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Capitol Report  

January 30, 2017 
REGULATING 'FRAUD NEWS' 

By Ari Melber 
       
Melber is the chief legal correspondent at MSNBC. He served on a panel discussion, “Election Politics and More,” 
presented by the New Jersey Institute for Continuing Legal Education last fall. 
    
Barack Obama hates it. So does Donald Trump. The rise of ‘fake news’ has drawn widespread condemnation, though 
the meaning of the label itself is now a matter of political dispute. 
    
Obama has criticized fake news based on its original definition—patently false disinformation masquerading as 
journalism. A few weeks after the November election, he lamented the impact of "active misinformation" that is 
"packaged" to deceive, so it "looks the same when you see it on a Facebook page" as a legitimate article. 
    
A false item claiming the Pope endorsed Trump, for example, was one of the top election ‘stories’ on Facebook, 
according to a Buzzfeed analysis. That means millions of Americans wrongly thought they were reading and sharing 
something that happened (it didn't) from a news source (it wasn't). 
    
In his first press conference as president-elect, however, Donald Trump dramatically reappropriated the term.  Trump 
said he would not call on CNN because it reported "fake news." 
    
There are virtually no journalism experts who agree with that use of the label.  Fake news is an intentional effort to 
spread false information in the guise of a factual news product. It does not refer to news one merely dislikes, or to 
false information erroneously published by a legitimate news outlet. (From newspapers to scientific journals, factual 
institutions do make mistakes. Even in error, their commitment to correction separates them from propagandists.) 
    
To use a legal framework, fake news is essentially a scheme to trick the consumer—a fraud. Perhaps ‘fraud news’ is 
the better label. 
    
If this is a fraud, can it be regulated as one? Is there a role for the government in regulating and preventing fraud 
news, while respecting the robust speech protections in the Constitution? 
    
A Blurry Debate 
    
The government has an obvious interest in regulating fraudulent content. 
    
Frauds and disinformation offer virtually no benefit to society. Instead, they present one-sided risks: The perpetrator 
benefits by deceiving a victim, who loses money, time or something even more valuable. Buying a fraudulent smoke 
detector, for example, presents risks far graver than the cost of the item. 
    
As a matter of policy, there are few serious defenders of fraud. 
    
It is a violation of the social contract, an impediment to commerce and, quite obviously, an attack on any pursuit of 
truth. The Supreme Court has found "falsehoods have little value in and of themselves." 
    
Even the creators of fake news admit it is pernicious. Paul Horner, who led an influential "Facebook fake news 
empire," told the Washington Post he feels "bad" his work helped Donald Trump, and finds the public embrace of fake 
news "scary." 
    
Meanwhile, the traditional legal remedies for conventional journalistic harm—like individually suing an outlet for libel—
are futile against hundreds of fraud news sites, bloggers and trolls. 
    
If the U.S. government spends time pursuing counterfeit purses and identity fraud, surely it has an interest in 
combating fraud news, which can influence elections and impact public safety. 
    
The consensus that fraud news is a problem, however, only provides the first legal step for government action—a 
legitimate rational. 
    



 
 

The second step is to ensure any government remedy is constitutional, which means leaving ample room for speech 
protected by the First Amendment. It turns out that is legally difficult, because of the very nature of fraud news. 
    
A Right to Lie 
    

The Supreme Court has upheld laws banning conventional fraud, and upheld laws that provide penalties for words 
used to carry out fraudulent acts. But things get trickier when politics are involved. The Court affords special 
protection to speech about politics, including some false speech - the Court has ruled the First Amendment 
sometimes protects a right to lie. 
    
In 2012, the Court held that a politician had a constitutional right to lie about receiving a Medal of Honor (U.S. v. 
Alvarez). The Court struck down a federal law, the Stolen Valor Act, which provided up to a year in prison as 
punishment for lying about a Medal of Honor. 
    
The U.S. government defended the law as a way to combat false claims in an area where the government has a 
strong interest—administering accurate military records and honoring veterans' service. 
    
The Court reasoned, however, that even deliberately false claims are an unavoidable part of open discussions in a 
free society. 
    
"Some false statements are inevitable if there is to be an open and vigorous expression of views in public and private 
conversation," wrote Justice Anthony Kennedy, noting it's the kind of "expression the First Amendment seeks to 
guarantee." 
    
The opinion concedes the Constitution allows punishment of false statements in many contexts, from fraud to libel to 
perjury. In every such instance, though, the Court emphasizes that the government is punishing something more than 
a lie itself. There is: 1) a lie, and 2) the lie directly causes damage (or, as the Court explained, "legally cognizable 
harm associated with a false statement"). Other cases show the context for that damage is critical. 
    
Take one of the more absurd free speech cases ever to reach the Supreme Court, Hustler Magazine v. 
Falwell. Hustler, a pornographic magazine, spoofed a popular liquor ad by showing Jerry Falwell, the conservative 

minister, discussing his "first time." 
    
As Chief Justice William Rehnquist memorably wrote, the ad featured Falwell recounting a "drunken incestuous 
rendezvous with his mother in an outhouse." At the bottom of the page, a disclaimer stated "ad parody—not to be 
taken seriously." 
    
A jury rejected Falwell's libel suit, finding the parody did not attempt to present real facts, but awarded him damages 
for "emotional distress" caused by the ad. 
    
The Supreme Court overturned the damages, finding the First Amendment protected "breathing space" for speech 
like Hustler's parody. 
    
To win, the Court explained, Falwell would need to prove the material was essentially published to deceive—
presented as true, with reckless disregard to whether it was true. (The reckless disregard standard is from the 
landmark libel case New York Times v. Sullivan.) 
    
The Court didn't write a blank check for every parody imaginable, but it drew a line protecting even outrageous 
satire—which Falwell viewed as false and libelous—so long as it wasn't offered as a claim of truth. That's an 
important distinction, given the deceit at the core of fraud news. 
    
Remedies 
    

Any new constitutional regulation of fraud news must work within the Supreme Court's precedents, which offer 
political speech a lot of ‘room,’ and err on the side of allowing even objectionable falsehoods by individual citizens. 
There are many precedents, however, upholding routine punishments for false speech in specific circumstances, 
such as fraud and deceitful content in commercial speech. 
    
The Court has ruled that some commercial speech, like advertising or communication concerned solely with 
business, gets less First Amendment protection than political speech. This area of the law is in flux; the general 
rationale has been that words used on behalf of a business are less important than words used on behalf of actual 
people to express ideas or participate in democracy. 



 
 

    
The distinction could prove pivotal for one comprehensive way to regulate fraud news. 
    
Here is one way for the federal government to address the issue: Subject the fraud news industry to the same 
regulatory oversight that other false commercial speech faces—supervision by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC). 
    
Regulatory enforcement actions don't spark many headlines, but the FTC has actually spent years combating fake 
news schemes. It tracks, regulates, sues and even shuts down fake news sites peddling frauds, deceptive advertising 
and other misleading material. 
    
In 2013, for example, the FTC announced it reached a legal agreement to shut down an operation that was 
"deceptively using fake news websites to market acai berry supplements and other weight-loss products." 
    
