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CLEANING UP ALBANY 
Ending the Culture of Manipulation and Pay to Play 
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Dear Western New Yorkers, 

I announced my campaign for New York State Senate in January in large part 
because of my disgust with Albany and the corruption that seemed to encompass every 
aspect of government. It had become clear to me that public corruption was an 
impediment to progress not just in Albany, but on the streets of our neighborhoods and 
communities. The very same communities that I work in every day. 

2016 has been the climax in a shameful tale of public corruption that has 
spanned the last decade in New York. There has been a complete breakdown of trust in 
our elected officials that has touched virtually every level of elected office. The 
fundamental problem is that Albany has created an insulated and organized system of 
corruption that protects those on the inside while making it nearly impossible to 
implement the change that our communities so desperately need. 

While there have been token measures of reform passed, much of this has been 
window dressing. Ethics reform isn’t simple. Ethics reform also can’t be piecemeal. We 
can’t just put a Band-Aid of reforms in place and pat ourselves on the back. 

In June, when the Republican controlled Senate failed to pass meaningful ethics 
reform, I spoke out against their shortfalls and demanded action. I will continue to do so 
now. 

In order to address public corruption in Albany and restore the public’s faith, we 
must stop corruption at its very core. This means controlling the influence of special 
interests, removing conflicts, deterring public corruption by increasing penalties, and 
preventing political gerrymandering in order to create competitive elections so that our 
officials are ultimately accountable to their constituents.  

It’s easy to advocate for reforms that have no direct impact on you or your 
political party, but speaking up for reforms that are unpopular with the political elite while 
lifting the voices of our communities is where true reform will happen.  

It is exactly why Senate Republicans will not support closing the LLC loophole 
and why Assembly Democrats opposed reforms to leadership positions.  

Ethics reform in New York is perhaps the most pressing issue facing this state. 
And in many ways, it is the root of all of the challenges we face. It must be confronted 
relentlessly and comprehensively. Anything short of this is simply failure. 

Ethics reform means putting our communities first again. That is why I am putting 
forward the following proposed reforms as a starting point. 

      Sincerely, 

 

Amber Small 
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1. Campaign Finance Reform—stopping corruption at the source. 
 

The seeds of corruption are planted, cultivated and harvested in large part with 
campaign contributions that are untraceable and in many ways, unaccountable. These 
funds are used to disproportionately influence every level of government and 
manipulate the system to serve the self-interests of the elite and political-class. 
Reforming how we finance campaigns will go a long way to cleaning up Albany. 

a. Close the LLC Loophole IMMEDIATELY. 

Closing the LLC loophole needs to be a priority. A single individual can create an 
unlimited number of LLCs for the purpose of donating to campaigns, and in doing so, 
circumvent every contribution limit in the aggregate. Neither the source of the funds nor 
the owners of the LLCs are disclosed through this process resulting in the ability for an 
individual or small group to move great sums of money without any public disclosure. 

The Republican controlled Senate has often resisted closing this loophole while pointing 
to other reforms that are needed. It is no surprise that a party greatly benefiting from this 
loophole refuses to close it while shifting blame to someone else.  

b. PAC Reform in the Age of Citizens United. 
 

Unfortunately, the U.S. Supreme Court determined that Super PACs or independent 
expenditure committees may spend unrestricted sums of money on political campaigns 
under the guise of free speech. While we may not be able to restrict the funds used by 
these committees, Albany can make sure that their influence is limited by increasing 
anti-coordination rules and penalties for violating these rules.  

c. Disclosure. Disclosure. Disclosure. 
 
One of the fundamental flaws in campaign finance rules is the ability to hide where 
political funding is coming from through business structures. Requiring disclosure of 
owners of entities who contribute would go a long way in creating transparency. 
Corporations, Partnerships, and LLCs should be required to disclose owners, partners, 
shareholders and members when making contributions to political campaigns. Any 
owners which are entities should likewise disclose their owners, and so on, until an 
individual is actually disclosed. The standard should be complete transparency. 

d. Public financing of campaigns. It works and we need to study it. 
 
Public financing of campaigns is a difficult issue to raise in an election because it does 
require taxpayer money. However if the program ultimately cuts down on corruption, 
waste, and fraud, it is well worth the investment. Given the dire situation our 
government is in, public financing is worth considering. Creating public financing of 
campaigns has the potential to root out corruption while leveling the playing field for 
candidates. We would be able to send our very best and brightest to Albany, not just 
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those that can afford the ticket, while at the same time, having those Electeds be 
directly accountable to the voters and not their campaign donors.  This is worth studying 
and implementing a pilot program.  

