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K STREET INSIDERS

This series of weekly columns by the biggest names on K Street unpacks the most important issues facing the lobbying business and the people in it.

Strength of message
over money

JOEL  l=s
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en. Barack Obama’s pro-
S scription on accepting

money from lobbyists
might have been disappointing
to some in the industry, but not
to those who base their lobby-
ing on the strength of their ar-
guments and on good strategy
—noton money. And, in the long
run, I believe that the Illinois
senator’s stand maywork tohelp
our profession. Here is why.

Since nolobbyist can give mon-
ey to Obama’s presidential cam-
paign or to the Democratic Na-
tional Committee, our ideas and
suggestions will have to be ac-
cepted or rejected on their mer-
its and not because of any per-
ceived special standing based on
acampaign contribution.

Lobbyists would have no spe-
cial status, and we will have to
rely on the value of ourideas and
our advocacy skills, just like all
the others who are participating
in the political and policymak-
ing process. Thus, by cutting the
link between campaign contri-
butions and lobbyists, Obama
has addressed the cause of the
public’s angst — the sense that
campaign contributions equate
to influence — and thus created
the basis for lobbyists to partici-
pate in the political and policy-
making process.

Let me make clear that I don’t
agree with the notion that lob-
byists should not be able to par-
ticipate fully in the campaign or
that their contributions, which

are entirely allowed under the
law, should be rejected. I be-
lieve former California Assem-
bly Speaker Jesse Unruh had it
right. His admonition to assem-
bly members, cleaned up for this
newspaper, was that if you can’t
take lobbyists’ contributions
and vote against their interests,
youhave nobusiness being here.
That said, I understand and
agree with Obama’s desire not
to appear to be granting any spe-
cial access based on campaign
contributions, and since, as we
all know, perception becomes
reality, I can also understand
and appreciate hisdesire to have
his position on this issue under-
stood by the public.

On the other hand, in my more
than 30 years of experience lob-
bying, I have observed relatively
few “bad actors” in the system,
and they didn’t last very long.
And, notwithstanding the pub-
lic’s perception, my experience
has been that members of Con-
gress and their staffs, as well as
the lobbyists with whom I have
worked over the years, have act-
ed with integrity, trustworthi-
ness and dedication.

No matter what lobby rules
and restrictions are in place at
any given time and whether or
not campaign contributions
from lobbyists are welcomed
in any particular campaign,
maintaining integrity on both
an individual and institutional
basis remains the essential in-
gredient for the continued le-
gitimacy of good policymaking
and for the repair of lobbying’s
damaged image. We should re-
member what President Tru-
man said when asked how he

feltaboutlobbyists who favored
his programs. “They wouldn’t
be lobbyists,” Truman said,
“they’d be citizens appearing in
the publicinterest.”

Finally, I want to address the
concern about so-called “spe-
cial interests” (with their lob-
byists) taking over to “thwart”
the will of the people. Re-
member, we are dealing with
the constitutional right of all
citizens to petition their gov-
ernment — no interest being
more or less important than
any other, whether it be a
large corporation, trade asso-
ciation, groups of citizens or-
ganized around specificissues
or individual private citizens.
For example, think about the
difference of positions among
these special interests — the
American Lung Association
and National Tobacco; the Na-
tional Rifle Association and
the Brady Campaign to Pre-
vent Gun Violence; the Coali-
tion for Home Fire Safety and
the American Pyrotechnics
Association; the American
Meat Institute and the De-
fenders of Wildlife.

The point is that no special-
interest idea or position, good
or bad, gets a free ride. Propos-
als and positions of special in-
terests are tested at each stage
of the process. In Congress,
for example, the positions of
the special interests are tested
and challenged upon introduc-
tion, during a hearing, during
consideration in a subcommit-
tee, in a full committee, on the
floors of the House and Senate
and in conference. They are
then further tested and chal-

lenged at the White House,
where the legislation is either
signed into law or vetoed by the
president. Of course, if the leg-
islation becomes law, it is also
subject to review by the judicial
branch. It is true that some-
times the system breaks down
temporarily, as in the case of
certain earmarks, but eventual-
ly the abuses are addressed and
the systemis corrected.

Therefore, under our system
of policymaking, this system of
“checks and balances,” which
is somewhat complicated,
works fairly well to ensure a
fair process because there are
always opposing interests. Ac-
cordingly, since special-inter-
estideas and positions are sub-
jectto checks and balances, the
integrity of the policymaking
process is maintained.

As James Madison indicated
in The Federalist No. 10, “Be-
sides other impediments, it may
be remarked that, where there
is a consciousness of unjust or
dishonorable purposes, com-
munication is always checked
by distrust in proportion to the
number whose concurrence is
necessary.” And in conjunction
with transparency created by
the important scrutiny of the
press and the blogs, this “check”
allows the system to produce a
better and more balanced prod-
uct. It is called compromise.
And when “concurrence” is not
possible, that may mean the
will of the people has also been
achieved.
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