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				“Full of the know-how that made America great; efficient, straightforward, honest, the chief executives, it is often said, ought really to be allowed to run the government, for if only such men were in charge there would be no waste, no corruption, no infiltration. Dirty politics, in short, would become clean business.”

				—C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite
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			Preface

			This is a book about the single most influential organization in American politics, outside the Republican and Democratic Parties apparatuses. But more than the story of a solitary institution—no matter how powerful—it is the story of how democracy works today and why, for most of us, it doesn’t.

			I write it in gratitude for living in a country where it is possible for an operation like the U.S. Chamber of Commerce to thrive. In the United States, individuals and groups are free to express themselves politically; to organize among themselves; and to fight for what they believe in—or at the very least, for what is in their material self-interest—with the expectation that government will pay attention. This is a good thing.

			If you, like me, want workers, environmentalists, consumers, and other groups to have such power, it means accepting that private companies big and small do too. This makes sense—it’s fair and reasonable, at least in the abstract. But in reality, the power exerted by business in the United States has, over the last generation, overwhelmed the voices of other stakeholders, with enormous consequences for our health and safety as consumers, our rights as workers, and even the power of our votes. One institution in particular has concentrated the energies embedded in our democracy as potently as any the nation has ever seen, and it has used that power to undermine that same democracy, all while maintaining a cloak of secrecy around the funders who call its shots. This is not how it’s supposed to work.

			The U.S. Chamber of Commerce declined to make staff members available for interview. It invited me to send them questions by e-mail instead; they refused to answer my inquiries. In response to factual questions about their activities, I received only a scolding response, informing me that I had an unacceptable agenda:

			
				The nature and tone of these questions reveal an obvious slant—one that seeks to paint the Chamber in a solely negative way. Based on these questions, it seems that you have already reached your conclusion about the Chamber, so we see no reason to respond.

			

			In the absence of any cooperation from the Chamber, I’ve made every effort to be fair, thorough, and accurate in my account—and I am grateful to Chamber alumni and associates who did take the time to lend their insights. I hardly think my account is “solely negative,” as I hope you’ll see as you read on, but I also want to be clear up front about my own ideological point of view: I believe that government regulation of business is, more often than not, helpful to economies, and that government ought to wield such power in ways that promote the greater good of the nation and its citizens. The U.S. Chamber ostensibly operates on a different premise: that less regulation leads to better outcomes, for society as well as for executives and shareholders. As I discovered while researching this book, the Chamber has been more than willing to invite government regulation and participation in the economy when it suits its clients.

			Driven by that combination of ideology and self-interest, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce has been in the vanguard of a business movement to redirect our national priorities through political warfare. Fueled by contributions from member corporations, it has in recent years invested more than a billion dollars in lobbying and campaign spending to win results that, by definition, are not those the public would have otherwise demanded. The U.S. Chamber is not just a lobbying group, and not just a massive political spending apparatus, and not just a policy shop, and not just a prolific combatant in the courts. It is, rather, all those things wrapped into one—a well-funded influence machine seeking to build an economy where government becomes a tool of big business.

			It has built its recent success in large part by advancing the interests of industries whose prosperity is threatened not only by intense global competition but by emerging trends in human history—by the evolution of our values, technology, scientific knowledge, and notions of environmental stewardship. Its constituents—and the political metaphor is apt—are mature industries that provide vital goods and services but at mounting costs to society: coal, oil, defense, and other polluters running away from a reckoning; insurers seeking to protect their place at the heart of health care, preserving a convoluted and numbingly expensive payment system; tobacco peddlers who insist they should not bear the costs of caring for those their products injure and kill, and who even deny, still, that their products are addictive; sweatshop-patronizing retailers, off-books debt-peddlers, and even miners and marketers of salt. What unites all these industries, and the household names that lead them, is that achieving business success depends on inflicting collateral damage on public well-being. That is their competitive advantage, the secret sauce in their shareholder returns.

			These companies’ undisclosed financial contributions to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce provide something of great value: protection against a government that might otherwise seek to curb environmental harm, threats to worker safety, price manipulation, and other noxious by-products of businesses’ quest to elevate stock prices—with near-absolute brand protection for the companies involved, which launder their antisocial advocacy through the Chamber. It’s a role that the organization has openly embraced. CEO Tom Donohue describes its work as “reinsurance”—the business term for an insurance policy on an insurance policy, offloading risk in order to increase companies’ ability to swallow more.

			What he means is that when a company or industry association needs to get something done, and the political heat is unmanageable, the Chamber can step in and take the blows on its behalf. By doing their political and lobbying spending through the Chamber, beloved brand names are never sullied with the causes they finance, whether it’s defeating climate change action, involving themselves in dark, negative electoral campaigning, or diluting financial reform. In an impressive feat of alchemy, the Chamber frames the objectives of these specific companies and industries as those of “business” generally. The causes of some of the most retrograde and rent-seeking industries in America become, in the hands of the Chamber’s propaganda machine, the causes of “free enterprise.”

			Of course, in the political realm, businesses habitually join together as trade associations to press their interests and obtain benefits of substantial value. In fact, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce was the very first such association to get official sanction from the U.S. government, a century ago, and in the most literal sense it’s just one of hundreds of groups that lobby on behalf of corporate members.

			But the game is entirely different when a lobbying group also injects tens of millions of dollars into campaign-season attack ads in order to remove members of Congress who fail to fall in line—and advertises its intentions before those members have even voted on the bills in question. It’s also different when the courts and regulators that will enforce those laws are influenced by well-funded teams of lawyers paid by the same organization, and when loyal senators block judicial nominees that the organization perceives as hostile. This is vertically integrated influence, and it’s how we end up with Frankensteins like the Affordable Care Act: a universal health care initiative perversely crafted in deference to the insurance industry. Keeping that industry at the heart of the health care system made the act unnecessarily complex, deeply compromised by the Supreme Court, and relentlessly attacked on the political stage. None of this was an accident.