2. Independent Redistricting—Making Democracy Work Again. 

Every ten years we conduct a census in New York. We learn about population growth, 
and in some instances population losses. It is also a time when legislators in the New 
York State Senate cynically manipulate the drawing of electoral districts to pack 
Republicans or Democrats into districts to favor the ruling party. In 2010 Republicans 
had control of the Senate, and in doing so, were able to gerrymander districts like the 
60th District. The result of this was the Republicans winning a controlling amount of 
Senate seats despite consistently getting less overall votes than Democratic Senate 
candidates Statewide. Of course, if the Democrats had the same opportunity, there is 
no doubt the same would have been done in their favor. 

The answer is independent redistricting measures that don’t enable politicians to 
choose their own voters. Eliminating political gerrymandering will create competitive 
elections and go a long way to establishing accountability and elected officials who do 
not take their constituents for granted. The State has taken steps to move towards 
independent redistricting as we move closer to 2020, but we need to ensure that all 
measures are taken to establish and further this effort.  

When public officials have to run in competitive elections they are accountable to the 
voters. And when elected officials are accountable to the voters, democracy works 
again. 

3. Increased regulations—because Albany really is that corrupt. 
 

a. Outside income—“cash rules everything around [Albany]” 

Sienna polls have consistently showed that New Yorkers are overwhelmingly in favor of 
banning or severely limiting outside employment (or self-employment) income of 
legislators. The majority of outside income is currently earned in professions and 
industries that inherently breed conflicts of interests—tempting legislators to utilize their 
positions to dictate public policy to serve their own interests.  

One can certainly make an argument that the organ player at church should be able to 
continue on with their employment. Where exactly the threshold lies is a matter to be 
carefully considered. Under these circumstances, at worst I would accept moving to the 
Congressional standard of outside income and would advocate even more stringently to 
limit the amount and types of outside income that could be earned.  
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b. Lobbyists lobbying the lobbied—breaking the cycle. 

The legislature should also place further restrictions and prohibitions on working for 
lobbyists after being elected or lobbyists working for an elected. Similarly, an employee 
of a lobbyist should be prohibited from employment with an elected official for at least 
one term. 

c. Conflicts of interest—creating an example. 

The deep rooted conflicts of interest that exist in Albany must also be addressed. 
Stricter disclosure laws would include but not necessarily be limited to: 

1) Mandatory disclosure and recusal on any conflict of interest that presents a 
direct or indirect pecuniary interest for a legislator, public official or an 
associate of a legislator or public official. An associate would include, partner, 
employee, officer, vendor, client, director, owner, or any individual who 
maintains a business or financial relationship to the legislator or an immediate 
family member; and 
 

2) Mandatory disclosure of referrals to lobbyists, attorneys or other 
professionals. 
 
d. Mandatory whistle blowing. 

Legislation should be passed to create an obligation for public officials to report 
violations of ethics rules and suspected public corruption. Failure to do so would itself 
be a violation of law and a misdemeanor.  

4. Term limits—a good idea but not nearly enough.  
 

Term limits have often been used by Republicans in New York as the silver-bullet 
solution to end corruption in Albany. Unfortunately, this assertion is somewhat 
misplaced. As 2016 has shown us, how long a legislator is in Albany is not the 
problem—plenty of damage can be done in as little as one term in the Assembly!  

Term limits might be a feel-good quick fix, but they do little to address major deficiencies 
in campaign finance or manipulation of the electoral process. There is no simple 
solution to systemic corruption. Reform must be comprehensive and relentless.  

Term limits can however help create more competitive elections and ultimately more 
accountability—especially when coupled with further independent redistricting 
measures. Without independent redistricting and more competitive elections, term limits 
will likely serve to maintain institutional power in major political parties. 
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The goal should be creating more competitive elections which will go a long way to 
creating more accountability to the voters. 

 

5. Increased oversight and enforcement. 
 

Perhaps one of the most effective tools in combatting corruption over the last 24 months 
has been the U.S. Attorney’s office and the Attorney General. More should be done to 
empower these agencies with the tools and resources necessary to adequately 
investigate and bring to justice those guilty of public corruption. Additional resources to 
JCOPE, the Board of Elections and law enforcement agencies to investigate and 
prosecute corruption and ethics violations would likewise benefit the electorate. 

6. Mandatory minimum sentencing for corruption. 
 

While the state legislature made some progress this year on increasing penalties for 
violations of ethics rules by public officials, more must be done. In addition to forfeiture 
of pensions and benefits, the pervasive corruption in Albany more than justifies 
exploring mandatory minimum sentencing for those convicted of public corruption. 

7. No more attorney’s fees—it needs to stop. 
 

Perhaps one of the biggest insults to the hardworking taxpayers in New York is that 
when our public officials are caught for misdeeds, they are able to use campaign funds 
and in some instances New York State tax dollars to pay for attorneys to defend them. 
Eliminating this would go a long way to creating a real, appreciable risk to public 
officials. More importantly it ends the blatant disrespect to the residents of New York 
who often end up on the hook for these costs. 
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