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1. Historical Context

Ilinois has a long-standing reputation for political corruption rooted in the early 20th century. By
the 1920s, powerful political machines and patronage networks had taken hold, especially in
Chicago. During Prohibition (1920-1933), organized crime flourished by bribing police and
politicians to look the other way, entrenching corruption in government (History - Better
Government Association). For example, Chicago Mayor William “Big Bill” Thompson (1915-1923,
1927-1931) was notoriously “in cahoots” with Al Capone’s mob, allowing illegal speakeasies and
gambling dens to operate freely (History - Better Government Association). City aldermen often
secured their positions through election fraud and then profited from vice businesses, illustrating
how patronage and vice overlapped in this era (History - Better Government Association).

Beyond Chicago, state-level corruption was also brewing. Governor Len Small (1921-1929) was
indicted for embezzlement of state funds in the 1920s, reflecting how even Illinois’ highest office
was touched by scandal (History: The 1920's Saw The KKK's Rise In Illinois | NPR Illinois). Although
Small escaped serious punishment, his tenure — backed by controversial groups like the Ku Klux
Klan — underscored the permissive culture of the time (History: The 1920's Saw The KKK's Rise In
Ilinois | NPR Illinois) (History: The 1920's Saw The KKK's Rise In Illinois | NPR Illinois). The influence
of groups such as the KKK (which exerted political sway in Illinois in the early 1920s) and gangsters
like Capone created an environment where bribery and cronyism were commonplace.

Several structural and social factors allowed corruption to take root. A booming urban economy
and influx of immigrants provided fertile ground for machine politics, where offering jobs and favors
in exchange for votes became standard. Ethnic communities often relied on ward bosses for
patronage, reinforcing loyalty even if it bred graft (Illinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious
mix — Center for Public Integrity). This “machine-based political culture” — centered in Chicago -
combined with Illinois’s sheer number of government units (cities, townships, boards, etc.) to
provide fertile ground for scandals (Illinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center
for Public Integrity). With so many public offices and contracts at stake, opportunities for kickbacks
and favoritism abounded. By mid-century, Mayor Richard J. Daley’s Chicago machine (1955-1976)
had perfected patronage, trading tens of thousands of jobs for political support (Illinois and
integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity). Such systems normalized the
view of government as a tool for personal and party gain, a mindset that would persist for decades.

In summary, the historical conditions in Illinois — from Prohibition-era mob influence to entrenched
patronage networks — established a culture of corruption. Winning elections often depended on
machine loyalty and dispensing favors, while lawbreakers could often buy protection. This legacy
set the stage for the many scandals that would erupt in the late 20th century and beyond, as
corruption became ingrained in the state’s political DNA (Ilinois and integrity: a strange tale and
curious mix — Center for Public Integrity) (lllinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix —
Center for Public Integrity).
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2. Major Corruption Cases and Patterns

Over the past century, Illinois has seen numerous high-profile corruption scandals that highlight
evolving patterns of misconduct. From the mob-infused politics of the early 20th century,
corruption gradually shifted toward pay-to-play schemes, bribery in public contracts, and
malfeasance by elected officials. These cases have repeatedly shaken public trust and earned
Illinois a dubious reputation.

Prohibition Era & Mid-20th Century: In the 1920s and 1930s, organized crime had deep influence
in Chicago’s government. Gangsters bribed law enforcement and politicians to allow illicit alcohol,
gambling, and prostitution rings to thrive (History - Better Government Association). This era’s
corruption often involved outright collusion with criminals. By the mid-20th century, Chicago’s
Democratic Machine under Mayor Daley continued to exchange patronage jobs for political
support, which, while sometimes legal, fostered an atmosphere where bribery could flourish in
procurement and zoning decisions. Scandals like the 1950s uncovering of Chicago police
protecting illegal businesses, or the 1969 arrest of Auditor Orville Hodge (who embezzled over $1
million of state funds) signaled that graft permeated various levels of government (The 12 Most
Corrupt Public Officials In Illinois History: Orville Hodge — NBC Chicago) (The 12 Most Corrupt
Public Officials In Illinois History: Orville Hodge — NBC Chicago).

Late 20th Century FBI Stings: The 1970s-1990s saw a string of federal undercover operations that
exposed systemic corruption:

e Operation Greylord (early 1980s): An extensive FBI sting targeting the Cook County
judiciary. Undercover agents (even one posing as a lawyer) uncovered bribery in the
courts, leading to the conviction of 92 officials, including 17 judges and 48 lawyers (A Short
History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). Greylord revealed that fixing traffic tickets,
case assignments, and even trial outcomes for cash was disturbingly routine in Chicago’s
courts. It stands as one of the most far-reaching judicial corruption cases in U.S. history (A
Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago) (A Short History of Corruption in
Illinois | WTTW Chicago).

e Operation Incubator (1980s): A mid-1980s probe into Chicago city government that caught
officials (including an alderman) taking bribes for city contracts like parking violations.
While smaller in scale, it reinforced the pattern of city council corruption.