The FTC has also won court battles with companies using fake news to sell deceptive products. In December, the 
Second Circuit upheld a monetary ruling for the FTC against a fleet of fake news websites pushing misinformation to 
push weight loss products (Federal Trade Commission v. LeadClick Media). 
    
The fake sites "had logos styled to look like news sites, and they included pictures of supposed reporters next to their 
articles," attorney Shari Claire Lewis explains in the New York Law Journal. Fradulent journalism was crucial to the 

scheme, because the (supposed) journalists cited their (false) reporting to vouch for the products. 
    
Since its founding in 1914, the FTC has used civil enforcement to protect consumers from unfair business practices, 
including patrolling "deceptive acts or practices" under a 1938 law. 
    
The FTC could develop a framework for pursuing fraud news about political propaganda, or work with Congress to 
define a framework consistent with the First Amendment. 
    
The FTC's recent actions against fraud news proprietors typically targeted a two-step practice: They posted 
misinformation about a product, then sold the product. In fraud news, however, the political misinformation is the 
product. And, it's free. 
    
We live in a world where most news consumers never purchase their news directly. They consume it online in 
exchange for viewing ads, or in exchange for providing their personal information (instead of money). An FTC 
framework for fraud news would treat these readers as ‘consumers,’ and target the websites for deceptive acts 
against them. 
    
To follow First Amendment precedents, the framework could limit the FTC to only regulating posted articles—not 
seeking prior restraints against future articles—and to only regulate businesses devoted to fraud news. 
    
Legally, a focus on deceptive businesses keeps the FTC in the ballpark of commercial speech, patrolling deceptive 
practices taken in pursuit of commerce. During the election, the most popular fraud news sites were launched by 
business people, often abroad, enticed by the market online for political news. They were trying to make money, not 
express any particular view. 
    
“I started the site for a easy way to make money,” a 17-year-old fraud news proprietor in Macedonia told BuzzFeed 
last year. Some tried posting liberal fraud news stories as well, but found "news about Trump" got more clicks, as the 
16-year-old behind BVANews.com explained to BuzzFeed. 
    
Since these sites are clearly operating as businesses, it is logical to regulate their commerce and deceptive practices 
like any other business. 
    
A focus on deceptive businesses would also keep the government away from meddling with actual journalists or 
citizens exercising their right to lie while engaged in politics. 
    
There is no ‘ministry of information’ in American government, and the Constitution forbids government efforts to stifle 
the free press. Fake news may remain a slur against legitimate news organizations, but an FTC framework patrolling 
businesses devoted to fraudulent and deceptive practices would not ensnare any real news organizations. (Indeed, 
there is nothing new about government agencies respecting the role of reporters while enforcing laws or rules; the 
Justice Department has detailed policies for its interactions with the press during criminal inquiries.) 
    
As for citizens engaged in politics, the case law is clear. An individual citizen has a right to lie about many things, 
absent hurting or libeling another person, and there is a wide berth for political hyperbole. The FTC regulates trade, 



 
 

not speech, and patrolling fraud news would not give it any new authority to tackle statements made by individuals 
about politics. 
    
A quick parallel to the FTC's enforcement actions is instructive. 
    
The FTC could legally fine, and even shutter, websites peddling the acai berry treatments, since they used deceptive 
commercial speech. 
    
But it could not take any legal action against a person for simply lying about acai berry treatments, absent some 
deceptive commercial action. 
    
That distinction is why even robust FTC regulation of fraud news would not (and could not) aim to ‘end’ all fraud 
news, let alone address any protected false speech in society. 
    
Absent the existence of libel, Supreme Court precedents suggest the First Amendment protects a citizen expressing 
lies or his or her version of fake news. Political operatives have strong case law to defend deceptive assertions as 
protected speech, especially if they show the lies are part of some wider expression, be it political, satirical or artistic. 
    
If those kind of lies are ‘effective’ in politics, citizens may use them more frequently, regardless of whether the FTC 
prevents similar falsehoods in commerce. Even that scenario, however, would be an improvement over the current 
stalemate. 
    
It would be a world where the assertions in our society were a product of the people in society, allowing arguments 
about what people believe and why. Surely that is better than the current situation. We now live in a society where 
fraudulent businesses live off our democracy as parasites, exploiting the demand for news by serving its opposite—
disinformation that undermines trust and, perhaps, our ability to convene a factual debate on public issues. 
    
This is a status report provided by the New Jersey State Bar Association on recently passed and pending legislation, 
regulations, gubernatorial nominations and/or appointments of interest to lawyers, as well as the involvement of the 
NJSBA as amicus in appellate court matters.  
 



 
 

Stile: Christie's latest role? The 
commuter's champion 
Charles Stile , Political Columnist, @PoliticalStilePublished 6:08 a.m. ET April 17, 2017 | Updated 10:40 a.m. ET April 17,  

The Record Political Columnist Charlie Stile and State House Reporter Dustin Racioppi talk about the 2017 

Governor's race at the Omega Diner in North Brunswick. 

Posture belies long record of neglect, indifference to commuters 

 

(Photo: Mark Lennihan/AP) 
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Gov. Chris Christie has reinvented himself lately as the fiery advocate of weary rail riders 

and air travelers. 

One minute he’s wagging his finger in fury at Amtrak over a pair of recent derailments at 

Penn Station, snarling thousands of New Jersey transit commuters for hours. 

The next, Christie is on the set of CNN, berating the “tin ear” United Airlines CEO Oscar 

Munoz for initially criticizing the doctor who was dragged from his seat on a Louisville-

bound plane last week. 

http://www.northjersey.com/staff/10055888/charles-stile/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A//njersy.co/2oOJuHj&text=Stile%3A%20Christie%27s%20latest%20role%3F%20The%20commuter%27s%20champion&via=northjersey
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A//njersy.co/2oOJuHj&text=Stile%3A%20Christie%27s%20latest%20role%3F%20The%20commuter%27s%20champion&via=northjersey
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-jersey/2017/04/10/christie-cuomo-demand-role-penn-station-inspections/100304826/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-jersey/2017/04/10/christie-cuomo-demand-role-penn-station-inspections/100304826/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-jersey/2017/04/11/christie-asks-suspension-overbooking-airlines/100346242/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-jersey/2017/04/11/christie-asks-suspension-overbooking-airlines/100346242/


 
 

“With United, the customer is always last, and the CEO proved that by having to take 

three turns to simply say: I'm sorry,’’ Christie told CNN. 

UNITED AIRLINES: The airline's tangled history in New Jersey 

AMTRAK:Christie, Cuomo want role in Penn Station inspection 

But despite play-to-the-camera protestations, the commuters never came first among 

Christie’s priorities over the past 7½ years. If anything, Christie has had a tin ear to the 

clamor among commuters, transportation advocates, labor leaders and legislators for 

improved train service, for a modern Hudson River tunnel to alleviate delays, and for 

patching up rutted roads and rotting bridges. 

“This has been a blind spot in the Chris Christie era,’’ said Martin E. Robins, a former NJ 

Transit official in the 1980s and director emeritus of the Alan M. Voorhees Transportation 

Center at Rutgers University. “It’s like he’s putting on a new outfit that we have never 

seen before to be this great advocate for transportation.” 

