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Abstract: The US Chamber of Commerce-- a 101 year-old organization formed as corporations’ 

first union—is the chief agent behind Congress’ kowtowing to corporate interests, the Supreme 

Court’s favorability to corporations in its rulings, and presidents of both parties’ insistence on 

accommodating the wishes of multinational corporations at the expense of working-class people 

all over the world. This report outlines how the Chamber first formed, their blueprint for ultimate 

success as revealed in the confidential Powell Memo, how that blueprint has been realized in the 

40 years since its writing, and the devastating effects of that agenda on small business. Despite 

the US Chamber purporting to be pro-jobs, pro-small business, and pro-growth, they have 

consistently lobbied for policies that kill jobs, stall economic growth, and take competitive 

advantages away from small businesses to enrich their corporate members. The Chamber of 

Commerce’s unchecked power over government will only continue to worsen unless the 

American people build a movement to mobilize against them. 

 

Part I: Corporations Form Their Own Union – to Fight Unions 

 

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce was formed in April of 1912
1
 as a project of President William 

Howard Taft.  Taft's goal was to create a corporate voice that could effectively counter the power 

of the country's growing labor movement.  The radical Industrial Workers of the World had 

formed just a few years before in 1905.  By 1911, the “Uprising of the 20,000” strike took place 

in New York City, when female shirtwaist makers all went on strike to protest sweatshop 

working conditions. That same year, immigrant steel workers in McKees Rocks, Pennsylvania 

                                                           
1
 U.S. Chamber of Commerce: The Early Years (PDF): 

http://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/about/uscc_HistoryBook.pdf    

http://www.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/about/uscc_HistoryBook.pdf
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went on strike and won all their demands.  Taft’s new organization was created with the explicit 

aim of countering this newly realized worker power.  Officially, the U.S. Chamber was charged 

with the neutral sounding mission of providing a “central organization in touch with associations 

and chambers of commerce throughout the country and to keep purely American interests in a 

closer touch with commercial affairs.” 

 

The suggestion for businesses to organize as one came about as the idea of multiple business 

executives in 1911, which was then floated to President Taft’s administration. Taft and his 

Commerce and Labor Secretary Charles Nagel facilitated the process and the U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce was officially established on April 22
nd

, 1912. The newly-formed business union held 

its opening conference in the “large hall” on the 10
th

 floor of the New Willard Hotel in 

Washington seen in figure 1.1, which was known as the “jewel of Pennsylvania Avenue.” 

During his opening remarks, President Taft said,  

 

“We want your assistance in carrying on the government in reference to those matters that affect 

the business and the business welfare of the country, and we do not wish to limit your discretion 

in that matter.” 
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*Figure 1.1: The 10
th

 floor “large hall” in the Willard Hotel. (StreetsofWashington.com) 

 

With their big business union established, a charter was written that would explain the U.S. 

Chamber’s existence as an advocate for an amplified voice for business in the halls of 

government. The first sections were drafted by Boston Traveler publisher John A. Fahey the 

morning after Taft’s address to the group. 

 

“Article I. The name of this Association will be the “CHAMBER OF COMMERCE OF THE 

UNITED STATES.”  

Article II. The object of this association shall be to provide a national clearinghouse for the  

development and consideration of business opinion, and to provide consideration of business  

opinion, and to provide united action upon questions affecting the commercial interests of  

the United States. Only questions of national importance shall be considered.” 
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However, despite Taft’s desire to see the Chamber act as a counter the Labor's growing power, 

the U.S. Chamber originally took a moderate and nonpartisan stance on controversial issues, 

contrasting with more radical and outspoken business associations like the National Association 

of Manufacturers, which outwardly opposed child labor laws and the expansion of workers’ 

compensation laws. In fact, Eric Johnston, president of the US Chamber of Commerce during 

World War II, referred to collective bargaining as “an established and useful reality.
2
”  

 

But when President Franklin Delano Roosevelt introduced his New Deal legislation at the peak 

of the Great Depression, the US Chamber of Commerce mobilized against his entire legislative 

package. Harper Sibley, then the president of the chamber, said, Social Security would cause 

“more unemployment in the future, killing the goose that lays the golden eggs."
3
 

 

Additionally, as part of the “total war” effort, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had implemented 

strict rationing of products and new controls on economic output. The US Chamber of 