e Operation Gambat (1990s): An investigation (“Gambling Bathhouse”) that exposed mob
influence in the judiciary and Chicago City Council. It resulted in convictions of a powerful
alderman (Fred Roti) and a judge for fixing murder trials in partnership with the mob (A Short
History of Corruption in lllinois | WTTW Chicago). This case showed that even in the 1990s,
remnants of Chicago’s Outfit (mafia) could corrupt public officials to rig court outcomes.

e Operation Silver Shovel (1992-1996): A sting focusing on Chicago aldermen involved in
bribery and fraud, particularly related to illegal landfills and waste hauling. Six aldermen
and six other individuals were convicted after undercover agents posed as businessmen
offering bribes for illegal dumping rights (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW
Chicago). Silver Shovel not only removed multiple corrupt officials from City Hall, but also
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spread paranoia among politicians - many wondered who among their colleagues might
be wearing a wire (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago).

These operations highlighted recurring patterns: city aldermen shaking down businesses, judges
and lawyers exchanging cash for favorable outcomes, and bureaucrats taking kickbacks. The
colorful codenames aside, the impact was serious — hundreds of convictions collectively, and a
growing cynicism among citizens each time another “crooked politician” made headlines.

Statehouse Corruption and Governors: Illinois’ corruption has not been limited to local
government. The state has the unfortunate distinction of having four of its last eleven governors
convicted of felonies (Corruption in Illinois - Wikipedia) (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois |
WTTW Chicago). Notable cases include:

o Otto Kerner (Governor 1961-1968): Convicted in 1973 of mail fraud and bribery for a
scheme in which he profited from racetrack stock in exchange for favorable regulatory
decisions (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). Kerner’s fall from grace
(he had been a federal judge after his governorship) was a national news story and marked
the beginning of modern governor-level scandals in Illlinois.

o Dan Walker (Governor 1973-1977): Convicted in 1987, though for improprieties at a bank
he owned after leaving office (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago).
While Walker’s crimes were not committed during his governorship, his imprisonment
further tarnished the image of Illinois politics in the 1980s.

o George Ryan (Secretary of State 1991-1999; Governor 1999-2003): Investigated under
Operation Safe Road, a late-1990s probe into a “licenses-for-bribes” scheme. As Secretary
of State, Ryan’s employees accepted bribes in exchange for issuing driver’s licenses, some
to unqualified truck drivers — a scandal tragically linked to a fatal crash. Ryan was found
guilty in 2006 on racketeering, fraud, and other charges related to this and other corrupt
acts (like steering state contracts for kickbacks) (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois |
WTTW Chicago). The Ryan case showed how bribery in state agencies could have dire
public safety consequences, deeply eroding trust.

o Rod Blagojevich (Governor 2003-2009): Arrested in 2008 and convicted in 2011 for a
stunning catalog of corruption, most infamously attempting to “sell” the U.S. Senate seat
vacated by Barack Obama (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago).
Blagojevich was caught on wiretap bluntly discussing lucrative deals for political
appointments and shaking down a hospital executive for campaign contributions in
exchange for policy actions (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). He
became a national symbol of brazen corruption, receiving a 14-year sentence (commuted
after 8 years). Blagojevich’s scandal underscored that pay-to-play politics — exchanging
official acts for personal gain — had reached the very top of Illinois government (A Short
History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago).

Beyond governors, many legislators and members of Congress from Illinois have been embroiled in
misconduct. For instance, powerful Congressman Dan Rostenkowski (Chair of the U.S. House
Ways and Means Committee) was indicted in 1994 for misusing public funds, leading to the end of
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his 36-year career in Congress (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). More
recently, Congressman Jesse Jackson Jr. pled guilty in 2013 to misusing campaign funds (as did his
wife, a Chicago alderman). At the city level, dozens of Chicago aldermen have faced charges over
the years for bribes, extortion, or fraud. Between 1970 and 2010 alone, approximately 1,500 public
officials in Illinois — including 30 Chicago aldermen — were convicted of corruption, according to
former alderman (and political scientist) Dick Simpson (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois |
WTTW Chicago). This astonishing tally illustrates how pervasive the problem has been.

The cumulative impact of these cases on public trust has been devastating. Each new scandal
reinforced a public perception that in Illinois, corruption is the norm rather than the exception.
When Blagojevich was arrested in 2008, the head of the FBI’s Chicago office commented, “If
[lllinois] isn’t the most corrupt state in the United States, it is certainly one hell of a competitor.” (A
Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). Indeed, Chicago has repeatedly been
ranked the “most corrupt city” in the nation and Illinois among the top 2-3 most corrupt states,
based on federal conviction data (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago) (Four-
Peat: Chicago Ranks No. 1 In Corruption, Report Finds | Chicago News | WTTW). This legacy of
major cases — from mob bosses to governors — has entrenched cynicism and posed a continual
challenge for honest governance.