			The Chamber of Commerce holds members of Congress in vulnerable seats hostage and terrorizes them with threats of removal. The problem with terror politics is that it distorts the political marketplace. Ironically, in the name of free enterprise, the Chamber has been perpetuating the opposite of market discipline in the political realm. The result is action in Washington that is shaped not by what’s best for the nation or for the planet but by what’s best for business. It’s a literal manifestation of the old credo “What’s good for General Motors is good for the country.”

			As it happens, before it went bust, GM was a major contributor to the U.S. Chamber, which on behalf of the company and other auto giants dutifully fought efforts by Congress to improve automobile safety. And it worked. A 2000 bill sponsored by Senator John McCain (R-AZ) that would have imposed stiff penalties—including criminal punishment in extreme cases—on vehicle and tire manufacturers that failed to disclose safety problems died under lobbyist assault. In its place rose a second measure, championed by Chamber lobbyists, that McCain bemoaned “creates an environment where meaningful enforcement is impossible.”

			The measure did little to improve the company’s plummeting market share or to protect passengers. In other words, it achieved nothing to improve American business or protect American consumers. What it did do was bolster the Chamber’s reputation for controlling legislation. Multiply that example by hundreds, and you get a sense of how the Chamber has altered the balance in Washington.

			It’s no longer alone in the accomplishment. Other configurations have rushed into the vast space the Chamber has created for business to exercise outsize influence in politics. Freedom Partners Chamber of Commerce, closely linked to the billionaire brothers Charles and David Koch, has cloned the U.S. Chamber’s skeleton: legally, it’s a trade association, set up to promote the commercial interests of its members. For 2012, the Kochs’ chamber pulled in an astonishing $255 million in anonymous contributions and spat them back out at a constellation of groups—including the U.S. Chamber—which in turn used the funds to buy ads attacking President Obama, Democratic candidates for Congress, and the Affordable Care Act.

			That’s a lot of money. But unlike the U.S. Chamber, Freedom Partners and most of its beneficiaries don’t lobby in between elections to keep members of Congress in line. Organizations like Americans for Prosperity, also funded by the Koch brothers, and Karl Rove’s Crossroads empire have made their might felt with massive infusions of campaign spending, but they do not mess around with the sweaty work of crafting bill language, blocking judicial nominations, waging court battles, writing obscure regulations, or otherwise scripting the code of power. Membership groups like the Business Roundtable and the National Federation of Independent Business may lobby Congress fiercely on behalf of business, but they remain marginal players in the campaign fray.

			Only the U.S. Chamber of Commerce has centralized the political might of corporate America within one organization, playing every instrument of power, at all levels of federal government, on behalf of anonymous industry sponsors. It has persuaded judges to rewrite the laws that govern campaign spending, overwhelmed Congress and regulators with lobbyists, swayed elections, and dangerously warped the government response on the most urgent issues of our age—climate change, the financial crisis, access to health care, and more.

			Even a casual observer can see that our political system puts the needs of business before the needs of citizens—and those priorities are reflected in every aspect of our lives, from how we work to the food we eat to our options at the ballot box. But how did we get here? The Chamber is a singular institution, and its history tells the story of how American democracy fell into the hands of big business.

			Here is that story.
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			CHAPTER 1

			 

			One Hour

			On a clear Monday morning in August 2010, Susan Slattery was driving along the Ohio Turnpike in her Ford Focus, heading home to Maryland from an annual family reunion in Rocky River, outside Cleveland, with one of her two adolescent sons in the backseat and the other at her side. Susan’s husband, Ed, had stayed behind because he was recovering from shoulder surgery.

			Traffic ahead of her slowed as she approached a work zone, and Slattery slowed with it. But behind her, an enormous truck—an eighteen-wheeler traveling at fifty-five miles per hour—didn’t slow at all. It approached the Ford’s bumper and violently slammed into the car. The truck’s driver, Douglas Bouch of the Virginia company Estes Express, never braked.

			The force of the collision rocketed the Slatterys’ car into the back door of the trailer in front of them. Susan was crushed to death in the driver’s seat. Her twelve-year-old son, Matthew, was in the front passenger seat, bleeding profusely from deep gashes in his head. Behind him was his older brother, Peter, the bones in his pelvis now broken and the socket under his left eye crushed.

			Bouch’s truck hit five other cars before coming to a stop at a concrete barrier. Uninjured, Bouch fled the cab just before it burst into flames that consumed its engine and roof—along with the logs containing the details of the trucker’s journey. Behind the burning cab were linked three trailers, each emblazoned with the bright yellow “E” of his employer set against a field of red.

			As they waited for emergency vehicles, Bouch told another truck driver at the scene that he had fallen asleep at the wheel. When a state trooper arrived, Bouch told him the same thing. He could not remember what time exactly he had set out in the predawn hours that morning, only that it was sometime before three a.m., which meant he had been driving for at least nine hours, and possibly more, without a break when he fell asleep.

			Thousands of people die every year on the nation’s highways in collisions between trucks and cars—more than 3,500 in 2012 alone—a death toll that would be unimaginable if we were talking about the collateral damage from air travel or collapsing buildings. Hundreds of thousands more are injured in truck crashes. This is a price of commerce—of circulating furniture and electronics and food and aircraft components and all the other stuff we consume from the ports and factories where the goods arrive or are manufactured to distributors and stores and, eventually, to us, the consumers. Trucking is the circulatory system of the American economy, hauling some $8.3 trillion in merchandise a year. But do we have to pay such a high cost in death and injury?