Christie once vowed to tackle the “big things” or problems of governing that his 

predecessors neglected. But under his watch, NJ Transit, the nation’s third-largest 

transportation system, accelerated its slide into a creaky, unreliable and underfunded 

Third World rail line. It operated for most of 2016 without an executive director, and its 

board failed to hold a public meeting for three months without explaining why. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

WANT MORE POLITICAL STILE? 

Stile: Murphy's petition blitz hints at underlying anxiety 

Stile: GWB probe doesn't spin political gold for Wisniewski 

Stile: Christie escapes to Washington but Bridgegate haunts 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The agency logged the most accidents among the nation’s largest top commuter 

railroads last year, according to an analysis by Bloomberg News. And the agency had the 

most mechanical breakdowns in 2015, Bloomberg reported, citing Federal Railroad 

Administration data. Meanwhile, Christie cut the state’s NJ Transit subsidy, forcing the 

agency to draw heavily from its capital budget to cover day-to-day operations. 

http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-jersey/2017/04/12/united-airlines-tangled-history-nj-under-christie/100379918/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/new-jersey/2017/04/10/christie-cuomo-demand-role-penn-station-inspections/100304826/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/columnists/charles-stile/2017/04/04/stile-murphys-petition-blitz-hints-underlying-anxiety/100001992/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/columnists/charles-stile/2017/03/31/stile-gwb-probe-doesnt-spin-political-gold-wisniewski/99591590/
http://www.northjersey.com/story/news/columnists/charles-stile/2017/03/29/stile-christie-escapes-washington-but-bridgegate-haunts/99799426/


 
 

Amid the delays and overcrowding, passengers have been hit with two steep fare 

increases during Christie’s tenure. Christie’s NJ Transit oversight has been marred by 

other controversies — the failure to move some 200 trains out of a flood-prone Hoboken 

yard during Superstorm Sandy, the tens of thousands of riders left waiting for hours after 

the 2014 Super Bowl at the Meadowlands, and the hiring of inexperienced political 

cronies for top-level jobs. 

“New Jersey Transit is a system in crisis,’’ said Sen. Bob Gordon, D-Fair Lawn, who is 

leading a legislative probe into the agency. 

Christie, however, has gone on the offensive lately, touting the “tax fairness” package he 

signed last year. It included the 23-cent-per-gallon hike in the state motor fuels tax — a 

chief source of funding for road and rail infrastructure projects. It was the first hike in 22 

years. 

In his February budget address, Christie boasted that the deal will produce $32 billion in 

road, bridge and rail investments over the next eight years — the “largest and longest 

investment program in state history,’’ he said. That money will include technology 

upgrades for NJ Transit. His administration says his fiscal year 2018 budget will include a 

steep boost in NJ Transit funding. 

Yet transportation advocates say that relief was needlessly delayed for years while he 

pursued the Republican nomination for president. Signing a gas tax would have doomed 

his chances of winning over Republican primary voters, who were already skeptical of his 

Northeast pedigree. So, for years, Christie did everything in his power to avoid signing a 

gas tax hike, despite the growing bipartisan clamor and support of unions and 

businesses to do so. 

In 2010, Christie canceled the $8.7 billion Access to the Region’s Core project to build 

the first new train tunnel under the Hudson River in almost a century. Christie argued that 

the state would be on the hook for billions in possible cost overruns, and he ordered the 

money to be spent on other transportation needs, such as the renovation of the Pulaski 

Skyway. 

That move temporarily averted the need to raise the gas tax. But some advocates feared 

that the long-term price for rail riders — and New Jersey’s economy — would be felt for 

decades to come. 

The ARC tunnel project may have been the state’s best chance for a trans-Hudson 

tunnel, and some observers say the project could have been completed by as early as 

next year if Christie had let the project run its course back in 2010. 



 
 

A separate, more ambitious plan, the Gateway Tunnel project, a $20 billion proposal to 

build two Hudson River rail tunnels and rebuild the Portal Bridge over the Hackensack 

River, is now imperiled by President Donald Trump’s proposed budget cuts. 

Christie’s indifference to commuter concerns was revealed in other ways. The same 

Christie decrying the treatment of NJ Transit and United passengers voiced no outrage 

about reports that paralyzing gridlock in Fort Lee had delayed thousands of early-

morning rush-hour commuters and children in school buses over a five-day stretch in 

September 2013. 

In the following months, Christie shrugged off suspicions that some of his allies 

deliberately caused the tie-ups by closing approach lanes to the nearby George 

Washington Bridge as part of a bizarre payback plot. At one point, Christie joked that he 

personally had closed off the lanes by moving around traffic cones. 

 

Chief of Staff Kevin O'Dowd and Gov. Chris Christie at a 2013 Trenton press conference, during which Christie 

announced O'Dowd as his attorney general nominee and also made his now-famous joke about having "worked the 

cones" in Fort Lee. (Photo: Tim Larsen/governor's office) 

Some commuter groups welcome Christie’s new emphasis, but they, understandably, 

doubt his sincerity. 



 
 

“I hope I’m wrong,’’ said David Peter Alan, chairman of the Lackawanna Coalition, a rail 

advocacy group for riders on the Morris & Essex and Morris-Boonton rail lines. 

 



 
 

Stile: For years Christie did the talking, but 

Bridget Kelly finally had her say in court  

 
FILE PHOTO 

In this file photo, Gov. Chris Christie talks with a then deputy chief of staff, Bridget Kelly.  

BY CHARLES STILE 

RECORD COLUMNIST |  

THE RECORD 

For years, Governor Christie did all the talking for his administration. 

His staff obeyed — their political livelihoods depended on it. No leaks. No off-the-record 

chitchats with reporters in the State House hallways. 

Even Lt. Gov. Kim Guadagno dutifully remained muzzled, despite enjoying job security 

guaranteed by the state constitution. 

Bridgegate trial:  Bridgegate: Kelly says she told Christie of GWB plan the day before she 

sent 'traffic problems' email  

http://www.northjersey.com/news/bridgegate-kelly-says-she-told-christie-of-gwb-plan-the-day-before-she-sent-traffic-problems-email-1.1681115
http://www.northjersey.com/news/bridgegate-kelly-says-she-told-christie-of-gwb-plan-the-day-before-she-sent-traffic-problems-email-1.1681115


 
 

That is why Friday was such a remarkable, red-letter day in “Christie world,” as Bridget Anne 

Kelly, co-defendant in the George Washington Bridge lane-closing case, described it. 

GWB scandal archive:  Click here to read all of The Record's past coverage  

 

 

An in-depth look at the scandal over the lane closures at the George Washington Bridge and 

related aftershocks. Click here to launch. 

 

In the span of just six hours, two lieutenants who toiled in the secretive, inner circle publicly 

discredited Christie’s oft-stated explanation about his awareness of the stranger-than-fiction lane 

closings in Fort Lee during a five-day stretch in September 2013. 

On the witness stand, they went off-message. 

GWB timeline:  What happened in public and what was said in private  

Of course, Christie’s ability to micromanage the message at the trial itself was severely limited. 

Michael DuHaime, Christie’s smooth-talking, mild-mannered consultant and confidant, was 

forced onto the witness stand by a federal subpoena. His oath to tell the truth under the threat of 

perjury eclipsed his oath of obedience to his longtime client. 