3. Impact on Financial Mismanagement

Political corruption in Illinois has not only violated ethics and laws - it has also exacted a steep
financial cost on the state’s budget and taxpayers. Decades of graft and mismanagement have
contributed to budget shortfalls, inefficiencies, and a notorious pension crisis. Understanding the
link between corruption and fiscal woes is complex, but studies and audits have illuminated several
connections.

Wasteful Spending and “Corruption Tax”: Corruption often leads to inflated contracts, ghost
payrollers, and misuse of public funds, which drain resources that could otherwise fund public
services. Researchers have attempted to quantify this “corruption tax.” One study found that the
ten most corrupt U.S. states had government spending $1,308 per person higher per year than if
they had average corruption levels (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois |
WGLT). The logic is that corrupt states overspend on projects and payrolls that feed patronage
networks or generate bribes (for example, over-paying contractors who kick back money to officials)
(How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). By this estimate, Illinois’s
corruption translates into bloated budgets and higher taxes or debt than necessary — effectively a
hidden cost borne by taxpayers.

IlWlinois-specific analyses reinforce this point. Simpson and Gradel, in their book Corrupt Illinois,
estimated that corruption costs Illinois taxpayers about $500 million every year (lllinoisans have
nation’s lowest trust in state government by far). Another review put the figure even higher, around
$550 million in lost economic activity each year (2000-2018) (Feds targeted these Illinois
politicians for corruption in 2022). These losses come in many forms:

¢ Fraud and Embezzlement: Funds stolen directly, as in cases like Orville Hodge (who
embezzled more than $1 million in the 1950s) (The 12 Most Corrupt Public Officials In
Illinois History: Orville Hodge — NBC Chicago), or Dixon, IL treasurer Rita Crundwell, who
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astonishingly embezzled $53 million from her small city over two decades (lllinois and
integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity) — the largest municipal
fraud in U.S. history. Money stolen is money not available for services or savings.

Inefficient Contracts: Corrupt contracting (e.g., rigged bids or padded invoices) means the
state overpays for infrastructure and services. Bribe-generating projects — such as
unnecessary construction or hiring trucks that do little work (as in Chicago’s 2004 Hired
Truck scandal) — siphon funds to the corrupt instead of the public (How does corruption
impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT).

Legal Expenses and Fines: The fallout of corruption includes costly investigations,
prosecutions, and legal settlements. For instance, the state had to spend millions on
investigations and reforms after scandals like Operation Safe Road. Companies caughtin
IWinois corruption schemes (like utility Commonwealth Edison in the recent bribery case)
have paid hefty fines to federal authorities — costs likely passed in part to consumers and
the economy.

Pension Crisis and Budget Shortfalls: Illinois today faces one of the worst public pension crises in
the nation (over $140 billion in unfunded liabilities) and historically frequent budget deficits. While
multiple factors drive these problems, corruption and political self-dealing have played a role.
Over decades, politicians from both parties promised generous pension benefits while skimping on
contributions —in part because diverting funds elsewhere or avoiding tough choices was politically
expedient. Some of these decisions had corrupt undertones:

Lawmakers inserted pension sweeteners for their own benefit. For example, long-time
House Speaker Michael Madigan helped craft rules that boosted his personal pension
payout (through compounding cost-of-living increases) to an extraordinary $12,600 per
month, far above what his contributions justified (10 Illinois pension abuses show why
taxpayers deserve reform) (10 Illinois pension abuses show why taxpayers deserve reform).
Such “legal, but corrupt” practices by Madigan and others helped drive up pension costs for
taxpayers (10 Illinois pension abuses show why taxpayers deserve reform).

The 1970 Illinois Constitution’s pension protection clause — which prevents any reduction in
pension benefits —was championed by officials who later benefited from it (10 Illinois
pension abuses show why taxpayers deserve reform). This clause, though well-intentioned
to protect retirees, has also been used as a shield for unsustainable enhancements. When
reforms were attempted in 2013 to curb future pension cost growth, the Illinois Supreme
Court struck them down in 2015 due to this clause (10 Illinois pension abuses show why
taxpayers deserve reform). Essentially, past political decisions (often made under influence
of public-sector unions and to curry favor) locked in a fiscal bind that taxpayers must now
pay for.

Corruption scandals have directly affected pension funds as well. In the 2000s, federal
investigations revealed that trustees of some Illinois pension boards were taking kickbacks
to steer investments. For instance, a contributor to Governor Blagojevich was convicted of
scheming to have state teacher pension funds invested with certain firms in exchange for
bribes. Such deals undermined the sound management of retirement funds.
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The cumulative effect of corruption on Illinois’s finances is evident in its high debt and historically
low credit ratings during the 2000s-2010s. Corruption eroded public trust in financial
management, making voters less willing to approve tax increases or other measures that might
have eased fiscal pressures (lllinoisans have nation’s lowest trust in state government by far) (How
does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). It also meant resources that
should have bolstered rainy-day funds or pension contributions were instead wasted or stolen.
During the two-year budget impasse of 2015-2017, observers noted that public cynicism due to
corruption made the stalemate even more infuriating — the state’s crisis was seen as a product of
years of mismanagement and graft.

