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pez,a 
or harassed at least 
staffers, according to a ne~reoort 
York state's Joint Co1mrr1iss~ 
Ethics (JcoPE). It paints an unfhttteriln 
ture of the former head of the\Bl:poklyn 
Democratic Party. Speaking >~h.nul~"-" 
year-old intern, Mr Lopez 
mented the existence of statutory 
laws. He also asked underlings for 
sages and urged them to share hotel 
with him, says the report. Mr Lopez denies 
the allegations, but resigned on May 2oth. 

Now that he has gone, some are calling 
for the head of Sheldon Silver, the Assem­
bly Speaker, who is accused of failing to 
take allegations against Mr Lopez seriously 
over the years. The ~eport found no legal or 
ethical violations by Mr Silver, but he and 
his staff orchestrated secret settlements 
with some of Mr Lopez's alleged victims. 
The Assembly voted to censure Mr Lopez 
last summer and to remove him from his 
leadership posts, but allowed him to run 

,unopposed in the Democratic primary last 
autumn. That meant he hung on to his seat 

' easily. Rather a reprobate than a Republi­
can, voters in his district reckon. 

Republicans, women's 
cal newspapers are u.::•.ua.uu'"'S 

resignation. Un.ch<aracte!risticcl.Hy CSIJ![IIIl.e, 

he admits that he mishandled thE~an•llal 
and has promised reforms to 
for complaints of 
against lawmakers to 

If that happens, it 
with the rot in Albany. tse1mr~~en 
2010, 2,522 elected New 
were convicted of 
state lawmakers ,., •. ~,, .... 
1999 and 2010 
duct or criminal~ • .., ...... ~, 
ion, a watchdog. 

During his election campaign An-

v.
rew New York's governor, 

vowed to up Albany". He created 
COPE, the ethics body that investigated 

Mr Lopez. The feds have taken an interest, 
too: Preet Bharara, the federal prosecutor 
for New York's southern district, has dog­
gedly pursued pols he suspects of dodgi­
ness. Last month his office charged six with 
corruption. He quipped that the "best way 
to find Albany on a map is to look for the 
intersection of greed and ambition". 

Breaking or bending rules is the norm 
in New York state politics. One rule says 
the budget must be passed by midnight on 

the last day of the financial year. When 
that proved hard in 2011, lawmakers 
stopped the clock in the Assembly and 
kept working. The New York Public Inter­
est Research Group, another watchdog, 
found more than 10o,ooo campaign-fi­
nance violations over two years. The 
Board of Elections lacks the staff to enforce 
regulations or investigate problems. 

Is it any wonder locals are cynical? "Al­
bany is very good at making very minor 
changes and calling it reform," sighs Law­
rence Norden, of the Brennan Centre for 
Justice. As for Mr Lopez, he says he will run 
for New York City Council. • 

ft.l'"'''-'""'·~/•-~:s a new mayor-elect. 
whether anyone no­
May 21St Eric Garcetti 

tpictu1re(1Jv4ijltm~rwt1e city councilman, de­
his./ormonlll:lt. Wendy Greuel, by 

.::•o::·~uu"' followed an inter-

Now do something about the congestion 

1 
meant that she would serve as their lackey 
in office. By contrast he touted the "tough 
decisions" on pay and pensions he had 
made as council president, an office he oc- -
cupied between 2006 and 2012. Many 
more lie ahead. 

Top of the list will be discussions over a 
5.5% rise in salaries planned 
for part of a 25% rise the 
council agreed to in 2007 (in cam-
paign both Mr Garcetti and Ms 

said this was a mistake). New con­
for city workers must be negotiated 

later that year. In the longer term, Los 
Angeles, like many cities, will struggle to 
fund the pension and health-care liabil­
ities it has incurred. The city's budget defi­
cit has shrunk in recent years but Mr Gar­
cetti has no clear proposals to eliminate it. 
Unions will fight any attempt to eat into 
salaries and benefits. 

The 42-year-old Mr Garcetti will be Los 
Angeles's youngest mayor since Arthur 
Harper in 1906. His baroque heritage (Mex­
ican-Italian-Jewish-American) makes him 
agoodfitfor a mongrel city,evenifhis priv­
ileged upbringing sets him apart from 
most residents. There are hints of a perso­
nality lurking behind his smooth exterior. 
He has studied, worked and taught on sev­
eral continents. He plays jazz piano and 
claims to have composed musicals . 

