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One of Washington's most notorious lobbyists is singing the same tune as Donald Trump and Bernie
Sanderswhenitcomesto corruption on Capitol Hill.

Jack Abramoff, dubbed by Time as "the man who bought Washington," was once among the most
influential power playersin U.S. politics, rubbing elbows with figures like Karl Rove, Ken Mehlman and
President George W. Bush before beingenvelopedin scandal inthe mid-2000s. There is little Abramoff
didn'tdo during histime as a lobbyistto ensure his clients garnered favors from government, including
lavishing gifts and campaign contributions on members of both houses of Congress on both sides of the
aisle.

Afterserving43 monthsinfederal prison for his misdeeds, Abramoff has now emerged areformed
figure. He says Washington, D.C. has been corrupted by money nearly beyond repairandis callingforan
overhaul of the system -- not unlike what the democraticsocialist senator from Vermont has been
sayingonthe presidential campaign trail, or, for that matter, billionaire businessman Donald Trump.

"Washingtonis aboutone thing, folks, and that's about power. Grabbing power, Keeping power,
grabbing money, spending money," Abramoffsaid ata debate Wednesday hosted by Intelligence
Squared U.S. in New York City. "The system that has developedis soimmensely corrupt, is so corrosive
of whatwe all believe-- whatwe were all raised to think about our government thatthe American
people are risingup, and we just need to join them."

The words could easily have come from Senator Sanders, who at a February Democraticdebate in
Milwaukee against former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton said, "The American people have responded
to a series of basictruths, and that is that we have today a campaign finance system whichis corrupt,
whichisundermining American democracy, which allows Wall Street and billionaires to pour huge sums
of moneyinto the political processto electthe candidates of their choice."
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Orfrom Trump, whoiis largely self-funding his campaign and, like Abramoff, says he understands how
brokenthe systemis because he is one who used to take advantage of it. "Frankly, | know the system
betterthananybody else and I'm the only one up here that's going to fix that system because that
systemiswrong," the real estate magnate said duringa GOP debate in March.

How dire has the situation become in Washington that Abramoff, Sanders and Trump seemto agree
that the influence of money has placed American politics nearly onthe brink of political disaster?

"There's no precise way of knowing, because we can't measure corruption very well. It's usually secret,"
said Michael Johnston, professor of political science at Colgate University and expertin political
corruption and political culture.

Accordingto Johnston, inlegal terms, definitions of what qualifies as corruption has changed inrecent
generations. Still, compared to other periodsin history, likethe 1890s and the Gilded Age, the current
system looks quite good.

Instead, what may differtoday is perception.

"The pervasive power of moneyin politicsis seen by most citizens as corrupting American," Johnston
said.

Accordingto a 2015 survey from Gallup, 75% of Americans perceive corruption as widespreadin the
country's government. A sense of reduced financial security among many Americans only compounds
distrustinthe political system. And even if much what's going onis technically legal (most of what
Abramoffdid was), itis largely besidethe point.

"If 75% of people think money has corrupted politics, then the systemislosingits credibility," Johnston
said.

Compoundingthe situationis the factthat the influence of moneyin politicsis quite different from what
many voters believe. Forexample, Johnston said that Americanstend to think corruptionislowestin
local politics and most problematicat the federal level, wheninfactitis oftenthe otherway around.
Andeveninthe highestechelons, itisalotmore than alobbyistdanglingacheckin frontof a
congressman--itis aline buried deepinabill added right beforeavote, or a senator'saide intimating
to a lobbyistthat withoutadonation, they won't be able to help.

"Money'sinfluenceis huge, butit'sin more complicated and more contextual ways than most people
appreciate," said Johnston.

At Wednesday's debate, Abramoff surveyed the current political horizon and pointed to the rise of
figureslike Sanders and Trump as a consequence of this increasing corruption and money-fueled
disillusionmentamongvoters.

"Anyone wholooks fairly at what's been going on politically in our country has noticed something, that
there'sarebellion outthere, whetherit's the Bernie Sanders on the leftorit'sthe Donald Trump,
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whetherheisonthe right, or --among Trumps, Trumpians, or Ted Cruz. People are dissatisfied," he said,
highlighting Congress'dismal approval ratings as well. "Alot of it has to do, unfortunately, with the fact
that we have a culture in Washington about taking our money and givingitoutto those who can lobby
best."

Is reform possible? Most agree that, while a herculean task, the answeris yes. Sanders says we need a
revolution, Trump says we need Trump, and Abramoff saysit can be done -- but it won't be easy.

"Washington's about grabbing powerand grabbing money and grabbing things, and people who grab
things don'tlike to give them up," he said.