It’s important to note not all of Illinois’s financial woes stem from corruption — economic trends and
policy choices (like a history of underfunding pensions) also play major roles. However, pervasive
corruption has undoubtedly worsened the state’s fiscal health by adding costs and undermining
good governance. As one analysis succinctly put it, “Whether in treasure or trust, corruption costs
Illinois.” (Feds targeted these Illinois politicians for corruption in 2022) Financial recovery is harder
in a climate where graft diverts funds and the public remains skeptical of how their money is
handled.

4. Legislative and Policy Responses

Ilinois’ long battle with corruption has prompted numerous reforms, laws, and court actions
aimed at cleaning up government. Over the past century, each wave of scandal has been met with
calls for change — some resulting in meaningful improvements, others proving inadequate or filled
with loopholes. This section outlines key legislative and policy responses, and evaluates their
effectiveness.

Early Reforms and Structural Changes: One of the earliest major reforms came after the scandal
of Auditor Orville Hodge in 1956. Hodge’s brazen embezzlement of state funds (over $1 million)
while serving as Illinois’ top fiscal officer led to public outrage and reform at the 1970
Constitutional Convention (The 12 Most Corrupt Public Officials In Illinois History: Orville Hodge —
NBC Chicago) (The 12 Most Corrupt Public Officials In Illinois History: Orville Hodge - NBC
Chicago). Delegates abolished the old “Auditor of Public Accounts” office (which Hodge had
abused) and created a comptroller and treasurer system with clearer checks and balances (The
12 Most Corrupt Public Officials In Illinois History: Orville Hodge — NBC Chicago). This structural
change was designed to prevent too much financial control resting in one person’s hands,
addressing the “who audits the auditor?” problem Hodge exposed.

Around the same time, federal court oversight stepped in to curb patronage in Illinois. The
landmark Shakman decrees (starting in 1972) resulted from a lawsuit against Chicago’s patronage
hiring practices. These court orders barred government entities (first the City of Chicago, later
expanded to state and county offices) from hiring or firing employees based on political
affiliation (except for top policy-making positions) (Shakman v. Pritzker - Harvard Law Review |).
The Shakman decrees struck at the heart of the Chicago Machine by making it illegal to award civil-
service jobs as rewards. Over decades, compliance with Shakman has been monitored by federal
judges; it gradually professionalized government hiring and is credited with reducing the “army of
patronage workers” that political bosses could control (Shakman v. Pritzker - Harvard Law Review
1). (Notably, Illinois’ governor in 2023 moved to end the remaining Shakman decree on state
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employment, arguing those patronage abuses have been corrected (Federal Court Orders Shakman
Decree to be Vacated ... - Illinois.gov) — a point of debate, as some fear patronage could creep
back.)

Campaign Finance and Ethics Laws: Illinois was historically lax in campaign finance regulation,
which contributed to pay-to-play politics. After Governor Blagojevich’s scandal, the state enacted
its first-ever campaign contribution limits in 2009-2010. This law capped donations to state
candidates from individuals, corporations, and political action committees for the first time in
Ilinois history (press-release). Previously, Illinois had been dubbed the “Wild West” of money in
politics, with no limits — creating opportunities for donors to buy influence. The 2009 reform, signed
by Governor Pat Quinn, also improved disclosure requirements and established an enforcement
arm. While this brought Illinois in line with most states on campaign finance, critics note loopholes
remain (e.g. wealthy candidates can still self-fund beyond limits, and party leaders’ committees
can funnel large sums). Still, it was a significant step toward transparency and reducing quid pro
quo fundraising.

Another response to corruption was a series of ethics laws and even constitutional
amendments:

¢ In 2003, following the George Ryan scandal, Illinois passed the State Officials and
Employees Ethics Act. This imposed ethics training for officials, a ban on soliciting
campaign contributions on state property, and created Inspectors General for the executive
and legislative branches to investigate misconduct. It also provided whistleblower
protections. However, these Inspectors General lacked some powers (like independent
subpoena authority), which later proved to hinder full enforcement.

e In 2010, voters approved a constitutional amendment allowing the recall of a governor by
citizen petition and special election (press-release). This was directly inspired by
Blagojevich’s antics — had recall existed in 2008, the public could have tried to remove him
without waiting for impeachment. The recall amendment sets a high bar (signatures from
15% of voters, including some from each county, plus a bipartisan mix of legislators), but it
was a symbolic affirmation that Illinoisans wanted a mechanism to oust corrupt leaders
mid-term.

e Various “sunshine laws” were strengthened. Illinois updated its Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA) in 2009 to make it easier for the public and press to obtain government records,
with stricter penalties for agencies that stonewall requests. The intent was to shine light on
government dealings to deter corrupt backroom agreements. In Chicago, an Office of the
Inspector General was established in 1989 (and later bolstered) to provide independent
oversight of city officials and investigate fraud. The city and state also launched
transparency websites —for instance, Appointments.lIllinois.gov and
Accountability.lllinois.gov (now data.illinois.gov) — which publish state contracts, agency
spending, and salary information online (press-release) (press-release). These allow
watchdog groups and citizens to scrutinize spending for irregularities.