Despite this, he presented himself as 
the hipster candidate, throwing fund-rais­
ers in clubs and securing endorsements 
from DJS. His council district, which in­
cludes Hollywood, has done well lately, 
enjoying drops in crime and a revived 
nightlife (at the expense of priced-out Lat­
inos, say critics). One hallmark of the Gar• 
cetti mayoralty, says Raphael Sonenshein, 
a political scientist at the Pat Brown Insti­
tute of Public Affairs, may be a "smarj­
growth" approach, stressing public tran­

and building homes near work­
to ease congestion. 

School reform was not a big theme of 
year's mayoral campaign. Los Ange­
struggling schools do not fall under 

control of the mayor. Mr Gar­
'~lretie(:es:sor, the energetic and occa­

'""':""'"l\ effective Antonio VIllaraigos'a, 
wuu .,,,avo::., office onJulylSt, tried but large-

tlllle0\10 remedy this. The battle be­
"re~:mi!;ts" and pro-union "tradr-

tio:nal,st!>" school board is hotter 
may not be able 

done, adds Mr 
will first have 

~l.atit:>n!>hi]p'\l\Tith an increasingly 
council. The mayor of Los 

Angeles is weaker, relative to his coun­
cil, than the mayors of Chicago or New 
York. But voters still expect results from the 
individual they elected to run the city. Mr 
Garcetti earned a reputation as a concilia­
tor during his years on the council; he must 
now work out how to lead. • 



ATLANTA 

Why does it cost so much for prisoners 
to keep in touch with their families? 

M OST of the roughly 2.2m incarcerated 
Americans will eventually be freed. 

Those who remain in contact with loved 
ones on the outside are less likely, studies 
show, to return to a life of crime after serv­
ing their time. Much as voters hate crimi­
nals, they also have an interest in not being 
mugged. So why do prisons make it so 
hard for inmates to phone their families? 

Prisoners' families tend to be poor. Talk­
ing to a brother, son or father behind bars 
can incur an upfront fee as high as $4.99; 
per-minute charges may reach $0.89. 
Americans at liberty, even if they don't 
have Skype, can easily get unlimited do­
mestic calls for $9.99 a month. That would 
buy one six-minute call from a state prison 
in Georgia to a neighbouring state. 

Outside prison, phone companies com­
pete fiercely for customers. Inside, they 
don't have to. Each state typically grants a 
single company a monopoly over tele-
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Hurry up, mum; this call has already cost me my shirt 

phones in any given prison. The result is 
high prices and a booming trade among in­
mates in contraband mobile phones. 

To be fair, phones in prisons require 
special security features, such as the ability 
to record, monitor and block calls. Global 
Tel*Link, one of America's biggest provid­
ers of phone services in prisons, insists 
that these "sophisticated security ele-

ments [often require] numerous on-site 
personnel, instruction and ·training", 
which make them far costlier to install and 
maintain than traditional telephones. 

But some see a darker reason for the 
high costs. In all but a f~w states the phone­
service providers return a large share 
(sometimes more than half) of revenue 
collected from each phone to the facility in 
"commissions". These commissions pro­
vide a ready source of discretionary mon; 
ey for cash-strapped prison systems to 
cope with a rising inmate population. But, 
they do so by taking money from those • 
whom Foster Campbell, one of Louisi­
ana's five public-service commissioners, 
calls "the least of these ... poor people in 
bad situations [with] no voice ... and no po­
litical clout." No politician wants to be 
seen as soft on criminals, but exorbitant 
charges also hurt the 2.7m children who 
have a parent behind bars. Many of those 
parents are imprisoned in different states, 
far from home. 

Mr Campbell thinks service providers 
are simply g~edy. But Eleanor Holmes 
Norton, a congresswoman from Washing­
ton, nc, and the,chair of the Congressional 
Black Caucus's, Prison Telecom Reform 
Working Group, blames loose regulation, 
which has allowed companies to "extort 
excessive telephone rates from the people 
in society least able to pay them". ) 

That may soon change. More than a de­
cade after a federal court ruled that the Fed: \ 
eral Communications Commission (Fcc)V 
may regulate prison phone calls, including 
"the reasonableness of rates", the agency 
has taken notice. Late last year it released a 
"notice of proposed rule-making". It is 
now reviewing public comments. Mignon 
Clyburn, who became the Fcc's acting 
chairwoman qn May 20th, believes that 
charges should be "just and reasonable". A 
small reform, perhaps, but lower rates 
might help prisoners go straight. • 