Kelly, the Ramsey-raised suburban mother of four who rose to become Christie’s deputy chief of 

staff, also took the stand, in the fight to stay out of prison. 

Her fealty to Christie ended when he abruptly fired her on Jan. 8, 2014, after The Record first 

published the fateful email and texts that, prosecutors say, set the lane-closing conspiracy in 

motion. It’s the moment that the efficient, White House bound “Christie world” was turned 

upside down. 

Christie instantly depicted Kelly as a dark operative of deceit — a rare rogue employee among 

the 65,000 under his watch. 

But Kelly hired a top-shelf criminal attorney and began building her defense as an innocent, low-

level scapegoat. On the day when federal authorities charged Kelly with conspiring with Bill 

Baroni, a former top Christie appointee at the Port Authority, and David Wildstein, Baroni’s 

http://www.northjersey.com/news/chris-christie-and-the-george-washington-bridge-scandal-on-northjersey-com-1.737481
http://www.northjersey.com/gwbfiles
http://www.northjersey.com/news/gwb-timeline-what-happened-in-public-and-what-was-said-in-private-1.1681294
http://www.northjersey.com/gwbfiles


 
 

deputy, to close the lanes to punish Fort Lee Mayor Mark Sokolich, Kelly warned that the lane-

closing plan was common knowledge within the administration’s upper ranks. 

On Friday, she went right to the top. 

She testified that she notified Christie on Aug. 12, 2013, of a Wildstein plan to conduct a traffic 

study on the Fort Lee lanes. Christie, she said, didn’t really react, but simply said “OK,” and 

ordered her to notify his chief of staff, Kevin O’Dowd. 

She went further. She told the governor that Wildstein had a “crazy idea” to stage a joint news 

conference with Christie and Cuomo at the foot of the bridge, sometime after the November 

election. 

It would give Christie a chance to tout the findings of the lane-closing plan — reduced wait 

times for the bulk of bridge-bound traffic from Route 95 during the morning rush hour. Christie 

could take credit for improving the lives of commuters. 

“The governor said that’s typical Wally,” Kelly said, in a reference to Wildstein. 

Kelly also testified that Christie broached the Fort Lee issue after returning from the 9/11 

remembrance ceremony. Kelly told him that the Office of Constituent Services had heard the 

first wave of complaints of traffic jams in Fort Lee. Christie assured her that Wildstein was in 

touch with Fort Lee officials. 

Kelly’s claims belied Christie’s repeated assertions that he had no knowledge of the plot before it 

was hatched and was unaware of any staff involvement until he first read The Record’s story 

four months later. 

Contradicting the boss 

DuHaime’s testimony also undermined Christie’s assertion. And in some ways, the testimony of 

a discreet, trusted consultant who successfully steered Christie’s two campaigns for governor 

was more devastating. 

In a flat, at times barely audible monotone, DuHaime testified that he told Christie that Kelly and 

Bill Stepien, Christie’s former campaign manager, had knowledge of the operation shortly before 

Christie told reporters on Dec. 13, 2013, that no one in his administration knew about it. 

“I reiterated … that I was told … that Bridget and Stepien were aware,” DuHaime said, referring 

to a phone conversation he had with Christie minutes before the news conference. 

DuHaime was not the first to alert Christie of possible staff involvement. Deborah Gramiccioni, 

a Christie aide who would replace Bill Baroni as the Port Authority’s deputy executive director, 

warned Christie the night before the news conference of rumors circulating about Kelly and 

Stepien’s possible involvement. And Michael Drewniak, Christie’s press secretary, passed on 

similar information to Christie days earlier. 



 
 

Yet DuHaime was one of the most trusted members of the Christie inner circle, and one who 

Christie turned to to launch and guide his failed bid for president. He was one of the rare few 

whom Christie authorized to publicly speak on Christie’s behalf. He was the Christie strategist in 

the post-debate spin room last year, casting Christie’s performances as victories. 

But on Friday, DuHaime found himself caught in a chronology of pre-news-conference texts and 

phone messages he had with other senior officials and Christie himself. There was no room for 

spin. He carefully gave answers under oath. And in the end, he offered evidence that Christie 

was simply spinning a false narrative when he faced the media on Dec. 13. 

Meanwhile, Christie officials refused to budge from his long-held position. 

“As the governor has said since January 9, 2014, the governor had no knowledge prior to or 

during these lane realignments, and he had no role in authorizing them. Anything said to the 

contrary is simply untrue,” Brianl Murray, Christie’s spokesman, said in a statement. 

There was a time when a carefully crafted Christie statement could defuse a potentially damning 

story. That was a time when Christie ruled the New Jersey political universe. But it’s hard to see 

now how Christie could ever regain that credibility. 

On Friday, two people who helped create the Christie phenomenon may have made that all but 

impossible. “Christie world” will never be the same. 

 



 
 

Stile: N.J. leaders discussed ouster of 

Assembly speaker  

 
jennifer brown/special to the record 

Assembly Speaker Vincent Prieto  

BY CHARLES STILE 

RECORD COLUMNIST |  

THE RECORD 

At a Cherry Hill fundraiser last Thursday, George Norcross, the Democratic power broker, 

sounded out Bergen County Democratic Party Chairman Lou Stellato on a politically sensitive 

gambit. 

According to Stellato, Norcross asked if he would support removing Assembly Speaker Vincent 

Prieto, D-Secaucus, and replacing him with Valerie Vainieri Huttle, a Democrat from 

Englewood. To some Democrats, Prieto had become a problem because he has blocked a 



 
 

sweeping state takeover of Atlantic City that is backed by Norcross, Governor Christie and 

Senate President Stephen Sweeney. 

But Stellato says he demurred, and generally expressed misgivings about taking such a 

Draconian step. 

“We talked about the feasibility, the possibility of a thing happening, such as that and he was 

going to call me ... on Monday and never did,” Stellato said Tuesday. 

Norcross, an insurance executive who is widely considered the most influential Democratic Party 

operative in New Jersey, declined to discuss the conversation, which was held at reception for 

his brother, Donald, a South Jersey congressman. 

“Lou Stellato was kind enough to drive 2½ hours to attend my brother’s fundraiser and we had a 

few moments in private conversation,’’ Norcross said in an interview Tuesday. “Lou and I have 

regular and frequent conversations that are private and they’ll remain that way.” 

The talk of a Prieto takedown — often described in the State House as the “nuclear option” — 

reflects the power struggle and the frustration bubbling just beneath the surface of a political 

stalemate over the fate of Atlantic City, the cash-strapped casino resort on the brink of fiscal 

chaos. 

And that fight, which is shaded by the 2017 race for governor, threatens to unleash, what 

Norcross called Tuesday a “political war” that could fracture the delicate Democratic Party 

coalition now divided by regional lines. 

To Stellato, the Norcross overture was largely a moot point. He said he doubts there is much of a 

sentiment to take out Prieto, who is five months into his second term as Assembly speaker. 

“Vinny is solid,” Stellato said. “He’s a fair man. He’s doing a good job and he deserves to stay 

there.” 