Commerce originally opposed the Lend-Lease program that would supply allied forces with 

materials,
4
 and Chamber president James Kemper was quoted in the February 6, 1941 story in 

the New York Times saying, “American business men oppose American involvement in any 

foreign war.” FDR was eventually able to get them to cooperate with his economic agenda for 

the war, and in April of 1943, FDR commended businesses affiliated with the US Chamber for 

                                                           
2
 Mother Jones: Fact-Checking the US Chamber of Commerce http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2010/01/fact-

checking-chamber-commerce-tom-donohue  
3
 Huffington Post: Lesson from FDR: When the Right Cries Wolf, Bite Back- http://www.huffingtonpost.com/peter-

dreier/lessons-from-fdr-when-the_b_682293.html  
4
 Common Dreams: Reliably, Irredeemably Wrong: The U.S. Chamber of Commerce- 

https://www.commondreams.org/view/2011/03/22-10  

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2010/01/fact-checking-chamber-commerce-tom-donohue
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2010/01/fact-checking-chamber-commerce-tom-donohue
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/peter-dreier/lessons-from-fdr-when-the_b_682293.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/peter-dreier/lessons-from-fdr-when-the_b_682293.html
https://www.commondreams.org/view/2011/03/22-10
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their assistance when he said, “American business is meeting the challenge of war and meeting it 

in a way that brings comfort to our people and fear to our enemies…Members of the United 

States Chamber of Commerce may well be proud of the contribution they have made under your 

able leadership.”
5
 

 

Part II: The Powell Memo 

 

The US Chamber still didn’t become big business’ main vehicle for a corporate takeover of the 

US government until Lewis F. Powell urged them to do so in the wake of 1960’s radical 

activism. After 42 years, Powell’s vision for the US Chamber has come to fruition. 

 

In 1971 Powell, a corporate lawyer who later became a US Supreme Court Justice seen in figure 

2.1, wrote a secretive memo to Chamber President Eugene Sydnor, Jr., outlining his strategic 

vision for the Chamber
6
. Powell’s rationale was that the American business community was 

under attack in the wake of the civil rights and antiwar movements success in sweeping the 

nation and controlling the national media narrative. Powell wrote his memo to explain how the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce could fight back against this tide of social change by over time 

systematically taking over academia, the media, and government including the courts. 

 

                                                           
5
 FreeEnterprise.com: President Roosevelt Commends US Chamber’s War Effort 

http://www.freeenterprise.com/president-roosevelt-commends-us-chamber%E2%80%99s-war-effort  
6
 ReclaimDemocracy.org: The Powell Memo (also known as the Powell Manifesto) 

http://reclaimdemocracy.org/powell_memo_lewis/  

http://www.freeenterprise.com/president-roosevelt-commends-us-chamber%E2%80%99s-war-effort
http://reclaimdemocracy.org/powell_memo_lewis/
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“The most disquieting voices joining the chorus of criticism come from perfectly respectable 

elements of society: from the college campus, the pulpit, the media, the intellectual and literary 

journals, the arts and sciences, and from politicians. In most of these groups the movement 

against the system is participated in only by minorities. Yet, these often are the most articulate, 

the most vocal, the most prolific in their writing and speaking.”  

-The Powell Memo 

 

Powell had reasoned that the business community had become apathetic in the face of the 

growing leftist movement, particularly on college campuses, and was in danger of losing their 

power and privilege. Powell outlined a deeply detailed strategy in the confidential memo to 

Sydnor that remained secret until it was leaked to liberal syndicated columnist Jack Anderson. 

Anderson wanted to make the case that Powell, a Democrat who was tapped by President 

Richard Nixon to replace Hugo Black, couldn’t be trusted to be objective, particularly in relation 

to rulings affecting big business. However, the memo wasn’t leaked until long after Powell’s 

confirmation to the court. He would remain on the court until 1987, when he was replaced by 

Anthony Kennedy
7
. 

                                                           
7
 Daily News: Reagan Picks Kennedy For High Court, Nov. 11, 1987: http://bit.ly/12nNd8a  

http://bit.ly/12nNd8a
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*Figure 2.1: Justice Lewis F. Powell, author of the Powell Memo (Richmondthenandnow.com) 

 

After explaining his analysis of the problems facing the business community and the power of 

the left in all institutions of merit, Powell’s memo laid out how the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 

can be the chief vehicle behind a corporate takeover of those institutions. The Powell Memo 

insisted on having a class of corporate-friendly scholars and speakers who would force “equal 

time” for business interests to be represented at universities and business-friendly textbook 

evaluators who would evaluate college curriculum from a capitalist perspective. Powell resented 

how the academic community laid out the numerous advantages corporations already had in the 

current system. 