			In 1993, when President Bill Clinton was in the White House, Congress asked federal regulators to take action to deal with truck driver fatigue, one of the primary causes of lethal highway accidents. A mounting death toll heightened the urgency of action. From 1992 to 1999, the annual number of truck crash fatalities, which had been stable for years, leaped 21 percent, from 4,462 to 5,380. While the rate of crashes-per-mile had remained steady, a surge of trucks on the road, driving more miles, had increased the bloodshed. So in 2000 the federal Department of Transportation proposed the first changes to the nation’s truck safety rules since 1937.

			By the Clinton administration’s calculations, the proposed rules would prevent 2,600 crashes, saving 115 lives, and many more serious injuries, every year. It wouldn’t take a great feat of engineering to reach these results. The key was to give drivers more rest.

			Data on truck crashes show that drivers careening into their eleventh hour are nearly twice as likely as those who quit at hour ten to end up in a crash, and they are even more likely to have that crash caused by fatigue. Clinton administration regulators estimated that fatigue was a leading factor in at least 15 percent of crashes. And government studies found fatigue to be a likely factor in more than 30 percent of crashes that were fatal to the driver.

			The proposed rules would mandate that drivers stay behind the wheel no more than twelve hours in every twenty-four-hour cycle, instead of the sixteen allowed under the law at the time, and no more than ten hours at a stretch, affirming a limit that had been in place since the 1930s. “Even with this change, drivers could be behind the wheel 50 percent longer than the average citizen’s normal work day,” noted an administration official.

			Drivers frequently hit the road exhausted—a study in The New England Journal of Medicine found that they were getting about five hours of sleep in every twenty-four—so the Department of Transportation also proposed granting drivers the right to refuse to start their engines if they were too tired to drive safely. And with the new rules in place, drivers would no longer be able to lie in their paper logbooks about their hours, as many did, since miles and hours would now be tracked electronically.

			White House officials seemed to have little reason to fear they wouldn’t prevail. Making sure companies operated safely was simply what government regulators had done, under Republican and Democratic presidents alike, since the 1970s for many industries, and in some cases for much longer. Even Ronald Reagan, who came into the White House in 1980 with promises to unshackle business from “paternalistic” government rules, backed off such efforts as his bid for reelection in 1984 approached. Cutting back on public safety and health was just far too unpopular to campaign on.

			But things were different now. The Clinton administration found itself facing a hostile audience. Congress had turned from longtime Democratic control to Republican in 1994, and the trucking industry, under the new rules, would be forced to put more vehicles on the road and hire more workers to maintain their pace of deliveries. It opposed the new rules determinedly. Coordinating the attacks was the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

			Tom Donohue had been a leader in the trucking industry for many years, as the head of the American Trucking Associations. Now at the helm of the U.S. Chamber, he was determined not to let the driving-hours limits move ahead. The Chamber’s board of directors had unanimously voted to oppose the Clinton administration’s proposed safety rules restricting drivers’ time on the road, and the organization had successfully lobbied for a clause in the federal budget—passed by a newly sympathetic Republican Congress—that blocked any funding even to research the question of how to craft an improved safety rule for truckers.

			Donohue, in congressional testimony, went to elaborate lengths to discredit the proposed limits on driving hours. A one-hour reduction in truckers’ allowable time on the road each day, he testified, would add to pollution, the cost of food and products, and morning commute traffic, and would even force “altered school schedules.” The number of trucks on the road, the Chamber warned, could rise as much as 50 percent. The new rules would put a flood of inexperienced drivers behind the wheel. Limiting truck drivers’ hours in the cause of reducing accidents would actually have the opposite effect: it would lead to a bloodbath on the roadways. “Our members, as well as the entire American business community, are unwilling to accept the deaths, injuries and damage which the proposed regulation will cause,” Donohue declared.

			The rules, at long last finalized in the waning days of the Clinton administration, never made it into legal effect, thanks to a few hanging chads in Florida and the U.S. Supreme Court. Once President George W. Bush arrived in Washington, his election backed by the Chamber, the White House push to improve truck safety—itself the result of a congressional mandate—vanished.

			The trucking rules are just one obscure chunk of the millions of lines of code that run the federal government. But this story powerfully illustrates the way the Chamber has burrowed into the political process, with serious consequences in everyday life. Its vision of business enterprise unfettered by government has upended decades of painstaking work to turn the public sector into an effective steward of the public interest.

			If the effects of the Chamber’s actions don’t reach you on the highway, perhaps they will in the emergency room, when you get a bill for treatment and have no coverage because your state’s governor opted out of expanding Medicaid. Or at the state courthouse, where filing a class action suit against the manufacturer of a harmful product is now an uphill battle. The soot in the air you breathe, the chemicals in the water you drink, the fees on the financial products you buy, working conditions that ravage your body—all these and more are at the center of a battle over businesses’ freedom to gamble with your well-being. And in each of these arenas, the Chamber has played a pivotal role in shifting the balance of power to business.

			It wasn’t always so. During the 1970s and 1980s and into the 1990s, the power of consumer, labor, and environmental advocates was considered unshakable. An overwhelmingly pro-regulation Congress, and voting public, stood in the way of greater influence for business lobbyists. And the Chamber was nowhere close to changing that balance. In that not-so-distant era, it was business, and the Chamber itself, that were divided and feeble in Washington.