Prieto declined to comment on the Stellato-Norcross conversation, but said he has the majority of 

support in the Democratic caucus. “I believe my caucus is solidly behind me. I will be sleeping 

very well tonight,” he said. 

Huttle, who was named deputy speaker last year, said she was unaware of any plan for her to 

become Assembly speaker. “I’m flattered, but, no, I support Vinny and I’m not aware of any of 

this,” she said. 

At stake is the takeover bill that would grant Christie’s administration sweeping powers to run 

Atlantic City’s government, which has been battered by the closing of four casinos over the past 

two years. 



 
 

The bill, which Sweeney successfully guided to passage in the Senate, would give the state the 

ability to sell assets, like the municipal water utility, rescind public employee contracts and farm 

out some municipal services to Atlantic County. 

Christie supports the plan and has refused to sign off on any aid for the city until the takeover bill 

reaches his desk. The measure is largely supported by South Jersey lawmakers in Norcross’s 

direct sphere of power. 

But Prieto, who is also the Hudson County Democratic chairman, has refused to post the bill for 

final passage in the Assembly. 

He lashed out, calling it a “dictatorial” overreach of government power and said it poses a threat 

to the sanctity of collective bargaining. 

He is pushing an alternative that would give the city a two-year window to get its fiscal affairs in 

order before letting the state seize control. 

His opposition has become a rallying cry for public employee unions, which oppose the measure, 

as well as Atlantic City elected officials, who fear that the takeover law is a cover for special 

interests eager to profit on the sale of assets and development of city land. 

Some observers also say Prieto has galvanized support from North and Central Jersey 

lawmakers, who say they have grown tired of being cut out of discussions over bills negotiated 

by Sweeney and Christie, with most of the spoils going to South Jersey. 

Norcross, who played a pivotal role in brokering a deal that elevated Prieto to the speakership in 

2013, said that the discontent with Prieto’s leadership spans the entire state and took root with 

Prieto’s intransigence over a plan to expand casinos into North Jersey, a move that would send 

part of the revenue to Atlantic City. 

The battle over casino expansion in January between Prieto and Sweeney was largely seen as a 

proxy fight for the 2017 Democratic nomination for governor. Sweeney is expected to face a 

challenge from Steven Fulop, the Jersey City mayor and Prieto ally. In the end, Sweeney, a 

longtime Norcross ally, was largely seen as the victor, while Prieto walked away with a few face-

saving concessions. 

And now, Norcross argued, Prieto has again boxed himself into a corner over the takeover, 

creating a “sour noise in the state” that puts the welfare of the Atlantic City residents and 

economy at risk and also imperils public support for the casino expansion. 

Voters will be asked in November to approve the plan to expand casinos into North Jersey. 

“That experience [casino expansion], coupled with the probability of Atlantic City going 

bankrupt because of Prieto’s lack of action, is causing, on a more frequent basis, more and more 

people to question his leadership,” Norcross said. 



 
 

Fulop, who was an early and enthusiastic backer of expansion, has recently cooled to the idea of 

putting a casino in Jersey City — a move that Norcross says could undermine public support. 

But when asked if there was enough support to replace Prieto — 41 votes would be needed — 

Norcross would only say he was confident that the Sweeney-Christie takeover bill would win 

passage in the Assembly, but Prieto’s alternative version would not. 

“He doesn’t have votes to pass his own bill,” he said. 

Prieto, however, said his version will pass the Assembly — and he will likely post it at the next 

scheduled voting session. 

And he said that many senators who first voted for the Sweeney plan say they probably wouldn’t 

have if they had taken a closer look at the fine print. 

He called his alternative a “very Democratic bill” that protects “Democratic values.” 

“I’ve gotten a lot of support from Democratic constituencies throughout the state,’’ he said. “Can 

there always be a better bill? I’ve been always open to compromise.” 
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Former Port Authority Chairman David Samson was sentenced to four years' probation, 

including a year of home confinement, on Monday after his conviction on federal bribery 

charges. Wochit 

Samson's "slap on the wrist" underscores inequities in 

justice system 
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David Samson is not going to prison for the crime of shaking down one of the world’s largest 

airlines. 

Instead, Samson, the disgraced former chairman of the Port Authority of New York and New 

Jersey, is being confined to “Rest Period,’’ the name of his gilded getaway in the horse country 

of South Carolina. 

“In the game of polo, ‘rest period’ is halftime,’’ according to a gushing profile of Samson’s 

home in the September 2015 issue of Augusta Magazine. “Spectators are invited onto the field to 

help replace divots. Ladies and gentlemen walk across the grass and toe chunks of earth back 

into place for the second half.” 

It is in that house that the ailing 77-year-old Samson will presumably finish out his  “last lap’’ of 

life, as his attorney described it, meandering down the cottage’s herringbone-patterned pathway 

on his way to a day of court-ordered community service, or perhaps sitting by the fireplace in 

repose, admiring the 18th- and 19th-century antiques. 

“Next to the buffet is a French throne chair with the original needlepoint,’’ according to the 

magazine's profile of his vacation house, which federal prosecutors submitted to U.S. District 

Court Judge Jose L. Linares, as they argued that Samson did not deserve to serve out his 

sentence in the very posh environs that played a central role in his efforts to coerce United 

Airlines in the first place. 

“Across the room, a French porter’s chair made of rattan tucks into the windowed alcove with a 

view to the gardens on the east side of the house,’’ reads the profile, titled “The Whisper of 

History.” 

 

Ex-Port Authority chief Samson gets probation in bribery scheme 

 

Christie defends David Samson after ex-Port Authority chief's guilty plea 

 

There was a whiff of privilege in the proceedings that allowed Samson to avoid as much as two 

years in a federal prison. Samson was a “have” using the advantages of a political-legal system 

that a “have-not” of lesser means couldn't imagine summoning for help. 

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=http%3A//northjersy.news/2myj8Zh&text=Stile%3A%20Power%20broker%20gets%20a%20pass&via=northjersey
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He was flanked by two prominent white-collar defense lawyers, including Michael Chertoff, the 

former Homeland Security director under George W. Bush. 

A parade of the powerful and the politically connected wrote impassioned letters in his defense, 

including three former New Jersey attorneys general and a former (and disgraced) New Jersey 

governor. Prominent businessmen and law enforcement officials also supported Samson with 

letters to the court. Linares was clearly impressed that so many people of stature stuck their 

necks out for Samson, knowing full well that their pleas of leniency would be released to the 

public. They would be, in effect, on record defending a felon. 

“It lends a level of veracity and impact,’’ Linares told the packed court in Newark. 

In a time when immigrants who clean office buildings and pick vegetables are being swept up by 

President Donald Trump’s deportation force, Linares put on a clinic about the inequities of the 

U.S. judicial system. Samson strong-armed United Airlines executives to reinstate a money-

losing Newark-to-Columbia, S.C., route, a move that cut his weekend commute to “Rest Period” 

by one hour. 

Samson got his "Chairman's Flight,'' as he labeled it in his private boasts to friends, by holding 

hostage the airline's long-sought plans to build a maintenance hangar for new jumbo jets at 

Newark Airport, which is controlled by the Port Authority. 