 

“There are countless examples of rifle shots which undermine confidence and confuse the public. 

Favorite current targets are proposals for tax incentives through changes in depreciation rates 

and investment credits. These are usually described in the media as “tax breaks,” “loop holes” 
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or “tax benefits” for the benefit of business. As viewed by a columnist in the Post, such tax 

measures would benefit “only the rich, the owners of big companies.” 

 

 Regarding how the U.S. Chamber should approach the media, Powell wrote, 

 

“The national television networks should be monitored in the same way that textbooks should be 

kept under constant surveillance. This applies not merely to so-called educational programs 

(such as “Selling of the Pentagon”), but to the daily “news analysis” which so often includes the 

most insidious type of criticism of the enterprise system.” 

 

Powell also advocated for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce to have a “speakers’ bureau” that 

would hire people to train pundits with corporate-friendly talking points so big business’ 

interests would be thoroughly represented in the media. Powell’s proposed board of paid scholars 

would set up business-friendly think tanks that would regularly author scholarly journals with a 

pro-corporate slant for regular distribution to the media, as well as to graduate schools of 

business at universities. He also called for pro-corporate propaganda in the form of books and 

pamphlets to be printed and distributed at large and for large-scale branding efforts to bolster the 

corporate image in the eyes of the public. 

 

“Business pays hundreds of millions of dollars to the media for advertisements. Most of this 

supports specific products; much of it supports institutional image making; and some fraction of 
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it does support the system. But the latter has been more or less tangential, and rarely part of a 

sustained, major effort to inform and enlighten the American people. 

If American business devoted only 10% of its total annual advertising budget to this overall 

purpose, it would be a statesman-like expenditure.” 

 

Through a sustained campaign in the realms of academia and the media, Powell reasoned that 

more Americans would gradually become “enlightened” thinkers in adapting a corporate-friendly 

viewpoint. Powell’s ultimate goal for the Chamber was to dominate politics, saying, “As 

unwelcome as it may be to the Chamber, it should consider assuming a broader and more 

vigorous role in the political arena.” This was particularly evident in his memo’s section on how 

the U.S. Chamber can influence government through the court. 

 

Powell reasoned that the United States had an “activist-minded Supreme Court” due to labor 

unions and civil rights groups’ activity in the SCOTUS. He saw the Supreme Court as an “area 

of vast opportunity” for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce if they were to invest funds in hiring a 

team of skilled lawyers “of national standing and reputation.” This legal team would appear as 

counsel amicus in special situations where business’ interests were at stake. 

 

Near the end of his memo, Powell acknowledged that his plan, were it to succeed, would require 

a much heavier financial burden on the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Powell noted that hiring a 

team of scholars, lawyers, speakers, textbook evaluators, think tanks and investments in branding 
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and advertising “would require far more generous financial support from American corporations 

than the Chamber has ever received in the past.”  

 

Part III: The Corporate Takeover 

 

“People seem to listen to you more when you’ve got a bagful of cash.” 

-US Chamber of Commerce President Tom Donohue
8
 

 

If Lewis Powell were alive today, he’d be proud of current US Chamber president Tom 

Donohue, as Powell’s wildest dreams have come true through the Chamber’s relentless 

fundraising, lobbying, court victories, and electoral spending. He’s been in charge of the 

Chamber’s operations since 1997, and has turned the US Chamber into a juggernaut 

championing the interests of corporations in Washington. 

 

According to Donohue, the Chamber raises $5 million per week
9
 to keep its operations running. 