			The trucking industry, which touches nearly every corner of the economy, neatly symbolized its weakness. Up until the 1970s, many trucking companies secured scarce government licenses to carry freight, doled out during the Great Depression; they had come to find this to be a surprisingly comfortable, and profitable, arrangement. Not so happy were manufacturers and other businesses, which had to pay the truckers to ship goods and which shouldered the high costs that resulted from the trucking monopolies. With the business community divided between comfortable truckers and dissatisfied manufacturers and retailers, the Chamber was paralyzed. The 1970s push to deregulate the trucking industry didn’t stem from the Chamber or from conservative ideologues in Congress, who were a rare breed back then, but from leading Washington liberals, including Senator Edward Kennedy (D-MA). In the face of a political consensus that supported regulation and distrusted business, the Chamber was divided and powerless.

			But dramatic change would come to the Chamber with new leadership, drawn from the trucking industry itself. Even before he officially started at the Chamber in 1997, Tom Donohue showed his true colors when he talked to a New York Times reporter. “Sweeney,” Donohue said of the head of the AFL-CIO, the nation’s biggest labor group, “somebody’s got to go hit him in the mouth.”

			Joan Claybrook, a Nader colleague who headed the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration under President Jimmy Carter and went on to run Public Citizen for twenty-seven years, remembers first confronting that pugilist in the ring in 1991. That’s when she and Donohue, then head of the American Trucking Associations, sat next to each other on a panel testifying on a proposal in Congress to halt the rollout of triple-trailer trucks to the nation’s highways. That’s the kind of monster rig that careened into the Slatterys’ car.

			The two were set for a collision course. Claybrook had just helped found Citizens for Reliable and Safe Highways (CRASH)—a national group of public safety advocates and survivors pressing for truck safety—largely to counter the trucking lobby’s might under Donohue. CRASH’s advocacy had helped energize the sponsors of a bill that would put the brakes on triple-trailers. The measure, which Senators Frank Lautenberg (D-NJ) and Lincoln Chafee (R-RI) sought to insert into a federal highway funding bill, would keep three-trailer trucks out of the thirty-one states that had not already legalized the behemoths on their stretches of interstate. Claybrook’s group wanted them banned from interstates entirely.

			Donohue’s strategy on the witness panel was to destroy the credibility of CRASH. Because some of its funding came from a railway boxcar company that would stand to gain business at the expense of truckers, he accused CRASH of being a “front group” for the railroad industry. Never mind that its diverse, volunteer board included the head of trauma services at Stanford University Hospital, the president of the trade association for property insurance companies, and the Republican former governor of Massachusetts John Volpe, whom President Richard Nixon had appointed secretary of transportation. Donohue insisted they were all doing the bidding of an unseen hand. “The railroads are trying to do through public policy and government intervention what they have not been able to do in the marketplace: compete effectively for market share,” he told the House environment subcommittee.

			Meanwhile Donohue expected the representatives to take at face value the safety claims of the American Trucking Associations—whose budget was orders of magnitude greater than that of CRASH and which was funded by the trucking industry.

			Claybrook brought with her a brochure warning of the dangers of triple-trailers. Like a rig pulling cars behind it, the brochure unfolded, panel after panel, into a wide panorama many feet long. As she unfurled it, Donohue grew visibly flushed. “Don’t ever put me at the same table as that lady,” he fumed to a congressional aide after the panel concluded.

			The bout didn’t end there. The American Trucking Associations filed a complaint with the IRS asserting that CRASH had not filed proper paperwork. For good measure, it sent threatening letters to the board members of an insurance group that supported CRASH to pressure it out of the coalition. The moratorium on triple-trailers ultimately went ahead, dealing a defeat to the trucking industry. Still, Donohue had the last word: crushed by debt, the boxcar company soon went out of business.

			In 1992 Donohue wasn’t deterred by the arrival of a Democrat in the White House. The Clinton administration’s man in charge of trucking regulation, George Reagle, was a career federal highway safety regulator who had started in Washington during the Johnson administration. He made for a wide-open target.

			The trucking lobbyists set the tone from the beginning. In 1995 Donohue secured an invitation from the Federal Highway Administration to be its keynote speaker at a national truck and bus safety summit—but not before he threatened to pull out, objecting to the press release sent out by Transportation Secretary Federico Peña highlighting a recent increase in fatalities. At the meeting, safety experts and trucking leaders identified driver fatigue as the number-one safety problem faced by their industry.

			Amid the carnage, public safety groups pleaded for reductions in the number of hours truckers could stay on the road. Reagle commissioned a study—unusually for a government research project, partly paid for by Donohue’s organization and other trucking industry trade groups. “The most dangerous thing in the world is to let these people out at night doing their own study, writing press releases about what they think they found,” said Donohue in 1995 of public interest activists like Claybrook. “Quite frankly, I want to beat them to the punch. I don’t want them to define the agenda.”

			Instead, the industry took the reins. In a scathing 1999 report looking back at this period, the Department of Transportation’s inspector general described an agency that had largely abandoned its mission of ensuring public safety and instead saw itself as an enabler of the trucking industry. Under official policy, enforcement actions for violations of safety regulations, such as fines and other sanctions, were to kick in only as a last resort and only “if unsuccessful in changing the safety performance of a particular motor carrier when there was clear reason to”—that is, after the accidents had already happened. Not surprisingly, the number of citations declined, and what fines were imposed amounted to just a fraction of what the law allowed. Trucks from companies with poor safety records, the inspector general found, continued to roll without sanction.

			As enforcement steeply declined, truck crash fatalities increased by 21 percent, reversing a decade of progress. “This number of fatalities is unacceptable,” concluded the inspector general, who equated the 5,355 deaths from large-truck crashes in 1997 “to a major airline crash with 200 fatalities every 2 weeks.”

