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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
A crisis often sparks a call for quick and decisive action. Unfortunately, quick and
decisive action by government frequently creates opportunities for dysfunction, as
the normal protocols and oversight may take a back seat to speed of response. The
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) was a rapid reaction to the extreme disruption to
business during the pandemic response.
The Functional Government Initiative (FGI) analyzed one important area of PPP, a
program of the Small Business Administration (SBA), taking a look at some of the
most influential recipients that received these loans over the course of the program’s
existence (April 2020 through March 2021). We discovered that a significant portion
of these loans were subsequently forgiven throughout 2021, toward the stated goal
of easing the burden on small businesses across the American economy.
How many jobs were actually “saved” and whether the recipients were all deserving
entities remain ongoing and controversial questions. Indeed, the federal watchdog
responsible for oversight of the COVID-19 relief program recently dubbed the
program the “biggest fraud in a generation.”[1] Congressional committees
responsible for oversight of the funds have also expressed concern with rampant
waste, fraud, and abuse of the PPP program.[2]
Upon reviewing a sample of entities that participated in the program, FGI believed it
was important to conduct a deeper analysis of the number, size, and extent of loans
given and forgiven to a select group of organizations with deep political connections
to the federal government. Our analysis aims to increase transparency into PPP
loans made and ultimately forgiven to the special interests whose former employees
and clients have become high-ranking federal officials serving as political appointees
in the Biden Administration.
The findings show more than $272 million was given to former employers and clients
of at least 197 political appointees (spanning 33% of Cabinet officials). Many of these
entities have substantial influence in the current Administration. More than 95
percent of these loans were either fully or partially forgiven, significantly higher than
the 80 percent average rate of forgiveness across the program. To date, nearly $222
million in PPP loans were forgiven, with more than $1.8 million paid in excess fees.
The hard data leave the American public to wonder – have we just witnessed another
instance of government dysfunction rewarding powerful insiders?

SPECIAL CONNECTIONS:
OVERVIEW

The Pandemic Response Accountability Committee reports the Small Business
Administration distributed approximately 11,470,000 loans totaling
$792,600,000,000 from the start of the program to January of 2022. [3] Of those
11,470,000 loans, 9,200,000 of them have been forgiven for a total of
$663,900,000,000.
Based on publicly available data, financial disclosure filings, and press releases
announcing the backgrounds of new appointments to federal agencies under
the Biden Administration, FGI was able to decipher many of those entities that
formerly employed the highest-ranking officials serving President Biden today.
Using the PPP’s search capability, we investigated the resulting list of firms,
companies, and organizations to seek answers to a number of questions.
1. Did a political appointee’s former employer or client receive a loan?
2. If so, what was the total amount of the loan?
3. Was the loan forgiven and, if so, what was the dollar value of loan
forgiveness?
4. Did the amount forgiven exceed the loan amount?
5. How did the average rate of forgiveness compare to the average programwide?
6. How many total appointees were appointed to a senior political position
while their former employer or client had their PPP loan partially or fully
forgiven?

$272M Loaned

$222M Forgiven

SPECIAL CONNECTIONS:
BY THE NUMBERS

Special connections to government agencies in charge of doling out
billions of taxpayer dollars has long been a staple of Washington, D.C. It
has also come to symbolize dysfunctional government. The Paycheck
Protection Program - meant to deliver aid to small businesses during the
unique challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic - has been abused in many
ways. Our analysis shows this program was a key target of those
politically connected constituencies who have former employees now
charged with running the government. Among such special connections
known to FGI that received PPP loans, 264 former employers landed
197 high-ranking political appointments and were handed a whopping

$272,015,500!

Of the 264 loans given to these insiders, more than 95 percent (252)
received full or partial loan forgiveness. This is significantly higher than
the average rate of all entities receiving forgiveness from PPP loans
(roughly 80 percent).

SPECIAL CONNECTIONS:
BY THE NUMBERS

Special connections were not the only ones that benefited from the PPP
loans - connected lenders may have as well. Based on the website of the
government watchdog responsible for monitoring the PPP program, more
than 60 percent of identified loans (159) received loan forgiveness that
exceeded the loan amount. Ultimately, fees and interest, likely paid to
lenders, tacked on $1,856,800 to the tally.

Special Connection Loans Forgiven $220,121,600
+

Excess Loan Forgiveness

$1,856,800

___________________________________________________________

Special Connection Handouts: $221,978,400
How many special connection placements exist today? While FGI's tracking
of political appointments is ongoing and transparency into the process is
sorely lacking, the numbers suggest a significant influence on today's
most important and impactful decisions coming out of the federal
government.

