suggest that your legislators propose to help curb corruption?
-What, if any, punishment should be awarded to lawmakers who are found to have participated in corrupt practices (such as accepting bribes)? 

If desired, letters may be compiled and sent to the appropriate representatives and senators. 

Further Questions to consider when writing your letter:
-How is it possible to regulate an industry that is secretive by nature?
-To what degree, if at all, is the public affected by lobbying practices, corrupt or otherwise?
-Should citizens monitor the practices of lobbying concerns that might affect them? If so, how?
-Should citizens try to stay informed about the individuals, companies and/or organizations that donate money to politicians who represent them? Why or why not?

Evaluation / Assessment:
Students will be evaluated based on completion of homework assignments, cooperation in small groups, participation in the "fishbowl" discussion and thoughtfully written letters.
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Extra credit opportunities:

I. Vocabulary Extension (Optional—Find the definitions to these words which were used in the article):
rampant, corruption, deplorably, imposed, besieged, descendants, pejorative, revulsion, canniest, tainted, antagonist, resignation, watchdogs, largesse, indicted, enmeshed, kickbacks, generic, plied, purists, inherent, spawned, dysfunction, partisan, overhaul, disclosures, itineraries, bar, loophole, entrenched, incumbents, pixels, lest, hampered, inadvertently

II. other Extension Activities:
1. What lobbyists represent interests in your community or region? Identify a lobby in your area to investigate. Contact the lobby directly to discover the issues and/or people it represents. Present an oral report to the class. If possible, invite lobbyists from a variety of industries and local politicians to your school for an informational panel or assembly. 

2. Investigate a bill currently being proposed by one of your state's senators. Begin your search on the U.S. Senate's legislation database at http://thomas.loc.gov. What is the legislation? Who are the co-sponsors? When was it first brought before the Senate? What is the scope of the legislation, and who will it affect? What lobbies might have tried to influence the voting? Keep track of any activity in the Senate affecting the bill, including votes and/or its passage or veto. Prepare a report outlining the life span of the bill. 

3. Create an annotated timeline of federal lobbying regulations. Include the names of lawmakers who sponsored the changes and a summary of the issue or event that precipitated the change. Share your timeline with the class. 

4. What issues affecting you and your peers are regulated by your local government (for example, curfews, park/playground hours, noise regulations, parking regulations, etc.)? Choose one issue that you care about. How might you lobby your local government to bring about change on this issue? Prepare a plan for representing your peers on this issue. Who might you represent, and how broad might your support be? Who in your local government might support this issue? How will you inform him or her about the issue? What legal methods would you use to lobby your local representatives? Prepare a detailed plan to present to the class. If appropriate, have the class vote on a plan that should be implemented and work together to make it happen.