Judicial and Prosecutorial Actions: Key court rulings and enforcement practices have also shaped
the fight against corruption. For example, the U.S. Supreme Court’s decisions in the 1980s
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upholding hefty prison sentences for Illinois judges caught in Operation Greylord sent a strong
message that judicial corruption would be met with severe punishment. On the other hand, more
recent Supreme Court rulings (like McDonnell v. U.S. in 2016, involving a Virginia governor)
narrowed the legal definition of “official bribery” — potentially making it harder for prosecutors to
convict Illinois politicians unless quid pro quo is extremely explicit. Illinois courts, for their part,
have enforced laws to strip corrupt officials of their ill-gotten benefits. For instance, a state law
requires forfeiture of pensions for officials convicted of corruption related to their job, though it has
loopholes (some officials maneuver to preserve pensions by retiring before conviction or shifting to
other systems). Notably, until laws change, an indicted officeholder in Illinois is still allowed to use
campaign funds for their legal defense and continue drawing a public salary or pension until
convicted (Illinois Needs Ethics Reform - Illinois House Republicans) (lllinois Needs Ethics Reform -
Ilinois House Republicans) — provisions reformers want to end.

Effectiveness and Ongoing Challenges: Many reforms have been well-intentioned, yet their
effectiveness varies. Illinois’ anti-corruption laws often came reactively, “closing the barn door
after the many horses had gotten away,” as one watchdog observer quipped (Illinois and integrity: a
strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity) (Illinois and integrity: a strange tale and
curious mix — Center for Public Integrity). For instance, after each major scandal (Kerner, Ryan,
Blagojevich, etc.), ethics packages were passed, but enforcement sometimes lagged once public
outrage subsided. The state’s Legislative Inspector General position became toothless — the most
recent LIG, Carol Pope, resigned in 2021 in frustration, calling the post “essentially a paper tiger”
and declaring that “true ethics reform is not a priority” for the General Assembly (Good
government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan
verdict - CHANGE Illinois). Her resignation letter cited the legislature’s failure to empower her office
(for example, the LIG could not issue subpoenas without approval from a panel of lawmakers,
effectively letting legislators veto investigations into themselves) (lllinois Needs Ethics Reform -
Ilinois House Republicans). Similarly, the 2021 ethics law that lawmakers passed in response to
the ComEd/Madigan scandal was criticized as full of loopholes and half-measures (Good
government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan
verdict — CHANGE Illinois). It imposed only a six-month cooling-off period before a lawmaker can
register as a lobbyist (widely viewed as too short), and it did not ban the practice of using campaign
funds for legal fees.

Nonetheless, some reforms have made a positive difference. The Shakman decrees and civil
service expansions weakened Chicago’s patronage machine over time, reducing routine hiring
corruption. Campaign finance limits have curbed the most egregious fundraising abuses, and
contribution records are more transparent. The mere existence of Inspectors General and ethics
training has likely dissuaded some misconduct among public employees. And of course, aggressive
prosecution itself (though not a legislative reform) has been a form of enforcement that alters
behavior - the fear of indictment has made many officials more cautious.

In summary, Illinois has built a framework of laws and oversight bodies intended to deter corruption
— ethics commissions, inspectors general, transparency rules, campaign limits, etc. On paper,
these are substantial. In practice, enforcement and political will are key. Illinois’ experience
shows that without strong commitment and resources behind these reforms, corrupt actors find
ways around them. Each new scandal tends to reveal a new gap in the system, prompting another
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round of fixes. It is a continuing struggle to not only enact reform, but to internalize it in the political
culture.

5. Present-Day Situation

As of the mid-2020s, Illinois continues to grapple with the legacy of corruption even while
incremental progress is noted. The current political ethics environment is one of heightened
awareness: major players who once seemed untouchable have been brought down, and ethics has
become a prominent issue in public discourse. Yet ongoing controversies remind us that the
“culture of corruption” is stubbornly resilient.

One of the biggest stories in recent years is the downfall of Illinois House Speaker Michael
Madigan, who wielded power in Springfield for decades (he was the nation’s longest-serving state
House speaker at 36 years). In 2020, Madigan was implicated in a federal investigation involving
Commonwealth Edison (ComEd), the state’s largest electric utility (A Short History of Corruption in
Ilinois | WTTW Chicago). ComEd admitted to a long-running bribery scheme: giving jobs and
contracts to Madigan’s associates in exchange for favorable legislation. Madigan was indicted in
2022 on racketeering and bribery charges —a seismic event in Illinois politics given Madigan’s
influence since the 1970s. As of this writing, he awaits trial (scheduled for 2024), but the revelations
have been likened to dismantling the last pillar of the old machine politics. Meanwhile, several
ComEd executives and lobbyists were convicted in 2023 for their role in the scheme (How does
corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT) (How does corruption impact
democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT), and Madigan’s close confidant was convicted of perjury
related to the probe (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). These
developments underscore that even the most powerful figures are not immune from scrutiny.