His attorneys argued that it was an aberrant moment in a distinguished career as a political 

lawyer and former state attorney general for Gov. Jim McGreevey from 2001-2002. And they 

noted Samson didn’t get any special benefit from the deal other than convenience – he paid for 

his own tickets. He never got any discounts. And he never got any free upgrades, his lawyers 

said. 

Yet it was a stranger-than-fiction episode that earned the once-venerated Samson his own special 

plaque in New Jersey’s Hall of Corruption. Such an egregious abuse by such a high-profile 

figure – a man who once helped assemble a Public Corruption Unit for the state – needed to face 

harsh consequences, federal prosecutors argued, needed to be made an example for a public long 

weary of Jersey’s chronic plague of corruption. Anything less than the recommended 24 months 

in jail would send the message that those with deep pockets can skirt the consequences. 

It was a point that prosecutors made in their pre-sentence memo to Linares. They fretted that if 

Samson doesn’t do prison time, then “the message to lower-ranking officials who may be much 

more financially insecure is that the use of their positions for personal gain will not result in life-

altering punishment.’’ 

And they made one last attempt before Linares rendered his ruling. 

“A message must be sent that abusing power for personal gain will not be tolerated,’’  assistant 

U.S. Attorney Vikas Khanna told Linares before he announced his sentence. Allowing Samson to 

avoid jail time “would be interpreted as a mere slap on the wrist.” 



 
 

Linares did sharply rebuke Samson, who sat at the defendant’s table, his eyes downcast, visibly 

shaking from a physical tremor. “He was also someone who knew the law and knew the 

consequences of what he was doing,’’ Linares said. 

But the judge also asserted that Samson was “in the twilight” of an otherwise “exemplary” 

career.  He noted Samson’s health problems, his age and the collateral damage of the scandal to 

his career and reputation. He’s been stripped of his law license, and his name has been stripped 

from the Essex County law firm that he spent four decades building into a political powerhouse. 

So, in the end, Linares delivered the “slap on the wrist.” Samson’s lawyers sought a term of 

probation to be served at his “Rest Period” house with community service. Linares came in with 

slightly tougher terms -- four years of probation with one year of house arrest, a $100,000 

fine and 3,600 hours of community service. In the end, Samson is heading home to “Rest 

Period,’’ where a picture of a “lone fox hunter astride a horse, splashing through the snow” 

hangs near the breakfast nook. 

Team Samson walked out of the courthouse saying little, lest they say something that might 

undermine their good fortune. 

“The court, after a full and thorough consideration, imposed a fair and just sentence,’’ attorney 

Justin Walder said in a prepared statement. 

Samson, who has said nothing in public since the scandal first broke two years ago, finally 

stepped up to the microphone and told the court, “In this one particular case I know I acted in a 

way that violated the law, violated my own standards of conduct … I’m deeply sorry for that.” 

Later, Samson walked out of the court surrounded by family, friends and lawyers, striding 

through a throng of cameras, saying nothing, his sentence scheduled to begin immediately. He 

then climbed into a black SUV for a long ride back to "Rest Period." 
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Most Say Tensions Between Trump 

Administration and News Media Hinder 

Access to Political News 

Large majorities of both Democrats and Republicans say the relationship between the two is 

unhealthy 

By Michael Barthel, Jeffrey Gottfried and Amy Mitchell 

Following a presidential campaign season 

characterized by regular conflicts between Donald Trump and the news media and the 

continuation of these tensions since President Trump took office, nearly all Americans have 

taken notice, and large majorities feel these tensions are causing problems. 

According to a new Pew Research Center survey, 94% of Americans say they have heard about 

the current state of the relationship between the Trump administration and the news media. And 

what they’ve seen does not reassure them: Large majorities feel the relationship is unhealthy and 

that the ongoing tensions are impeding Americans’ access to important political news. 

Moreover, both of these concerns are widely shared across nearly all demographic groups, 

including large majorities of both Democrats and Republicans. 

These findings come from a survey conducted March 13-27, 2017, among 4,151 adults who are 

members of Pew Research Center’s nationally representative American Trends Panel. 
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Relationship between Trump and news media seen as unhealthy, impeding 

public’s access to political news 

The current tensions between Trump and the news media are, according to most U.S. adults, 

problematic. About eight-in-ten Americans (83%) say current tensions have made the 

relationship between the administration and the news media unhealthy; just 15% say it is healthy 

despite current tensions. 

Americans also think these tensions are impacting them directly. About three-in-four U.S. adults 

(73%) say that these tensions are getting in the way of access to important national political news 

and information. 

What’s more, these sentiments cut across party lines. Fully 88% of Democrats say the 

relationship is unhealthy, as do 78% of Republicans. And about seven-in-ten members of both 

parties say access to important political news is impacted. The findings are similarly consistent 

across other demographic groups such as age, race, income and education. 

Public highly aware of the relationship between Trump and the news media 

Awareness of the current state 

of the relationship between the Trump administration and the news media is virtually ubiquitous 

in America. Nearly all U.S. adults (94%) say they have heard about it, with roughly three-in-four 

(72%) saying they have heard a lot. Only 6% say they have heard nothing at all. 

There were some age differences in how much people had heard about the relationship. Younger 

Americans are somewhat less likely to have heard a lot about the relationship. Fully 55% of 

adults ages 18-29 say they’ve heard a lot compared with 71% of those 30-49, 77% of those 50-64 

and 86% of those 65 and older. Still, 87% of 18- to 29-year-olds had heard at least a little about 

the issue. This difference is consistent with findings showing that younger Americans tend to be 

less interested in news overall. 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/07/young-adults/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/07/07/young-adults/
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The findings do not speak to who Americans blame for these tensions or what Americans want 

done about the situation. But what is clear is that they currently have high levels of awareness 

and concern. 



 
 

Stile: Christie's strategy of wooing key 

Democrats pays off big  

 
AP 

Governor Christie celebrates his election victory in Asbury Park Tuesday.  

BY CHARLES STILE 

THE RECORD 

A day after routing Jon Corzine in 2009, Republican Governor-elect Chris Christie placed a call 

to the Democratic mayor of Woodbridge, John McCormac, inviting him to join his transition 

team. 

McCormac, a state treasurer under Gov. James E. McGreevey who continues to be a fixture in 

the state Democratic Party, was happy to sign on. 

It proved to be a wise move for McCormac and his town. Three years later, Christie returned the 

favor, using his political muscle to help approve a 700-megawatt power plant for Woodbridge, a 

project expected to generate jobs and revenue for decades. 

“After elections, it doesn’t matter what party” people are in, McCormac said. “We all have to 

work together for the benefit of our citizens.” 



 
 

The “I’ll help you, you help me” alliance with McCormac, made within hours of Christie’s 

victory four years ago, illustrates an overlooked tactic that propelled his win Tuesday over 

Democrat Barbara Buono, a longtime state senator from Middlesex County. 

Christie’s bold leadership during Superstorm Sandy, the shrewd marketing of his Jersey tough 

guy persona and several important legislative accomplishments are indeed important factors in 

the strong support for his reelection. But while the public was seeing all of that, Christie 

discreetly and methodically courted Democrats with every lever of power at his disposal. By the 

end, many of those Democrats would supply the manpower, money or simply the photo ops for 

his campaign. 