Most of this money, however, comes from billion-dollar corporations, not small businesses. As 

figure 3.2 shows, the US Chamber has spent $983 million on lobbying since 1998
10

, and has 

already spent $16 million in 2013 according to the most recent quarterly reports. The most recent 

                                                           
8
 New York Times: Business of Green: Storm Over the Chamber- 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/19/business/energy-environment/19CHAMBER.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&  
9
 New York Times: Pugnacious Builder of the Business Lobby- http://nyti.ms/1a7MDSw  

10
 OpenSecrets.org: US Chamber of Commerce lobbying summary- 

http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/clientsum.php?id=D000019798&year=2013  

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/19/business/energy-environment/19CHAMBER.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://nyti.ms/1a7MDSw
http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/clientsum.php?id=D000019798&year=2013


12 
 

bills opposed by chamber lobbyists
11

 included the Paycheck Fairness Act, which would have 

secured financial parity between women and men in the workplace and the Corporate Tax 

Fairness Act, which would have closed loopholes and exemptions often used by multinational 

corporations to avoid paying federal taxes on their US profits. While ultimately unsuccessful, the 

US Chamber did attempt to defeat a bill providing federal disaster relief to cities hit by 

Superstorm Sandy
12

. 

 

Roughly half of the US Chamber’s $140 million spent in 2008 came from just 45 anonymous 

donors
13

. And in 2009, out of the whopping $150 million spent on lobbying, over half of that 

money came from the American Health Insurance Providers (AHIP), a lobbying group consisting 

of the top 5 biggest health insurers
14

. The Chamber subsequently flooded airwaves with ads full 

of misleading statements about the Affordable Care Act, and sent armies of lobbyists to 

Congress to oppose the bill. Even though health care reform still passed, the US Chamber spent 

$33.8 million
15

 attacking supporters of the legislation in those respective congressional districts, 

leading to a takeover of the U.S. House of Representatives by corporate-funded candidates. The 

momentum created by the Chamber’s furious opposition to the Affordable Care Act essentially 

created a Chamber-endorsed House majority that has voted to repeal the act nearly 40 times.        

                                                           
11

 OpenSecrets.org: US Chamber of Commerce bill lobbying history (tab)- 
http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/clientbills.php?id=D000019798&year=2013  
12

 US Chamber of Commerce: Porked-Up Sandy relief bill storms into Senate- 
http://www.uschambersmallbusinessnation.com/article/porked-up-sandy-relief-bill-storms-into-senate  
13

 New York Times: Top Corporations Aid U.S. Chamber of Commerce Campaign- 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/22/us/politics/22chamber.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1  
14

 Bloomberg: Insurers Gave U.S. Chamber $86 Million to Oppose Obama’s Health Law- 
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2010-11-17/insurers-gave-u-s-chamber-86-million-used-to-oppose-obama-s-
health-law.html  
15

 OpenSecrets.org: US Chamber electoral spending, 2009-2010 cycle- 
http://www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/detail.php?cycle=2010&cmte=US+Chamber+of+Commerce  

http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/clientbills.php?id=D000019798&year=2013
http://www.uschambersmallbusinessnation.com/article/porked-up-sandy-relief-bill-storms-into-senate
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/22/us/politics/22chamber.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2010-11-17/insurers-gave-u-s-chamber-86-million-used-to-oppose-obama-s-health-law.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2010-11-17/insurers-gave-u-s-chamber-86-million-used-to-oppose-obama-s-health-law.html
http://www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/detail.php?cycle=2010&cmte=US+Chamber+of+Commerce
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*Figure 3.2 shows dollar amounts, in millions, spent by the US Chamber on influencing congressional 

outcomes between 1998 and 2013. (OpenSecrets.org) 

 

The US Chamber brags about consistently ranking #1 in lobbyist spending for several years in 

the last decade. In 2012, the US Chamber spent $139,000,000 on influencing Congressional 

outcomes, as seen in figure 3.3. To compare, the two largest labor unions—the AFL-CIO
16

 and 

the SEIU
17

—spent just under a combined $6 million last year.  

                                                           
16

 OpenSecrets.org: AFL-CIO lobbying summary- http://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/summary.php?id=d000000088  
17

 OpenSecrets.org: SEIU lobbying summary- http://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/summary.php?id=d000000077  

http://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/summary.php?id=d000000088
http://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/summary.php?id=d000000077
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*Figure 3.3: The US Chamber of Commerce spent more on lobbying Congress in 2012 than the next 5 biggest 

lobbying groups combined. (New York Times, OpenSecrets.org) 

 

The US Chamber also spent considerable sums fighting the Dodd-Frank financial reform bill in 

2009/2010, influencing Congress to vote down or neuter the bill aimed at strengthening financial 

regulations to prevent a crisis similar to the 2008 housing collapse and subsequent bailouts of the 

nation’s biggest banks. The Chamber specifically came out with a laundry list of amendments
18