Simultaneously in Chicago, the longest-serving alderman, Edward Burke (54 years on the City
Council), was indicted in 2019 for attempted extortion — he allegedly used his position to strong-
arm businesses into hiring his private law firm for tax work (How does corruption impact
democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT) (Feds targeted these Illinois politicians for corruption in
2022). Burke’s federal trial (ongoing in late 2023) is considered one of the most significant Chicago
corruption cases in decades, and prosecutors have called it the biggest City Hall case since those
that took down two governors (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois |
WGLT). The fact that Madigan and Burke —two figures synonymous with Illinois political clout — are
facing justice has been called a “remarkable development near the end of their long careers.” (A
Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago) (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois |
WTTW Chicago) It signals that no one is above the law, and it has emboldened prosecutors and
reformers.

The present-day financial management of Illinois, while improved in some respects (recent
budgets have been balanced and the state’s credit rating has inched upward from near-junk status),
still operates under the shadow of past corruption. The state is working to dig out of its pension
debt and rebuild fiscal stability. Governor J.B. Pritzker (in office since 2019) often emphasizes
ethical governance and has appointed reform commissions. However, critics note that Illinois has
notyet enacted major new ethics reforms despite the recent scandals. An ethics and lobbying
reform commission in 2020 failed to reach consensus and never delivered comprehensive
recommendations (Good government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint
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statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE lllinois). The modest reform bill passed in 2021 was,
as noted, seen as falling short (Good government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform
in joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE lllinois) (Good government groups renew calls
for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE Illinois).
Watchdogs argue that more must be done to prevent corruption before it starts, not just punish it
after the fact.

Public perception of corruption remains a serious concern. Surveys consistently show Illinoisans
are cynical about their government. In 2012, a Paul Simon Public Policy Institute poll found more
than three in four Illinois voters believed corruption was widespread, and about three in five
thought Illinois was more corrupt than other states (How does corruption impact democracy? Take
a look at Illinois | WGLT). Likewise, Gallup polling in 2015 revealed Illinois had the lowest trust in
state government of all 50 states (only ~25% of Illinoisans expressed confidence in their state
government) (Illinoisans have nation’s lowest trust in state government by far) (lllinoisans have
nation’s lowest trust in state government by far). Gallup speculated that this uniquely low trust
stems from the state’s long history of corruption scandals (lllinoisans have nation’s lowest trust in
state government by far). Such cynicism has real implications: it can lead to disengagement, where
citizens feel voting or contacting officials won’t make a difference. Indeed, studies in other states
have shown that when people perceive higher corruption, they are less likely to vote (How does
corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). In Illinois, however, the effect on
voting is mixed — some evidence suggests outrage over corruption can also mobilize voters to
demand change (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT).

There are also positive signs in the present situation. Public and media scrutiny of government is
higher than ever. Federal authorities in Illinois remain very active — 2022 saw a record humber of
public officials charged or convicted in the Northern District (Chicago) courts, and 2023 brought the
high-profile ComEd trial and more indictments (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a
look at Illinois | WGLT) (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT).
Chicago and Illinois continue to rank at or near the top for corruption convictions, but the trend in
convictions per year has been downward since the 1990s (from an average of 61 per year in the
1990s to 28 per year in the 2010s) (Four-Peat: Chicago Ranks No. 1 In Corruption, Report Finds |
Chicago News | WTTW). This could indicate some long-term improvement or simply fewer big
investigations — time will tell.

Importantly, younger and newly elected officials often campaign on reform agendas, signaling a
potential generational shift. For example, Illinois now has internal term limits for legislative
leadership (House Democrats, after Madigan, adopted a 10-year Speaker term limitin 2021), which
might prevent the re-accumulation of unchecked power at the top. Chicago elected a reform-
minded mayor in 2019 (Lori Lightfoot, who lost re-election in 2023, in part due to issues like crime,
but who made ethics a focal point during her tenure by empowering the Inspector General and
attempting to end aldermanic prerogative in zoning). The new Chicago Mayor (Brandon Johnson)
and recent Cook County State’s Attorney both have spoken about transparency and restoring trust.

In summary, Illinois today stands at a crossroads. The long shadow of corruption is still visible in
ongoing trials and in polling that shows deep public skepticism. However, the toppling of
entrenched power brokers like Madigan and Burke suggests that the iron grip of the old machine
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has weakened. There is heightened public vigilance, and ethics reform remains part of the political
conversation. Whether Illinois can turn this moment into lasting change depends on the follow-
through — enacting and enforcing stronger safeguards, and maintaining public pressure so that
ethics doesn’t fade as a priority. The present day offers a mix of cautionary tales and hopeful
developments, making it a critical period for Illinois’ political future.

6. Controversies and Debates

The fight against corruption in Illinois is not just a legal battle; it’s also the subject of intense
debate about causes and cures. Policymakers, scholars, and citizens continue to discuss why
Ilinois has struggled so much with corruption and how best to fix it. These debates often split along
political or ideological lines, and understanding them is key to crafting effective solutions.