			Just as damning was a second report, which found that Reagle and other safety officials had lobbied the lobbyists, asking trucking companies and trade groups to complain to Congress about a proposed transfer of enforcement responsibilities from their Office of Motor Carriers to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.

			Tom Donohue had by then left the trucking associations for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and he brought the Clinton administration’s man in charge of truck safety along with him. Reagle, after resigning from the federal government, went to work as a consultant, with the U.S. Chamber as his first big client. Donohue paid Reagle less than $10,000, enhanced with a fancy title: “key counsel” on transportation.

			Under the leadership of Donohue, who took over in 1997, the Chamber utterly transformed its game. Instead of standing on the sidelines, it took the front lines—and instead of resigning itself to futile struggles with a liberal Congress, it took aggressive measures to change Congress’s composition. In campaigns and in the courts, in regulators’ offices and in the media, it dove into single-issue, single-industry political combat to mold the Washington environment decisively in businesses’ favor.

			With Donohue in power, the Chamber was prepared to deal more decisively with issues like the regulation of the trucking industry. Those rules limiting truckers to ten hours on the road, which had been around since the 1930s? The ones that Congress had asked the White House to make safer by reducing driver fatigue? Under Donohue, the Chamber demanded that drivers spend more time on the road, not less. The Bush administration, encouraged by the Chamber and other business groups, responded with a rule that allowed truck drivers to work more hours every day and every week. It amped up the limit on consecutive driving hours to eleven. In a single week, truck drivers could be on duty more than twice as long as the typical American worker: up to eighty-four hours. The Bush administration had acted on Congress’s call to improve road safety by reducing drivers’ fatigue, by increasing the number of hours they spent on the road. It completely ignored the part where Congress said it had to do something to improve drivers’ health.

			—

			“HAD THE RULE BEEN ten hours, my wife would very likely have been alive and with us today,” Ed Slattery says from his home in Maryland, where he now must provide constant care to Matthew, with the help of a special therapeutic school. Until the 2010 accident, Slattery was an economist for the U.S. Department of Agriculture, with a firsthand appreciation for the balance between the hand of government and the freedom of business to prosper. “I understand markets. I’ve studied them most of my life. I know what markets are good at doing and what they’re not good at doing. Markets aren’t good at allocating resources to safety. They aren’t.”

			Matthew lost 80 percent of his blood in the collision, and doctors did not expect him to survive. For months he lay in the hospital almost entirely paralyzed. Moving a finger to try to pet a dog was a major accomplishment. Now Matthew can walk only with assistance, so he usually uses a wheelchair. He has severe aphasia, which means he frequently cannot find the words he seeks to express. As a result, he is mostly mute. His recovery is painful and will never be close to complete.

			When the White House changed occupants in 2009, the Obama administration, like Clinton’s, sought to improve road safety and drivers’ health by curbing the length of time drivers could stay on the road. Its transportation department pressed to reduce driving time from eleven straight hours to ten, with longer periods of rest every day and week.

			The Chamber of Commerce calculated the cost of the proposed regulations—the rules that could have saved Susan Slattery’s life—at $700 million. A driver working at a standard rate of 30 cents a mile earns about $22.50 for that eleventh hour. That extra pay is not the cost the Chamber is talking about, or why it has lobbied aggressively and gone to court to fight for longer hours for truck drivers.

			Of the nearly $12 trillion in goods that companies ship across the country every year, more than $8 trillion go by truck, and that extra hour is one more that a driver can spend getting one load to its destination. Trucks keep Walmarts and Targets stocked, they keep consumers spending, and they keep the nation’s economy churning. It’s no accident that the Chamber’s vice-chair at the time was the third-generation head of an Iowa trucking megacompany, Ruan Transportation.

			In the face of intractable unemployment, coupled with soaring oil prices, global warming, and other existential threats to companies and the larger economy, one might have expected the leading organization for American business to seek to seed a domestic manufacturing revival. That way, instead of trucking goods from coastal ports to the heartland, the heartland would sprout jobs once again that produced goods consumed within the region, which would reduce the need for truckers to spend so much time on the road delivering goods. But the logic of the businesses that drive the U.S. Chamber doesn’t work that way. Manufacturing is still cheaper overseas, and pushing drivers and diesel until both are spent is better for their bottom line.

			The Obama administration ultimately opted to stick with eleven hours on duty, as the trucking industry sought, but with a tougher seventy-hour weekly max for a driver’s time behind the wheel. The measure, which went into effect in July 2013, didn’t prevent the deadly crash a year later that badly injured comedian Tracy Morgan on the New Jersey Turnpike, and killed his fellow performer Jimmy Mack, when a Walmart truck barreled into the rear of their tour van. Prosecutors alleged the driver had been awake for at least twenty-four hours prior.

			
				
				—
			

			SINCE 2010, WHEN ED Slattery got the horrific calls from Akron Children’s Hospital and the Portage County coroner, he has guided his sons’ recovery and has also become active in CRASH, the public safety advocacy group co-chaired by Joan Claybrook.

			Besides truck safety and automobile airbags, which you can thank her for, Claybrook’s other career-defining fight was against what business groups call “tort reform”: the ongoing campaign by businesses and their insurers to limit legal damages available to consumers who have been harmed by companies’ products and conduct. Try to use that term with Claybrook, and she’ll throw back a chilly pause. “Don’t call it ‘tort reform,’ please,” she instructs. “We view it as a ‘deform.’ ”

			Public Citizen has an annual budget of about $3 million; its nonprofit research foundation, with much stricter legal limits on its political advocacy, has $9 million more to work with. And the U.S. Chamber? In 2012 it spent $207 million. Less than a third of that went to staff salaries, including CEO Donohue’s $5.4 million in compensation.