 

aimed at removing all regulatory teeth from the bill, such as removing the derivatives regulations 

outlined in the Volcker Rule, leaving the leadership and budgeting of the Consumer Financial 

Protection Bureau (CFPB) to the mercy of a Congress which was largely installed with the help 

of the US Chamber’s financial support, silencing Wall Street whistleblowers, among others. As 
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 Compliance Week: U.S. Chamber Details Long List of Dodd-Frank Changes- 
http://www.complianceweek.com/us-chamber-details-long-wish-list-of-dodd-frank-changes/article/288109/  

http://www.complianceweek.com/us-chamber-details-long-wish-list-of-dodd-frank-changes/article/288109/
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recently as April 2013, Tom Donohue was on CNBC calling for the repeal of not-yet-written 

rules imposed on the financial institutions that decimated the world economy. 

 

"Dodd-Frank was written in a hurry and it was written in anger. And here we are three years 

later…We're already putting extraordinary stress on every kind of financial institution in this 

country."
19

 

 

The US Chamber of Commerce’s heaviest lobbied bill was in 2010, when they threw their full 

weight behind the Stop Online Piracy Act, or SOPA
20

. The bill would have allowed for global 

entertainment companies to censor any online content, to be done at their discretion. Despite the 

opposition to the bill harbored by many powerful Silicon Valley tech companies who were 

members of the US Chamber, the group’s lobbyists pushed hard for its passage.  

 

The Chamber’s vast lobbying efforts have, at least indirectly, led to the explosion at the fertilizer 

plant in West, Texas in early 2013 seen in figure 3.4, which killed dozens of first responders and 

leveled the surrounding community. A 2009 bill aimed at strengthening safety standards at 

chemical and fertilizer plants like the one in West was labeled a “key vote”
21

 by the US Chamber 

that year, and the group mobilized on behalf of fertilizer companies to successfully defeat 

                                                           
19

 CNBC: Dodd-Frank ‘Written in Anger,’ Needs Fixing: Chamber CEO- http://www.cnbc.com/id/100630760  
20

 OpenSecrets.org: U.S. Chamber of Commerce lobbying summary- 
http://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/summary.php?id=D000019798  
21

 Bloomberg: Texas Blast Recalls Chemical Safety Bill Sunk by Business Lobby- 
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-04-29/texas-blast-recalls-chemical-safety-bill-sunk-by-business-
lobby.html  

http://www.cnbc.com/id/100630760
http://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/summary.php?id=D000019798
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-04-29/texas-blast-recalls-chemical-safety-bill-sunk-by-business-lobby.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-04-29/texas-blast-recalls-chemical-safety-bill-sunk-by-business-lobby.html
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additional safety regulations. The bill was defeated in the House, and wasn’t even brought up for 

a vote in the Senate. The Chamber has never publicly apologized for spending millions to defeat 

legislation that could have potentially saved the community of West from the explosion. Thanks 

to the continued support of decreased regulation, the West fertilizer plant was inspected by the 

Occupational Safety and Health Administration just once since 1985
22

. 

 

 

*Figure 3.4: The site of the West, Texas fertilizer plant explosion. The US Chamber successfully lobbied to 

defeat a 2009 bill that would have strengthened safety standards at fertilizer plants. (KSAT.com) 

US Chamber CEO Tom Donohue has been one of the most outspoken proponents of austerity, 

and advocates regularly
23

 for the overhaul of Social Security and Medicare to become 
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 Huffington Post: Texas Fertilizer Plant Had Last OSHA Inpection in 1985- 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/18/texas-fertilizer-plant-ha_n_3113117.html  
23

 Crooks and Liars: US Chamber CEO Tom Donohue: Fracking is Our Future, Safety Nets Be Damned (VIDEO)- 
http://videocafe.crooksandliars.com/karoli/us-chamber-ceo-donohue-fracking-our-future-  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/18/texas-fertilizer-plant-ha_n_3113117.html
http://videocafe.crooksandliars.com/karoli/us-chamber-ceo-donohue-fracking-our-future-
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commoditized programs in which corporations can seize more profit. Tom Donohue’s Chamber 

also backed President George W. Bush’s plan to privatize Social Security in 2005
24

. Combining 

the Chamber’s support for Social Security privatization and support for deregulating financial 

institutions, it isn’t hard to imagine a much more dismal scenario in the 2008 financial crisis if 

Social Security funds had been plundered along with the housing market bubble burst. 