Root Causes - Culture vs. Structure: One major point of contention is whether Illinois’ corruption
stems more from a deep-seated political culture or from fixable structural flaws in government.
Some observers argue that Illinois has an ingrained “attitude” problem - a tolerance for unethical
behavior that has built up over generations (Illinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix —
Center for Public Integrity). David Yepsen, director of the Paul Simon Public Policy Institute, notes
that in neighboring states like lowa or Wisconsin, public service is viewed more nobly (“you don’t
get into it to make money”), whereas in Illinois, “it’s just a way of doing business” (Illinois and
integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity). From this perspective, simply
passing new laws may not suffice if the informal norms continue to accept patronage and pay-to-
play as normal. The persistence of corruption despite numerous reforms lends weight to the
“culture” argument.

Others emphasize institutional factors — essentially, that Illinois’ laws and political arrangements
created opportunities for corruption. For example, Illinois for decades had no term limits for state
officials or legislative leaders. This allowed figures like Speaker Madigan to accumulate vast power
over appointments, contracts, and the legislative agenda. Critics argue such concentration of
power bred complacency and fear, making it easier to run a fiefdom with little oversight (Good
government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan
verdict - CHANGE lIllinois) (Good government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in
joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE Illinois). Similarly, Illinois’ historically
gerrymandered electoral maps ensured one-party dominance in many districts; uncompetitive
elections can reduce accountability, since incumbents feel “safe” regardless of performance. In
this view, reforms like term limits and independent redistricting are essential to break the cycle.
Indeed, Simpson and Gradel (authors of Corrupt Illinois) concluded that redistricting reform and
term limits were needed to combat the state’s corruption crisis (Illinoisans have nation’s lowest
trust in state government by far). The political establishment long resisted those changes —for
instance, a 2014 citizen petition to put term limits on the ballot was blocked by a lawsuit from an
ally of Speaker Madigan (Illinocisans have nation’s lowest trust in state government by far) —
underscoring how controversial structural reforms can be.

Debates on Solutions: When it comes to remedies, Illinois has seen partisan divides. Term limits
is a prime example — Republican leaders (like former Gov. Bruce Rauner) have championed term
limits on lawmakers and statewide officials, arguing it would inject fresh blood and prevent the
entrenchment of power that fosters corruption (lllinoisans have nation’s lowest trust in state
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government by far). Many Democratic leaders opposed this, countering that term limits can weaken
the legislature by removing experienced lawmakers and that elections are the proper way to remove
bad actors. The failure to implement term limits at the state level remains a point of contention,
often breaking along party lines.

Another debate centers on campaign finance vs. public financing. Illinois’ 2009 contribution
limits were a compromise; some advocates wanted more aggressive steps like public financing of
campaigns (for example, matching small donations with public money or providing all candidates
with a grant). They argue that reducing candidates’ reliance on large donors and special interests
would cut down on the influence-peddling that leads to corruption. Critics, however, question
whether public financing would have stopped an operation like Blagojevich’s (which was about
personal greed and extortion, not just campaign funds). Moreover, persuading taxpayers to fund
politicians’ campaigns is a hard sell in Illinois’ current climate.

Enforcement and Penalties: There is robust debate about the adequacy of enforcement. Some
contend Illinois needs stiffer penalties and more frequent prosecution at the state level. For
instance, should violations of the state ethics law be criminal offenses rather than just subject to
administrative fines? Should Illinois empower the Attorney General with a dedicated public
corruption unit? Others caution against overreach —they point to cases where aggressive
prosecutors might criminalize typical political bargaining (the line between a legal favor and an
illegal bribe can be murky). The balance between rigorous enforcement and ensuring due process
is a frequent topic in legal circles.

Role of Party Politics: The issue of corruption often becomes fodder for partisan blaming.
Republicans often highlight that Chicago and Cook County have been dominated by Democrats for
decades, suggesting that one-party rule breeds corruption and that Democratic machines are to
blame. They cite examples like the string of Chicago aldermen convicted or the fact that
Blagojevich, Madigan, and many others are Democrats. Democrats respond by noting that
corruption in Illinois has been bipartisan —two recent governors who went to prison (Kerner and
Blagojevich) were Democrats, but two others (Ryan and Walker) were Republican and Democrat
respectively; similarly, many GOP officials downstate have had their own scandals. They argue it’s
not party, but power without oversight that corrupts. This debate can color how reforms are
viewed - proposals from one side might be dismissed by the other as partisan power grabs (e.g.,
independent redistricting was resisted by some Democrats partly because they feared losing
electoral advantage). This politicization sometimes stalls reform that arguably would benefit
everyone.