			In the 2010 and 2012 election years, the greatest share of the Chamber’s spending went to lobbying federal officials and influencing congressional elections. And that doesn’t count the Chamber’s spawn organizations. The National Chamber Litigation Center, its in-house law firm that fights regulations opposed by the Chamber, on its own has a budget triple the size of Public Citizen’s. And the Institute for Legal Reform, the Chamber’s force behind a national campaign to tip the courts in businesses’ favor, spent $42 million in 2010 alone.

			That year all those divisions combined channeled $157 million into federal lobbying—money that translated into an extraordinary outpouring of lobbyists who filled the halls of the Capitol and the House and Senate offices—one lobbyist for every two members of the House. The Chamber’s roster of lobbyists includes two former members of Congress, Lauch Faircloth (R-NC) and David McIntosh (R-IN), and dozens of former congressional staffers. Between 1998 and 2012 the Chamber invested just over $1 billion in lobbying—more than three times as much as the next-biggest business lobbying force in Washington, General Electric.

			When it comes to the work of the federal government, lawmaking is only the part of the iceberg that floats above water. The details that really matter are in the arcane realm of rulemaking—the specific regulations and guidelines that determine what paperwork needs to be filed when, how many parts per million of a pollutant can hit the air before sanctions slam down, or the precise manner in which a trucker has to document his lunch breaks. Each of these millions of lines of code comes with costs and consequences for businesses. Members of Congress can be lured with the honey of campaign contributions, but regulators at federal agencies require more aggressive means of persuasion.

			Usually that persuasion comes at the hands of the federal judges on the D.C. District Court, where critical cases concerning government regulation are heard. In 2010 alone, the U.S. Chamber stepped in to press a dozen appeals fighting regulations in the D.C. court, including actions to stop the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) from opening corporate board elections to insurgent candidates and to block California from creating its own fuel efficiency standards.

			Another suit sought to block a move by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to regulate greenhouse gases as a pollutant, even though the U.S. Supreme Court had already made clear that greenhouse gases were covered under the Clean Air Act. The Chamber has used the D.C. court to successfully prevent the Teamsters union from organizing FedEx drivers, and it has beat back an effort to speed union elections. In a rare moment of convergence with progressive interests, it sued the state of Arizona to block a law compelling employers to check the immigration status of every worker against a national database.

			The Chamber also generates hundreds of “friend of the court” briefs that it files in federal appeals courts and in the Supreme Court. The arguments in these briefs often find their way into judges’ decisions.

			In some of these fights, the Chamber faces well-motivated and relatively well-resourced adversaries—most reliably, trial lawyers, labor unions, and the government itself. Some of its most aggressive assaults in the courts have hit federal agencies under the Obama and Clinton administrations, including the National Labor Relations Board, the EPA, and the SEC.

			But in other cases, where there’s no identifiable group with a ready source of funding available to fight the Chamber, it falls to relatively puny public interest advocacy organizations to push back. And on that front Public Citizen has been the Chamber’s most stalwart nemesis, especially when it comes to so-called tort reform.

			When regulations fail or don’t exist in the first place, the courts are the recourse for those who have been harmed. In a small bit of consolation for Ed Slattery and his family, Estes Express Lines had $150 million worth of insurance. Things could have been much worse: the same federal law that had deregulated the trucking industry and put swarms of new rigs on the road required them to carry only $750,000 in coverage.

			The question was where Slattery and his sons could make a claim. Maryland, the Slatterys’ home state, was out of the question. Just a month after the crash, the state’s supreme court, urged on by a brief from the U.S. Chamber and from individual state chambers of commerce with trucking, insurance, and chemical industry groups, had upheld a half-million-dollar cap on noneconomic damages (a category that includes pain and suffering and loss of companionship) in lawsuits.

			The Slatterys seriously considered suing in Ohio, where the accident had taken place, even though it would have been a fraught proposition. In 2005, following heavy lobbying by the Ohio Chamber of Commerce, an affiliate of the national organization, the state put strict financial caps on noneconomic damages. “Ohio Chamber members are urged to contact their state representatives and ask them to make passage of SB 80 their number one priority when they return to Columbus in January,” the Ohio Chamber’s political team urged businesses across the state. After the measure passed, the group published a list of all the legislators who supported the measure and asked members to thank them.

			The U.S. Chamber thanked the bill’s sponsor, Steve Stivers, in the best way it could: by helping him get elected to Congress in 2010, with more than $260,000 in campaign ads attacking the Democratic incumbent, Mary Jo Kilroy. He was one of dozens of Republicans who were swept into office that fall aloft the Chamber’s $33 million in election advertising, spending that helped hand the GOP control of the House of Representatives. In Ohio alone five Republican challengers supported by the Chamber ousted incumbent Democrats.

			In office, Stivers received a 100 percent rating from the Ohio Chamber. He dutifully echoed the local and national Chamber’s main talking point: that beating back “frivolous” lawsuits would boost the economy and create jobs. His Ohio crackdown on lawsuit payouts poses as a carefully crafted surgery attacking excessive payouts in questionable cases, since the cap on payouts doesn’t apply in cases where plaintiffs, like Matthew Slattery, are no longer able to care for themselves.

			But the rest of the law tells a different story. Juries are not allowed to consider the defendant’s wrongdoing in calculating the size of the award. In catastrophic injury cases, judges have to follow restrictive guidelines for setting awards. And when all is said and done, the defendant can go back after the fact and challenge an award as excessive or appeal to a higher court.

			Ohio is not a place to take any chances in the courts. In 2004 in Ohio and fifteen other states, the U.S. Chamber and affiliated local chambers had contributed to and in many cases coordinated political campaigns on behalf of their favored candidates for seats on state high courts. The Ohio Chamber created a group called Citizens for a Strong Ohio to “distribute information about Ohio’s economic climate and the importance of job creation,” as it advised the IRS. But what it in fact did during election years—flouting IRS rules limiting nonprofits’ political activity—was sponsor a war chest to elect judges sympathetic to the Chamber’s interests.

			In 2004 that pot of money totaled more than $3 million, $1 million of which came from the Institute for Legal Reform—that sister group of the U.S. Chamber’s devoted to limiting payouts in lawsuits, whose board of directors (and, though undisclosed, funding) has heavy representation from the insurance industry. The Chamber’s project fueled a record-setting $7 million-plus advertising arms race that saturated TV stations with an astonishing fourteen thousand–plus ads for and against judges seeking seats on the bench. And in Ohio it had the intended result: all three of its candidates won, including one newcomer to an open seat, widening the Republican majority on the state supreme court to a six-to-one margin.

			The Ohio Chamber was already assured of loyalty from Governor Bob Taft, whose political dynasty had for a century helped business build its platform of political influence. His grandfather, Senate majority leader Robert Taft, had sponsored the 1940s law that to this day limits workers’ ability to go on strike and that has allowed twenty-three “right to work” states to forbid obligations to join a union as a condition of employment. And the national Chamber owes its existence to his great-grandfather, President William Howard Taft, who early in the twentieth century first called on warring factions of business to join forces around their common interests and create the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

			Ed Slattery never had to put the Ohio courts to the test. “We are very lucky in our private little hell,” he remarks. Before the Slatterys launched a suit, the driver admitted he had fallen asleep at the wheel—an act of criminal negligence that put him in jail for two years—and Estes Express entered into a $40.8 million settlement with the Slatterys, certified by a Missouri court. Slattery used some of the proceeds to set up a fund at Akron Children’s Hospital for the care of kids whose families can’t afford to pay their bills. The rest is now covering the mounting medical costs for Matthew, and for Ed’s retirement so that he can become a full-time caretaker for his sons.

			—

			THE U.S. CHAMBER OF Commerce is notorious for waging big, dramatic fights in the public eye, like the tens of millions of dollars in campaign spending that helped swing the House to Republican control in 2010; for its aggressive campaign against the Affordable Care Act that expanded health insurance—a law that but for the vote of one justice would have gone down to defeat in the Supreme Court; and for its successful lobbying to kill cap-and-trade regulation on carbon dioxide emissions.

			But much of the influence of the Chamber happens in battles that most Americans never hear about yet that have profound effects on our lives. The victories that the Chamber has won in trench warfare affect safety on the road and our ability to sue for damages when an injury is done. They shape our prospects of getting affordable insurance, or a mortgage that won’t devour our household budgets. The Chamber is why companies that have repeatedly violated federal laws can still get government contracts. And it has played a pivotal role in widening the economic divide between the very wealthiest in the United States and everyone else.

			The dwindling of labor union membership to just one in every fourteen private-sector workers. A seven-year delay in advancing standards under the Clean Air Act to reduce smog-inducing ozone emissions and the release of the tiny particles that plague asthma sufferers. The ability of companies to contribute infinite amounts of cash to political campaigns without having to disclose their involvement. The obliteration of a new SEC rule that gave shareholders the power to nominate their own members to corporate boards. These are just some of the sharp legacies of the U.S. Chamber’s singular power.

			The Chamber is something unique in the annals of American politics: a single institution that shapes the balance of power in the courts, at the ballot box, in the halls of state legislatures, and in the U.S. Congress. It is protected by the IRS as a trade organization, which means it does not have to pay taxes or disclose its sources of funds. That isn’t new: it lobbied Congress a century ago to secure such special status for industry and for “social welfare” groups—a privilege that today has opened a pipeline of corporate cash into our elections, much of it arriving courtesy of the Chamber itself.

			In the nation that the Chamber seeks, carbon dioxide would not be regulated as a pollutant, even though science has proven its devastating impact on the environment beyond any doubt. The United States would remain the only developed nation without universal health care, and agents of U.S. companies would be free to bribe officials overseas. Homeowners would not have easy-to-read disclosure forms to explain their mortgages’ true costs or enforcers to respond when they’re bilked, courtesy of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. Risky financial derivatives would trade with high leverage, and without outside scrutiny, but with potentially catastrophic consequences for the larger economy. The federal health agency would not even be able to inform the public that reducing salt consumption lowers blood pressure for most people.

			That all of the above objectives have largely been thwarted, at least at the time of this writing, is testament to an easy-to-overlook reality: the Chamber’s rise as the most fully realized political influence machine the nation has ever seen was a direct reaction to the stunning success of consumer, environmental, and labor groups in driving Washington’s actions over the previous decades to regulate businesses. And it’s the continued combat of those counterforces that has kept those rules of the road in place and, here and there, in response to grave crises, even expanded them.

			The Chamber machine is also a reaction to the firmly entrenched power of labor unions in Democratic politics, which even in their diminished and divided state continue to organize and mobilize voters in high-stakes congressional races. Taken together, unions spend more than $600 million a year on lobbying and politics. The leader among them, the Service Employees International Union, spent an average of $54 million a year between 2005 and 2011, and on the state and local level its affiliates spent millions more.

			By law, unions have to disclose the totality of their political spending. Companies don’t, and entities and individual business leaders spend far more than labor ever could. The Chamber has openly advertised itself to them as a vehicle for influence, which in exchange for contributions will carry out intensive lobbying and political campaigns designed to neuter government activism.