 

The other side of the US Chamber’s pro-austerity coin is its vehement defense of corporate tax 

avoidance. Even though 32 corporations dodged enough federal income taxes to pay for the 

entire education budget
25

 (approximately $72 billion), the US Chamber of Commerce 

successfully lobbied to defeat the Corporate Tax Fairness Act, which would have closed enough 

tax loopholes to generate approximately $70 billion in additional tax revenue every year
26

. As 

figure 3.5 shows, the contribution to federal tax revenues between payroll taxes paid by 

employees and income tax paid by corporations has flipped. From 1950-1960, corporations paid 

roughly $1.00 in income taxes to every $0.33 in payroll taxes paid by employees. Today, 

corporations are only paying approximately $0.07 cents in income tax to every $0.33 in payroll 

tax paid by employees
27

. Essentially, the US Chamber is using the budget gap to demand the 

gutting of earned benefits like Social Security and Medicare while lobbying to absolve its 

corporate members from its federal income tax obligations. 

                                                           
24

 US Chamber of Commerce: Strengthening Social Security: The President’s Proposal- 
http://www.uschamber.com/issues/retirementpension/socialsecurity/strengthening-social-security-presidents-
proposal  
25

 Pay Up Now: 32 Biggest Corporations post 17% tax rate on US and foreign income- 
http://www.payupnow.org/20130708_4TaxAvoidExamps.xls  
26

 Sen. Bernie Sanders: Fact sheet on Sanders/Shakowsky Corporate Tax Fairness Act: 
http://www.sanders.senate.gov/newsroom/news/?id=97624115-46f1-4652-acd6-79492a08a1a8  
27

 Huffington Post: The 1 Chart That Reveals Just How Grossly Unfair the US Tax System Has Become- 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/05/22/chart-shows-corp-taxes-grossly-unfair_n_3321737.html  
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*Figure 3.5: The percentage of federal tax revenue from corporate income tax has steadily dwindled in the 

last 50 years. (WhiteHouse.gov, BusinessInsider.com) 

 

Tom Donohue has gone on record supporting the practice of hydraulic fracturing
28

, also known 

as fracking, as have many of the US Chamber’s state affiliates. Despite well-documented risks to 

community drinking water supplies
29

, the Chamber alleges that fracking would provide jobs. 
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 Crooks and Liars: US Chamber CEO Tom Donohue: Fracking is Our Future, Safety Nets Be Damned- 
http://videocafe.crooksandliars.com/karoli/us-chamber-ceo-donohue-fracking-our-future-  
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 Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences: Increased stray gas abundance in a subset of drinking water 
wells near Marsellus shale gas extraction- 
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While that may be true, the Chamber has lobbied to defeat bills aimed at investing in alternative, 

renewable energy sources
30

 proven to generate far more jobs
31

, as seen in figure 3.6.  

 

  *Figure 3.6: Despite its potential to create jobs and revitalize infrastructure, the US Chamber of Commerce 

has opposed investments in renewable energy and public transit. (peri.umass.edu) 

 

The US Chamber has also used the jobs and domestic energy arguments in its support of the 

Keystone XL pipeline
32

, which would mine tar sands oil in Alberta, Canada and pipe it 1,700 
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 The Hill: Chamber’s top energy official: Time for ‘unemotional’ talk about energy costs- http://bit.ly/12eGdvH  
31

 University of Massachusetts Political Economy Research Institute: Green Recovery- 
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miles to Port Arthur, Texas. The pipeline’s most optimistic predictions only credit it with 

creating 6,000 jobs over a two-year period
33

, meaning 3,000 temporary jobs each year. And even 

though oil companies would get rich from the pipeline, none of the oil would actually be used in 

the US as it has already been marked for export to mostly South American and European 

markets
34

.  

 

Current US Chamber President Tom Donohue is on the board of directors for Union Pacific 

Railroad, which would be partially responsible for transporting tar sands oil by train to be refined 

in Texas should the Keystone XL pipeline never be built. Union Pacific has paid Donohue more 

than $1.1 million since 1998 in retainers,
35

 and Union Pacific has donated over $700,000 to the 

US Chamber of Commerce since 2004.
36

 

 

Despite repeated warnings from climate scientists like NASA’s James Hansen who said that tar 

sands oil would mean “game over for the climate,”
37

 the US Chamber has actually gone on 
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record saying that climate change can be mitigated by humans adapting their anatomies to a 

warmer climate.
38

 

 

"Humans have become less susceptible to the effects of heat due to a combination of adaptations, 

particularly air conditioning. The availability of air conditioning is expected to continue to 

increase…Populations can acclimatize to warmer climates via a range of behavioral, physiological and 

technological adaptations."   