Public vs. Private Sector Ethics: Another debate touches on differences between government and
private sector norms. Some ask why certain behaviors criminal in government (like patronage
hiring) are tolerated in principle in politics but not in business. In the corporate world, hiring one’s
unqualified cousin or steering contracts to a friend would violate fiduciary duties. Should public
officials be held to the same standard? Many say yes, pushing for a “good government” ethos akin
to corporate compliance. Others argue politics inherently involves relationship-building and favor-
trading, and trying to legislate it away can be unrealistic. This debate essentially questions how far
reforms can go without stifling the normal functioning of politics.
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Media and Transparency: There is also discussion on the role of the media and public
transparency in addressing corruption. Illinois has fairly strong FOIA laws on paper, but
enforcement is an issue - journalists often fight for records and face delays. Some debate whether
creating a more open-data government (everything from emails to budgeting available in real time)
would deter corruption, or if corrupt actors will simply find ways to hide their communications off-
record.

In sum, the major controversies revolve around whether corruption in lllinois is a product of an
entrenched culture or poor systems, and consequently whether solutions lie in changing hearts
and minds or changing laws and structures. There’s also debate on the pace of reform: some call
for sweeping changes (a “big bang” approach like a constitutional convention to rewrite ethics
rules), while others favor incremental fixes and caution against unintended consequences. This
dynamic conversation continues in editorials, academia, and the halls of government, reflecting
the complexity of the problem. Importantly, the fact that corruption is openly debated in Illinois is
itself a sign of awareness — a century ago, many might have denied the problem, whereas today few
disagree it’s an issue, even if they differ on the cause and cure.

7. Future Outlook and Opportunities

Looking ahead, Illinois faces a pivotal opportunity to address corruption and its related fiscal
mismanagement in a more sustainable way. The combination of public anger, recent political
turnovers, and new technology offers some hope for change. However, capitalizing on these
opportunities will require concerted action from lawmakers, watchdogs, and citizens alike.

Legislative Momentum for Reform: In the wake of the Madigan and Burke scandals, there are
renewed calls for sweeping ethics legislation. Good-government organizations (Better Government
Association, CHANGE Illinois, Reform for Illinois, Common Cause Illinois, etc.) are pressuring the
Ilinois General Assembly to act. They’ve proposed a broad reform agenda, including:

¢ Empowering the Inspector General: Giving the Legislative Inspector General true
independence and tools, such as the ability to issue subpoenas and publish reports without
needing permission from the very legislators who might be investigated (lllinois Needs
Ethics Reform - Illinois House Republicans). This would help ensure legislative misconduct
is policed by an external, impartial authority.

e Closing Loopholes: Enacting laws to ban indicted politicians from using campaign funds
for their defense and to suspend pay or pension benefits for officials charged with public
corruption until cleared (Illinois Needs Ethics Reform - Illinois House Republicans) (lllinois
Needs Ethics Reform - Illinois House Republicans). Also, plugging holes in the 2021 ethics
law — for example, extending the revolving-door lobbying ban from 6 months to 2 years (the
national median).

e Ethics Commission Revival: Reconstituting the 2020 Joint Commission on Ethics and
Lobbying Reform (which never reached consensus) and mandating that it deliver actionable
recommendations by a set deadline (Good government groups renew calls for meaningful
ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE Illinois). This could
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include ideas like a statewide public corruption hotline, stricter conflict-of-interest rules,
and requiring more detailed financial disclosures from officials.

e Election Reforms: Pushing for independent redistricting (perhaps via a constitutional
amendment) to ensure competitive elections that hold politicians accountable. While an
amendment in 2020 for a fair maps commission didn’t make the ballot, the public support
for such measures is high and could be revisited.

Some reforms may gain bipartisan traction. For instance, term limits for legislative leaders
(already voluntarily adopted by House Democrats) could be codified in law or even in the state
constitution, to prevent another decades-long Speakership. Governor Pritzker has voiced support
for a number of reforms, and following the federal trials, even many legislators privately
acknowledge the need to restore public trust.

Governance and Fiscal Reforms: On the financial side, Illinois has an opportunity to continue
improving governance to complement ethics reforms. Efforts to bring more discipline and
transparency to budgeting can reduce opportunities for off-book spending and patronage. For
example, Governor Pritzker’s administration has started publishing a “budget in brief” and detailed
financial reports online; continuing to refine these and adopting full performance-based budgeting
could make it harder to hide waste or no-show jobs in agencies. The state could also consider
consolidating or sharing services among its plethora of local governments (Illinois has around 7,000
units of local government, many with taxing authority). Consolidation and governmental
streamlining would not only save money but also eliminate some layers where corruption can
fester (for instance, redundant small highway districts or library boards where oversight is minimal
have seen scandals in the past).

Additionally, Illinois might finally tackle pension board reform - consolidating the administration of
municipal pension funds (as was partially done in 2019 for police and fire funds) can improve
professional oversight and reduce the influence of political insiders on investment decisions, thus
lowering the risk of graft. Addressing the fiscal pressures (like the pension debt) through
constitutional amendment (e.g., allowing changes to future benefit accruals) could also indirectly
reduce the strain that sometimes leads officials to seek “creative” —and occasionally corrupt -
budget fixes.

Technological Tools and Open Data: The digital age presents powerful tools for enhancing
transparency. Illinois can expand its open data initiatives, making datasets on contracts,
expenditures, and lobbyist activities readily available for analysis. