
NEW YORK: The organization may have only
five employees and a small office in the Empire
State Building, but its ambitions are huge: hold-
ing the Trump administration accountable and
fighting what it sees as the erosion of democratic
norms in the United States. Far from the noisy
street protesters and the politically fractured
Congress, Integrity First for America quietly
showcases a new citizen zeal ignited in the
United States under President Donald Trump.

Bankrolled by Democratic Party donors, and
uniting investigative
journalists with top-
flight lawyers, IFA is
sharpening its talons
against what spokesman
Brett Edkins calls the
erosion of civil norms
and elected leaders un-
dermining fundamental
rights. Its creation high-
lights the liberal US cli-
mate under Trump: political opponents of the
Republican president, shocked by a victory they
thought impossible, are wondering how best to
mobilize against the unthinkable.

Posters that read “We, the people”-the first
three words of the US Constitution-hang in IFA’s
lobby, which they share with a large law firm.
Just months after the non-profit started to take
shape last summer, IFA’s work is already show-
ing results. In October, they filed a lawsuit
against 25 white supremacists and hate groups
behind the racial violence that rocked the coun-
try last August in Charlottesville, Virginia. The
case was filed in the name of 10 victims.

“The first case we are bringing is an exam-
ple. It’s not against politicians, it’s against resur-
gent groups of violent racists,” said Edkins, 33.

The case is about “bringing transparency” to
far-right groups, shining a light on their re-
sources and fundraising, “and making sure that
hate and bigotry does not become normalized”-
even if it takes years to wind through the courts,
Edkins said.

IFA is now working on a second investigation
which it hopes to announce in the coming
months. The group is “looking at various public
officials from Trump down and their private fi-
nancial ties on the Charlottesville case,” said Ed-

kins. He hopes the case
will “have a major public
impact in 2018.” The re-
fusal of the first US
president, who never
held any government
job, to divest from his
real estate empire has
enraged Democrats, fu-
eled suspicions of cor-
ruption and allegations

of conflicts of interest.

Silicon Valley funds 
But if IFA is just one of several non-profit

groups, media organizations and politicians de-
termined to skewer the administration, it says its
battle is far bigger than Trump. “We are only
now seeing all the weaknesses built into our
democracy,” says Jeff Pillets, 57, an investigative
journalist head-hunted for IFA.  “In a way, it was
inevitable. If it had not been Trump it would have
been someone else,” he said.

As a journalist Pillets investigated the busi-
nesses of Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law and
senior advisor, and calls his work for IFA “hard-
hitting investigative stuff.” “They are very seri-
ous about what’s going on in this country. They

are very much interested in keeping this admin-
istration accountable,” Pillets says. The idea of
creating an association allied to a law firm was
born out of the success of the American Foun-
dation for Equal Rights. That group, set up on
similar lines in 2010, got same sex marriage
equality restored in California, Edkins said.

It was then a question of sourcing the funds.
“Our initial money came out of some folks in Sili-
con Valley,” and from LinkedIn co-founder Reid
Hoffman in particular, says Monica Graham, IFA’s
board chair. The businesswoman, who herself do-
nated $1 million, belongs to the Patriotic Million-
aires, a group of high-income individuals who first

met in 2010 concerned over the destabilizing con-
centration of wealth and power in the country.

Set up with a budget of $2-3 million in 2017,
IFA is looking for new donors, including con-
tributions from ordinary individuals. “I have got
to go around and start rattling that tin cup be-
cause this suit against the white supremacists
is really expensive,” Graham laughs. So what
else lies in the future for IFA? New ideas pop
up every week, but they don’t all lead to
weighty investigations. “We have gone down a
couple of rabbit holes,” says Graham. “It really
has to be something that is really endangering
our democracy.” — AFP 
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NEW YORK: Board Chair for the Integrity First for America, Monica Graham (L), and Communications
Director, Brett Edkins, pose at their office in the Empire State Building. — AFP 
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FBI challenges
White House 
over Russia 
case memo
WASHINGTON: The FBI warned Wednesday it
has “grave concerns” over the accuracy of a se-
cret Congressional memo that could depict the
agency as deeply politicized, as President Don-
ald Trump’s top aide signaled the White House
would allow the document’s release. Based on
highly classified information, the four-page
memo —  written by Republican lawmaker
Devin Nunes, the chairman of the House Intelli-
gence Committee-suggests that the Justice De-
partment and the FBI abused their power in
running surveillance on a member of President
Donald Trump’s election campaign in 2016.

The Justice Department and the FBI have
actively lobbied against its release, which has

the potential to taint special counsel Robert
Mueller’s investigation into alleged collusion
between the Trump campaign and Russians, an
investigation that is edging closer to the presi-
dent himself. But White House chief of staff
John Kelly said Wednesday that the document
could be made public soon, once White House
lawyers have vetted it.

“It’ll be released here pretty quick, I think,
and the whole world can see it,” Kelly told Fox
Radio. “This president .... wants everything out
so the American people can make up their own
minds. And if there are people to be held ac-
countable, then so be it.” The FBI stressed its
concerns in an extraordinary, unsigned public
statement that demonstrated its growing rift
with Trump and Nunes, a staunch defender in
Congress of the president.

“With regard to the House Intelligence
Committee’s memorandum, the FBI was pro-
vided a limited opportunity to review this
memo the day before the committee voted to
release it,” it said. “As expressed during our ini-
tial review, we have grave concerns about ma-
terial omissions of fact that fundamentally
impact the memo’s accuracy.” In a statement,
Nunes countered that it was “no surprise” that

the Justice Department and FBI would oppose
the release of “information related to surveil-
lance abuses at these agencies.” “It’s clear that
top officials used unverified information in a
court document to fuel a counter-intelligence
investigation during an American political cam-
paign,” he said.

Espionage probe election 
Nunes’ committee voted on Monday to re-

lease the memo, distilled from a much larger
volume of documents used by the FBI to get a
so-called FISA national security warrant to spy
on Trump campaign official Carter Page, who
was suspected of espionage. Media reports,
citing lawmakers who have seen the document,
say it alleges that to obtain the warrant, they
submitted as evidence the contentious and un-
proven “Russia dossier.”

The dossier includes information on con-
tacts between the Trump campaign and Russia
compiled by former British intelligence agent
Christopher Steele and financed in part by De-
mocrat Hillary Clinton’s presidential cam-
paign.Republicans say it provides evidence that
the Justice Department, allegedly full of pro-
Clinton officials, actively sought to undermine

Trump. Because of its sensitive nature, to re-
lease the memo, Nunes needs the president’s
approval. If Trump does not act either way,
Nunes can release it as early as Saturday.

Trump relations with FBI sink 
But Democrats say the memo is based on se-

lective information that does not reflect the en-
tire classified file on the FISA warrant
application on Page. Instead, they say, Nunes is
running a politically-motivated stunt to smear
the Mueller collusion investigation, which is
also examining whether Trump tried to obstruct
the probe.

Adam Schiff, the top Democrat on the intel-
ligence committee, charged Wednesday night
in an open letter to Nunes that “substantive”
and “material” changes were made to the
memo, without the knowledge or approval of
committee members, before it was sent to the
White House. Schiff called for the memo as sent
to be withdrawn and that a new vote be held
next week.  And in op-ed piece in the Washing-
ton Post, Schiff said Nunes had used an obscure
rule to order the release of classified informa-
tion for partisan political purposes and that this
“crossed a dangerous line.” — AFP 