-U.S. Chamber of Commerce comment to the EPA 

 

In the John Roberts Supreme Court, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce has an overwhelming win 

rate of 70%,
39

 particularly in cases where it has first filed an amicus brief, as seen in figure 3.7. 

During the duration of President Obama’s first term, the Chamber was undefeated in Supreme 

Court rulings in which it was invested
40

. The New York Times reported that the nation’s highest 

court hasn’t been this accommodating to major corporations since World War II, quietly stacking 

up small victories in a stream of 5-4 decisions.
41
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*Figure 3.7: The US Chamber wins 7 out of 10 Supreme Court cases when it has filed an amicus brief. 

(TheUSConstitution.org, MSNBC) 

The Chamber’s lawyers successfully got the Supreme Court to make it harder for victims of 

corporate negligence to sue for damages
42

, whether its claimants in the BP oil spill or employees 

of corporations filing class-action lawsuits in cases of abuse. They recently ruled in favor of 

agribusiness giant Monsanto
43

 in a seed patent case against a farmer trying to save his seeds, 

ruling that Monsanto had the right to claim domain over the farmer’s crops, since their 

genetically-modified seeds had cross-pollenated into the neighboring organic crops on the 

farmer’s plot. Justice Clarence Thomas once worked as a corporate attorney for Monsanto
44

. He 

did not recuse himself from the decision. He also didn’t recuse himself when ruling against the 
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constitutionality of the Affordable Care Act, despite his wife launching a lobbying group 

opposed to the Affordable Care Act’s implementation.
45

 

 

Perhaps the most notable case of the US Chamber of Commerce winning a Supreme Court ruling 

where an amicus brief was filed was in their support of the Citizens United v. FEC
46

 ruling in 

2010. The Supreme Court’s decision effectively reversed a centuries’ worth of campaign laws, 

now allowing for corporations to spend an unlimited amount of money from their vast treasuries 

on electioneering purposes. In the 2010 congressional midterm elections, 93% of the Chamber’s 

contributions went to Republican candidates
47

. Of the remaining money spent on 11 Democrat 

candidates, they were on non-candidate specific ads. The US Chamber exclusively funded 

Republican candidates for the US Senate in 2010. Though they endorsed West Virginia 

Democrat Joe Manchin, they didn’t spend any money on his behalf. In the 2012 elections, the US 

Chamber pledged to spend $50 million (but reported $33 million), ranking 8
th

 in total outside 

money spent
48

. Of the 50 House and Senate races in which the US Chamber had spent money to 

support or oppose candidates, they lost 36 races
49

. Among groups that don’t identify their 

donors, the US Chamber ranked second behind the Koch Industries-backed Americans For 

Prosperity. 
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Attempts to roll back the effects of Citizens United v. FEC are met with fierce opposition from 

the US Chamber of Commerce. While successfully lobbying to kill the DISCLOSE Act, which 

would have required groups spending money on elections to reveal their donors
50

, the US 

Chamber of Commerce called the attempts to regulate corporate dominance of the election cycle 

an attack on free speech and democracy
51

. 

 

“What's most in need of disclosure is the real purpose behind this bill. It's nothing more than a brazen 

attempt to tilt the playing field in favor of the incumbent party in this fall's elections, silence 

constitutionally protected speech, and abridge First Amendment rights.”  

 -US Chamber President Tom Donohue 

 

The US Chamber of Commerce is also a member of the American Legislative Exchange Council 

(ALEC)
52

, an organization that brings together corporate lobbyists with largely Republican state 

legislators. At annual ALEC retreats, lobbyists and legislators break off into task forces which 

collaboratively write “model bills” to maximize corporate profit. Model legislation aims to 

privatize public assets, lower corporate taxes, and repeal environmental regulations and workers’ 

rights. The US Chamber of Commerce is a member of ALEC’s Civil Justice Task Force
53

, the 
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Education Task Force
54

, the International Relations Task Force
55

, and the Telecommunications 

and Information Technology Task Force
56

.  

