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The End of Legal Bribery
How the Abramoff case could change Washington. 
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surrounding disgraced lobbyist Jack Abramoff has produced some vivid and memorable 
examples of modern Washington graft--skybox tickets, pricey restaurant meals, golf 
junkets to Scotland. Yet at the center of the scandal is something more prosaic, and 
potentially far more explosive: good old-fashioned campaign donations. Deep in the plea 
agreements won by Justice Department lawyers are admissions by the defendants--
Abramoff and his cronies, ex-DeLay aides Tony C. Rudy and Michael Scanlon--that 
they conspired to use campaign contributions to bribe lawmakers. Even though these 
gifts were fully disclosed and within prescribed limits, the government said they were 
criminal, and the defendants agreed. This aspect of the case has received little attention. 
But it is sending shudders down K Street. If such prosecutions were to become 
commonplace, the paid persuaders of Washington and their big-money clients would be 
dealt a body blow. If prosecutors begin to assert as a matter of routine that lobbyist gifts 
and campaign contributions are a form of bribery, it could open up a whole new front on 
the decades-old (and largely ineffective) effort to break the nexus of money and politics 
in the capital. 

"More than in the past, the Department of Justice seems to be trying very hard to tie 
campaign contributions to legislative acts by members of Congress and to draw the 
inference that there's a criminal connection between the two," says Robert K. Kelner, 
chairman of the election law and political law practice at Covington & Burling. "If they 
succeed then I think it will change the standard advice that lawyers will give their clients 
about political contributions and also change common practices on Capitol Hill." Stanley 
Brand, a noted criminal defense attorney at the Brand Law Group in Washington, agrees. 
"The department is inching toward making campaign contributions the central thing of 
value when they charge a bribe," says Brand. "I don't know if they'll get all the way 
there. But it would be an eight on the Richter scale for the campaign finance system if 
they do. Every PAC and interest group would have to ask itself if its donation is going to 
be grist for a prosecution." 
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The earthquake would certainly upset Washington, but it would probably delight almost 
everyone else. For decades, opinion polls have shown that voters think their politicians 
are bought and sold by the rich and connected. But these same voters have also seen any 
number of campaign finance "reforms" put in place, only to watch the system become 
evermore driven by dollars. 