Across the 637 highest
ranking officials publicly
identified and analyzed
by the Functional Government
Initiative, nearly 1 in 3 had a
former employer or client
that received a PPP loan (197).
Check out our website at functionalgovernment.org to see which special
connections had their loans forgiven while landing a political appointee in
the senior ranks of the federal government.

SPECIAL CONNECTIONS:
BIDEN CABINET OFFICIALS
The level of high-profile officials associated with entities receiving the COVID relief
funds aimed at small businesses is quite significant. At least eight current Cabinet
Secretaries, representing one-third of President Biden’s Cabinet, have former
employers or clients that sought and received PPP loans. Many of those loans were
ultimately forgiven in total or in part.
Antony Blinken, Secretary of State
Covered Relationship: Board member of Human Rights First
PPP Loan: $1,100,000
Amount Forgiven: $1,100,000
Lloyd Austin, Secretary of Defense
Covered Relationships: Board member of Nucor Corp.; Board member of Guest Service, Inc.;
Board member of United Technologies Corp.
PPP Loans: $709,500 (Nucor Corp.), $486,900 (Guest Service, Inc.), $252,200 (United
Technologies Corp.)
Amount Forgiven: $714,200 (Nucor Corp.), $123,100 (United Technologies Corp.)
Jennifer Granholm, Secretary of Energy
Covered Relationships: Senior Advisor to Media Matters for America; Board member of
Proterra, Inc.; Board member of Techtonic Inc.
PPP Loans: $1,100,000 (Media Matters for America), $10,000,000 (Proterra, Inc.), $1,200,000
(Techtonic, Inc.)
Amount Forgiven: $1,100,000 (Media Matters for America), $1,300,000 (Techtonic, Inc.)
Pete Buttigieg, Secretary of Transportation
Covered Relationship: Board member of the South Bend Symphony Orchestra
PPP Loan: $395,000
Amount Forgiven: $199,100
Denis McDonough, Secretary of Veterans Affairs
Covered Relationship: Board member of the International Refugee Assistance Project
PPP Loans: $2,076,900
Amount Forgiven: $2,083,500
Gina Marie Raimondo, Secretary of Commerce
Covered Relationship: Board member of the Yale Corporation
PPP Loans: $45,400
Amount Forgiven: $45,900
Linda Thomas-Greenfield, United States Ambassador to the United Nations
Covered Relationship: Senior Counselor at Albright Stonebridge Group
PPP Loan: $2,000,000
Amount Forgiven: $1,800,000
Avril Haines, Director of National Intelligence
Covered Relationship: Board member of the Center for a New American Security
PPP Loan: $894,200
Amount Forgiven: $903,600

SPECIAL CONNECTIONS:
WELL-HEELED RECIPIENTS
The report documents hundreds of senior officials who worked for entities that
received PPP loans, many of which were later forgiven. One of the approved expenses
for many of these entities was payroll. This implies that at least part of the COVID-relief
funds aimed at struggling small businesses paid the salaries or possibly even bonuses
of influential personnel at well-established organizations. Many of these organizations
rely largely on charitable donations or corporate clients seeking white-shoe lobbying
services. The list below is only a sample of six such organizations and companies that
cause concerns over where COVID relief funds were provided and often forgiven.
Albright Stonebridge Group (ASG)
Mission: ASG is a global strategic advisory and commercial diplomacy firm founded by
former Secretary of State Madeline Albright. Clients include multinational corporations
such as Merck, Pfizer, Amazon, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and Microsoft.
Appointees: Wendy Sherman (Deputy Secretary of State), Victoria Nuland (Under
Secretary of State for Political Affairs), Linda Thomas-Greenfield (U.S. Ambassador to
the United Nations), Julie Mason (Chief of Staff to the Second Gentleman), Christopher
R. Hill (US Ambassador to Serbia)
PPP Loan: $2,000,000
Amount Forgiven: $1,800,000
National Wildlife Federation (NWF)
Mission: NWF is the United States’ largest private, nonprofit conservation education
and advocacy organization, with over six million members and supporters, and 51 state
and territorial affiliated organizations. It lists more than 350 employees and reported
revenue over $118 million in its 2021 financials.
Appointees: Tracy Stone Manning (Director of Bureau of Land Management); Laura
Daniel-Davis (Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary – Land and Mineral Management)
PPP Loan: $6,000,000
Amount Forgiven: $6,100,000
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS)
Mission: CSIS was founded in 1962 as a component of Georgetown University. Its
prominence and reputation have increased steadily over the years, claiming honors as
the number one think tank in the United States across all fields and fourth best think
tank in the world overall, according to the University of Pennsylvania’s 2019 Global Go
To Think Tanks Report. The most recently available financial and employment
information indicate it has operating revenue more than $42 million and employs more
than 300 individuals.
Appointees: Melissa Dalton (Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense
Global Security Affairs), Kathleen Hicks (Deputy Secretary), Andrew Hunter (Assistant
Secretary of the Air Force for Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics), Monica Medina
(Assistant Secretary, Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental and Scientific
Affairs), Amy Searight (Assistant Administrator, Bureau for Asia)
PPP Loans: $4,500,000
Amount Forgiven: $3,600,000