			One important channel for its influence doesn’t have to be paid for: provocative and sometimes downright offensive public statements that serve as deliberate bids for free media attention. Though the Chamber has backpedaled from it, a call from its environmental chief, William Kovacs, for a “Scopes Monkey Trial” to air arguments for and against global warming continues to draw public mockery—but also guarantees that the Chamber remains perpetually visible as a player in climate change politics.

			In a 2004 speech to the Commonwealth Club of California, Tom Donohue told tech workers who had lost their jobs to offshoring to “stop whining” because ultimately exporting jobs creates more economic opportunity than it destroys.

			Six years later Donohue’s words still resonated through the Capitol, as liberal Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT) delivered his grand filibuster against the Obama tax cut. “ ‘U.S. Chamber of Commerce President and CEO Thomas Donohue urged American companies to send jobs overseas,’ ” Sanders quoted a headline in hour five or so. “What more do we need to understand why we have lost millions of good-paying manufacturing jobs, why wages are going down? What more do we need when the president of the Chamber of Commerce tells us he thinks it is good public policy to send jobs to China?”

			—

			THE CHAMBER IS BUT one business trade organization out of hundreds that make their influence felt in Washington, seeking favors and advantage. It jockeys alongside three other industry supergroups—the National Federation of Independent Business, the Business Roundtable, and the National Association of Manufacturers—for members and influence.

			If the name Chamber of Commerce triggers any associations for most nonmembers, it’s of a small-town organization that helps keep Main Street clean, perhaps lined with brightly painted fiberglass cows, and that provides a civic platform for local businesses usually preoccupied with the rigors of keeping cash coming in and the lights turned on. About 2,800 local associations remain dues-paying members of the national organization, and across the country business owners proudly display the trade group’s red, white, and blue schematic eagle emblem in shop windows and on office doors.

			But the Chamber’s recent incarnation as an ideological machine with a fundamentalist vision of how capitalism ought to work, and whose political spending has overwhelmingly benefited Republican candidates for public office, has riven the landscape of American business. The local Chamber of Commerce in Rocky River, the Ohio town where Susan Slattery spent her last day, runs a bright red disclaimer at the very top of its Web homepage: “The Rocky River Chamber of Commerce is NOT affiliated with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in any way. Every Chamber of Commerce is an independent membership organization.” Other local chambers have published similar disclaimers:

			
				The Santa Cruz Area Chamber of Commerce is not affiliated with the U.S. Chamber and has not been a U.S. Chamber member for many years.

			

			
				The Greater Nashua Chamber of Commerce is a completely independent organization from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

			

			On and on across the country, local chambers face Web rants and angry phone calls from area residents who are convinced that they are doing the national group’s bidding.

			Hundreds of local chambers remain members of the national group, paying modest dues of $300 and up. But by 2014, just 213 out of seven thousand local chambers remained officially accredited members of the national organization, having passed a rigorous questionnaire about their management and membership practices—and their political organizing.

			The U.S. Chamber’s prior leaders invested heavily in cultivating the local groups as the building blocks of the national cause. But while it continues to provide helpful services for the member chambers and their members, the supercharged U.S. Chamber that arrived with Donohue in 1997 has unapologetically devoted itself to deciding elections, laws, regulations, court cases—pressing every available lever of power—to advance a highly specific view of businesses’ interests. In the process Donohue has styled himself as bizarro Nader—a cantankerous, confrontational, media-hungry advocate every bit as uncompromising and committed to transforming the national landscape as Ralph Nader himself.

			Large companies with political problems to solve turn to the Chamber of Commerce when they need to alter the political climate enough to ease through the outcome they seek—but want their own company’s fingerprints to stay off an unpopular cause. It’s one thing to lobby on an issue; it’s quite another to lobby on that same issue while spending millions of dollars, as everyone on the Hill knows, to decide who gets to keep their seats in the House, based on votes and even mere public statements on that very subject. And it’s still another to put teams of lobbyists on the task of whittling down regulations, holding a big club behind their back: the prospect of lawsuits blocking the rules entirely.

			Dow Chemical gave the U.S. Chamber $2.9 million in 2012, even as it spent another $11.5 million on its own lobbying—more than double its contribution to the American Chemistry Council and far outstripping its $84,000 to the Business Roundtable.

			In 2011–12 Chevron gave the Chamber $1.5 million, in addition to spending more than $19 million on its own lobbying.

			In 2009 one single contributor, its identity undisclosed on the Chamber’s IRS filing for that year, gave $86.2 million. Bloomberg News figured out that it was America’s Health Insurance Plans (AHIP), a coalition that included WellPoint, Cigna, Aetna, Humana, and UnitedHealth and that had itself reported contributing a similar amount for “grassroots outreach, education and mobilization, print, online, and broadcast advertising and coalition building efforts.” At 40 percent of the Chamber’s entire spending for that year, the contribution came dangerously close to violating the IRS directive that nonprofit civic groups like the Chamber must do more than serve the interests of individual members. The following year, as the fight over health care reform came to a head, AHIP gave another $16.2 million to the Chamber for its campaign against the health care bill.

			As the obscure fight over truckers’ work hours shows, the Chamber doesn’t always get exactly what it wants. Some of its most fiercely fought campaigns—like its salvos against the Affordable Care Act and the EPA’s move to regulate greenhouse gases as a pollutant—have ended in stinging losses.

			But these losses are never complete. Even the Supreme Court’s decision to uphold the Obama administration’s health care plan—an immediate defeat—contains within it the seeds for history-changing litigation to challenge federal mandates to states. The Chamber is relentless in its cause, and its cause is nothing less than dominance of the American political system.
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