 

Related: 2013 New Jersey General Election results 

Long before Buono entered a race that no other Democratic contender wanted to come near, 

Christie had already won the campaign. While the cameras and the social-media feeds and the 

political pundits focused on Christie’s forceful personality, his often over-the-top comments and 

his welcoming embrace of President Obama after Sandy, Christie was planting the seeds for his 

own reelection, Democratic mayor by Democratic mayor, Democratic boss by Democratic boss, 

Democratic union leader by Democratic union leader. As the ancient Chinese military tome “The 

Art of War” noted, “Every battle is won before it is fought.” 

Christie won the unofficial support — and admiration — of George Norcross, the South Jersey 

insurance executive and the state’s most powerful Democrat, by carrying out an overhaul of the 

state’s higher education system that poured more money into that region. He wooed Democratic-

allied construction unions by financing massive transportation projects and backing tax 

incentives for long-dormant mega-projects in Atlantic City and the Meadowlands. He used his 

clout to secure approvals for large Port Authority of New York and New Jersey projects in 

Democratic towns. 

By the end of this campaign, Democrats not only endorsed Christie, they lavished him with 

praise, eager to demonstrate their fealty and well aware that the chances of intraparty punishment 

were nil. Union City Mayor Brian Stack, who is also a state senator, gave Christie a hero’s 

welcome — and a parade. Essex County Sheriff Armando Fontoura took the unusual step of 

vigorously defending Christie’s debate performance. 

And although Cory Booker formally endorsed Buono, Booker, the state’s most popular 

Democrat, publicly praised Christie during a Newark supermarket groundbreaking. It was 

Booker’s first public event after winning the U.S. Senate seat last month. Events with Buono 

would have to wait. 

But Christie’s early, old-school “outreach” worked to divide, conquer and dilute the power of the 

state’s ruling Democrats. Despite the party’s power on paper — 700,000 more registered 

Democrats than Republicans and majority control of both houses of the Legislature — Christie’s 

strategy exploited its divisions and realized its vaunted machinery put power and self-

preservation ahead of partisan loyalty. 

http://www.northjersey.com/news/2013_New_Jersey_General_Election_results.html


 
 

Christie revived the transactional, political dynamic that vanished during the rocky tenure of 

Corzine, his predecessor. Legislators and mayors — who care more about obtaining 

environmental permits and road project funding and financing for community clubhouses — 

fumed at Corzine’s clumsy deal-making and his CEO-like aloofness. 

Christie recognized the post-Corzine hunger among the political class for a governor’s office 

willing to listen and deal. It made many officials easy prey for Christie’s entreaties. 

“Jon Corzine continues to haunt the Democratic Party,” said state Sen. Ray Lesniak, a Union 

County Democrat. 

Christie reopened the governor’s office, but with an implied “you’re either with me or against 

me” ethos. Those who worked with him — by keeping a low profile, voting for parts of his 

agenda or even endorsing his reelection — could count on getting their phone calls returned and 

their needs addressed. Those who criticized risked being locked out. 

For some Democrats, it was an easy decision. They saw no advantage in tangling with a 

governor whose popularity only seemed to soar with every attack on sewerage authority 

bureaucrats, teacher union leaders and the occasional mayor, like Atlantic City’s Lorenzo 

Langford, one of the few big-city mayors who openly clashed with Christie. 

“Mayors now feel they have a voice in Trenton,” said one Democratic mayor, who declined to be 

identified for fear of alienating some intraparty allies. “Why did we want to change that?” 

Christie forged ties with Democrats for symbolic as well as strategic reasons. He secured the 

endorsement of Michael Blunt, the African-American mayor of Chesilhurst in Camden County, 

one of only three small towns that former Gov. Thomas H. Kean did not carry in his 1985 

reelection landslide. 

Blunt said he was impressed with Christie’s forthright style and the help the town received from 

the Department of Community Affairs in getting the town’s finances in order. And that help was 

boosted by a $200,000 special state aid package for economically distressed towns in 2011. 

“We received transitional aid when a lot of other towns didn’t receive any,” Blunt said. 

Christie won the endorsement of Harrison Mayor Ray McDonough after the governor secured 

approval from the Port Authority for a $250 million PATH transit hub for the downtown. 

Harrison was also the beneficiary of a $2 million state aid award in 2012. 

Christie also attracted mayors with the promise of access and assistance in the future. 

River Edge Mayor Sandy Moscaritolo, who endorsed Christie last month, was part of a group of 

Democratic mayors Christie invited to Drumthwacket, the governor’s mansion in Princeton. 

He said “I understand the political position you are in,” Moscaritolo said. “But if you can support 

me, I would really appreciate it.” 



 
 

Some Democratic donors also helped Christie with their checkbooks. He received $6,300 from 

lawyers at DeCotiis, FitzPatrick and Cole of Teaneck. Listed among the donors is Al DeCotiis, a 

longtime member of the Democratic National Committee and a fundraiser for Bill and Hillary 

Clinton, and Michael DeCotiis, who served as chief counsel to McGreevey. 

Buono received nothing from the firm. The DeCotiis family members were unavailable for 

comment, said William Murray, a spokesman. 

Several lobbyists, who declined to be identified, said many traditional donors didn’t want to 

waste money investing on a long shot like Buono. One veteran lobbyist said he didn’t want to put 

his career or his clients in “harm’s way” — meaning they didn’t want to risk being cut off by 

Christie if their names appeared on Buono’s donor lists. 

Political veterans say Christie is simply following an “outreach” path hewn by his mentor, Kean, 

who fostered generally warm relations with urban Democrats in the 1980s. But Christie adapted 

the approach in his own aggressive style. 

While he brought down Democratic Party bosses across the state during his seven-year turn as 

U.S. attorney for New Jersey, Christie as governor eagerly collaborated with those who still 

retained their grip on the political machinery. 

His relationship with Norcross began with quiet, behind-the-scenes negotiations that evolved into 

a warm partnership publicly celebrated at news conferences. 

Norcross and his allies, particularly Democratic state Senate President Stephen Sweeney, 

delivered crucial Democratic votes on the key Christie achievements, such as legislation forcing 

public employees to pay more for health and pension benefits or a law limiting annual property-

tax hikes to 2 percent. 

Christie also relied on his relationship with Democratic Essex County Executive Joseph 

DiVincenzo, which some say took root in 2002, when then-U.S. Attorney Christie took the 

unusual step of writing a letter declaring that DiVincenzo was not a target of a federal grand jury 

investigation into Essex County government. 

When Christie was pushing for stricter rules on arbitration awards for police and fire union 

contracts, Christie turned DiVincenzo into a de facto lobbyist. During a heated legislative 

session, DiVincenzo persuaded Assembly Speaker Sheila Oliver — who is also DiVincenzo’s 

underling in her job as an assistant Essex County administrator — to withdraw a weaker version 

of the bill. 

Christie rewarded DiVincenzo with influence and largess — a new senior center in Belleville, $4 

million to finance a new technology wing at the Essex County Vocational Center, $7 million in 

Port Authority aid for a new waterfront park in Newark. 