 

Part IV: How the US Chamber’s Agenda Hurts Small Business 

While the Chamber claims it has 3,000,000 small business members, that number is actually 

closer to 200,000
57

. The larger figure comes from businesses affiliated with the US Chamber’s 

state-based affiliates, whom can be found in their directory
58

. 

 

Even though Donohue’s Chamber overwhelmingly backs conservative candidates for office and 

spends millions to defeat Democrats in targeted congressional districts, Donohue has exercised 

his influence over Democrats with campaign contributions, and is one of the leading voices 

working with the Obama administration to implement the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
59

.    

 

The TPP is essentially a way for multinational corporations to have international sovereignty 

over other sovereign entities, allowing them to skirt any regulations of any country in the 
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agreement that they deem harmful to their bottom line
60

. Just like with NAFTA, the TPP is a 

“free trade” agreement backed by big business interests that will inevitably lead to the export of 

more American jobs and neutering of federal regulators. Figure 4.1 shows that 700,000 jobs 

have been outsourced as a result of the NAFTA free trade agreement.
61

  

 

The US Chamber claims its support for the TPP comes from their desire to create more 

American jobs, yet the US Chamber has been a strong supporter of job outsourcing ever since 

the Bush administration. Tom Donohue was a guest on Lou Dobbs’ program on CNN in 2004, 

and even said “there are legitimate values in outsourcing...Not only jobs, but work.”
62

 According 

to Campaign Money Watch, over 1.4 million jobs have been outsourced since 1994 in nine states 

where the US Chamber spent the most money on influencing elections.
63
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Figure 4.1: Since NAFTA, the US has lost 700,000 jobs. (Economic Policy Institute, epi.org) 

 

In 2009, the US Chamber of Commerce led a seminar with representatives from the Chinese 

government teaching corporate executives how to outsource American jobs to China
64

. One of 

the US Chamber’s foreign affiliates in China conducted the seminar through an organization 

called the “China Grassroots Program,” where business executives were invited to Jacksonville, 

Florida for an outsourcing seminar sponsored by billionaire and superPAC funder Sheldon 

Adelson. The session was moderated by US Chamber lobbyist Joseph Fawkner and 

representatives from BChinaB, a Chinese company specializing in job outsourcing. Li Haiyan, 

China’s Counselor for Economic Affairs, also led the session.
65
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The Chamber’s foreign affiliates, known as AmChams, help facilitate multinationals’ 

outsourcing process all over the world. While the Chamber’s lobbyists defend these as outlets for 

American corporations doing business overseas, these AmChams are in fact run by Chinese 

companies
66

 like Northern Light Venture Capital, and Russian firms like the state-owned VTB 

bank. State-run oil companies in the United Arab Emirates run the US Chamber’s AmCham in 

Abu Dhabi. At least 80 foreign corporations donated $885,000 to the political 501(c)(6) account 

the US Chamber set up to run attack ads in the 2010 midterm election season.
67

 Many of these 

companies are also some of the biggest outsourcers of jobs.
68

 The US Chamber even opposed a 

bill in the Senate that would have taken away tax incentives for companies that ship American 

jobs overseas.
69

 

 

Economists have consistently stated that in a supply vs. demand economy, businesses will go 

under if demand for goods and services declines. It is only with steady demand that businesses 

can stay open and hire new employees to meet that demand. Thus, the US Chamber of 

Commerce’s support of job outsourcing and austerity that cuts budgets for public services will 

only serve to lower the amount of Americans with steady incomes. This leads to decreased 

demand for goods and services at the local level, and as there are fewer customers for local small 

businesses, it is inevitable that small businesses will have to close down if they have little 

demand.  
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Additionally, the US Chamber’s agenda of protecting tax loopholes for corporations has led to an 

average federal tax rate of just 17% in 2012, roughly half the 35% statutory rate that small 

businesses have to pay on their profits. And unlike the US Chamber’s corporate members, local 

small businesses don’t have a vast array of tax loopholes to use to their advantage, nor do they 

have lobbyists to hire for the purpose of gaining more advantages in the US tax code. Ultimately, 

if left unchecked, the US Chamber of Commerce will destroy American small businesses and 

American democracy through a system of providing ever-reaching advantages to multinational 

corporations. 

 

“The liberty of a democracy is not safe if the people tolerate the growth of private power to a point 

where it becomes stronger than their democratic State itself. That, in its essence, is fascism –ownership 

of government by an individual, by a group or by any other controlling private power.” -FDR
70
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