SPECIAL CONNECTIONS:
WELL-HEELED RECIPIENTS
International Refugee Assistance Project (IRAP)
Mission: IRAP is a nonprofit organization that relies heavily on pro bono legal services
from lawyers and law students to provide refugees and persecuted individuals around
the world with assistance with legal needs. Its 2021 audited financials show over $17
million in contributions, including the PPP loan described below. This represents the
organization’s highest total support and revenue to date, exceeding all prior years in
which no PPP assistance was provided. [Total support and revenue in previous years:
$17M (2021), $16.8M (2020), $13.1M (2019).]
Appointees: Denis McDonough (Secretary of Veterans Affairs), Samantha Power
(Director of U.S. Agency for International Development), Jonathan Finer (Assistant to the
President and Principal Deputy National Security Advisor)
PPP Loans: $2,000,000
Amount Forgiven: $883,500
Center for a New American Security (CNAS)
Mission: CNAS is a Washington, D.C.-based think tank founded in 2007 with a focus on
national security issues. It quickly became an influential organization by 2009 when The
Washington Post suggested, “In the era of Obama…the [CNAS] may emerge as
Washington’s go-to think tank on military affairs.” In its relatively short existence, the
organization has sent and received numerous top officials in the Obama and Biden
Administrations and been specifically criticized by outfits like the Revolving Door
Project for ethics conflicts concerning its foreign and corporate donations.
Appointees: Avril Haines (Director of National Intelligence), Susanna V. Blume (Director,
Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation), Matthew Olsen (Assistant Attorney General,
National Security Division), Victoria Nuland (Undersecretary of State for Political
Affairs), Elizabeth Rosenberg (Assistant Secretary for Terrorist Financing), Peter Harrell
(Special Assistant to the President & Senior Director International Economics &
Competitiveness)
PPP Loan: $894,200
Amount Forgiven: $903,600
Human Rights First (HRF)
Mission: HRF is governed by a "who's who" 73-member board of directors. The wellestablished, international nonprofit was founded in 1978 and lists total public support
and revenue for 2020 in excess of $63 million.
Appointees: Antony Blinken (Secretary of State), Matthew Olsen (Assistant Attorney
General - National Security Division), Sarah Cleveland (Legal Advisor to the Department
of State Nominee)
PPP Loan: $1,100,000
Amount Forgiven: $1,100,000

CONCLUSION

The data available for the Paycheck Protection Program show what
happens far too often with government programs, especially those
created in haste and without robust controls: dysfunction. While PPP
clearly helped many small businesses struggling from government
lockdowns and restrictions, the program was plagued with fraud, as the
federal watchdog notes, and many well-connected entities appear to have
benefited more generously than the general public, as this report shows.
There are many more questions that need answers about this program,
and FGI will continue to review and will issue more updates as more data
become available.
The full accounting of the massive program will take time to uncover fully,
but already we know enough to apply lessons learned. Strong oversight
was again lacking from a hastily implemented government program
whose main priority was shoveling money out the door as quickly as
possible. Not surprisingly, federal assistance appears to have been more
accessible to those well-connected to the Washington establishment than
to the general small business owner across our nation.
About the Functional Government Initiative
The Functional Government Initiative (FGI) is an organization dedicated to
improving the American public's awareness about the officials, decisions,
and priorities of their government. We do this through investigative
research, analysis and education. This is the first in a series of reports on
how the federal government's dysfunction impacts our lives.

[1] https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/justice-department/biggest-fraud-generation-looting-covidrelief-program-known-ppp-n1279664.
[2] https://www.nbcnews.com/business/economy/congressional-investigation-finds-over-1-billionppp-fraud-n1239001.
[3] https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/interactive-dashboards/paycheckprotection-program.