DiVincenzo returned the favor by publicly endorsing Christie’s reelection. Christie praised 

DiVincenzo as a bold bipartisan leader and refused to distance himself from DiVincenzo after 



 
 

the state Election Law Enforcement Commission charged him with using his campaign account 

for personal items such as trips to Puerto Rico and gym memberships. His lawyer denies that 

they were personal expenses. 

“The person who controls the budget is the governor,” DiVincenzo said in April, distilling the 

bottom-line dynamic of their relationship. “When you want to get things done, you go to the 

governor.” 

Christie’s relationship with these two Democratic leaders effectively doomed Buono’s chances. 

DiVincenzo deployed the Essex campaign machinery for Christie. Norcross, Sweeney and the 

Democratic allies focused almost entirely on the legislative races. And their vaunted fundraising 

machine produced only token support for Buono. 

Christie’s legendary clashes with teachers and other public employee unions helped make him a 

hero among Republican audiences, but he also quietly courted trade unions, including those who 

backed Corzine in the 2009 race. 

Only a few months after Christie took office, in mid-2010, a group of labor leaders found 

themselves at the governor’s mansion in Princeton, listening to the new Republican governor 

deliver his pitch. 

“He said he wants to be our friend,” said Ray Pocino, the powerful leader of the Laborers’ 

International Union of North America, recalling Christie’s overture. “You know of any 

legislation that is important to you? You tell me what the reasons are and I’ll do what I can to 

make it happen.” 

Christie’s biggest prize was Pocino’s Laborers Union of 20,000 members. Christie grabbed the 

endorsement last December — even before the Democrats had settled on a nominee. 

 

  

 

Shortly after Christie’s election, Pocino, who serves as a commissioner on both the Turnpike and 

Port Authority boards, publicly criticized Christie for canceling construction on a long-planned 

second rail tunnel under the Hudson River in 2011. 

But that disappointment was smoothed over by Christie’s decision to spend money dedicated to 

the project to replenish the state’s Transportation Trust Fund, which finances road and rail 

projects, and other large-scale projects, such as the raising of the Bayonne Bridge and repairs to 

the Pulaski Skyway. 

“That’s going to create a hell of a lot more jobs,” Pocino said. And Christie’s support for tax 

incentives to revive the American Dream mall in the Meadowlands and the stalled Revel Casino 

and Spa in Atlantic City also won labor support. 

The Laborers signaled that they intend to invest in Christie’s future — they donated $300,000 to 

the Republican Governors Association, which Christie is set to lead next year. 



 
 

Pocino’s members comprise the hard-hat crews on construction sites. For this election, the 

Laborers and scores of Democrats from city halls to the State House helped pave the road for 

Christie’s reelection and his future. It is a road paved with the tried-and-true political macadam 

of horse-trading and alliances of convenience. 
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Law – Management, Litigation – Construction, Litigation – Environmental, Litigation 
– Labor and Employment, and Litigation – Municipal. 

Additionally, Ralph was named one of the “Top 100” lawyers in New Jersey in 
the 2017 edition of Super Lawyers®.  Since its inception in 2005, Ralph has been 
named by New Jersey Monthly as a New Jersey Super Lawyer in the areas of 
employment and labor law, civil litigation, commercial litigation and criminal 
defense.  Ralph also holds the highest peer review rating for ethical standards and 
legal ability from Martindale-Hubbell, the authoritative resource for information on 
the legal profession. 

Certified by the Supreme Court of New Jersey as a Civil Trial Attorney, Ralph 
received the Professional Lawyer of the Year Award on behalf of the Hudson County 
Bar Association in 2009 and again in 2014 on behalf of the New Jersey State Bar 
Association from the New Jersey Commission on Professionalism. These 
recognitions are bestowed on New Jersey attorneys for integrity and service to the 
bar. 

A member since 1989, Ralph has devoted significant time and service to the 
New Jersey State Bar Association (“NJSBA”).  Ralph was elected to the Board of 
Trustees of the NJSBA in 2006, and has chaired the Meetings Arrangements and 
Travel Committee, the Judicial and Prosecutorial Appointments Committee, and the 
Finance and Operations Committee. In May 2008, Ralph was elected Secretary of the 
NJSBA, and since then has served in every executive committee position, 
culminating in his presidency in 2013.  Ralph was the first Hudson County attorney 
to lead the statewide organization in 40 years.  Additionally, Ralph has served as a 
trustee of the New Jersey State Bar Foundation, a philanthropic organization 
dedicated to promoting law-related education to the general public, since 2003. 

In 2013, Ralph received the prestigious Humanitarian Achievement Award 
from the Seton Hall School of Law's Peter W. Rodino Jr. Society.  The Award is 
presented annually to commemorate the values embodied in the work and legacy of 
Congressman Rodino -- compassion, honor and wisdom. 

In 2015, the NJSBA Board of Trustees, upon the recommendation of the 
Judicial Administration Committee, selected Ralph as the recipient of the Arthur T. 
Vanderbilt Award.  The Award, named in honor of Justice Arthur T. Vanderbilt, the 
first Justice under New Jersey’s modern constitution, recognizes outstanding efforts 



by individuals in the legal community who assist in fulfilling the mission statements 
of the New Jersey State Bar Association and the Judicial Administration Committee. 
 
THOMAS CAFFERTY  
Thomas J. Cafferty, who leads the highly respected Media Law Team at Gibbons, has 
played a significant role in shaping New Jersey’s laws regarding government 
transparency and public access – those governing electronic devices in the 
courtroom and access to judicial and government records. He has extensive 
experience litigating and counseling on First Amendment and media issues and 
handles some of the most complex and significant matters relating to these issues in 
New Jersey, addressing, for example: 

• cameras in the courtroom; 
• invasion of privacy and defamation; 
• crisis management; 
• the Shield Law; 
• the Open Public Meetings Act; and  
• public notice. 

Mr. Cafferty represents trade organizations, including the New Jersey Press 
Association, daily and weekly newspapers, media personalities, and media 
insurance companies, as well as clients throughout the business community who 
face First Amendment or media challenges. 
 
TOM MORAN 
Tom is an award-winning journalist with a long career in newspapers. He is The 
Star-Ledger’s chief political columnist and editor of the editorial page. He also 
worked as policy director at PSEG. 
 
CHARLES STILE 
Charlie has been a fixture of the New Jersey political and journalism award for 
decades. He has won several prestigious awards and is the regular political 
columnist for The Record. He formerly worked at The Times of Trenton, The 
Elizabeth Daily Journal and The Princeton Packet.  
 
PAULA SAHA  
Paula is director of audience and donor development at NJ Spotlight. Her 
professional experience includes a decade as a reporter in New Jersey and public 
relations for the state's largest performing arts center She has been with NJ 
Spotlight since 2012, and worked in all aspects of the organization, including 
editorial, grant-writing, marketing, sponsor relations, website operations and event 
planning. She was recently named to the Institute for Non-Profit News Emerging 
Leaders Council. 
 
Kate Coscarelli  
Kate is the senior managing director of communications and media relations at the 
New Jersey State Bar Association where she is responsible for telling the 



association’s story to its members, policy makers and the public. She was formerly a 
reporter at The Star-Ledger, The New York Times and the Home News & Tribune.  
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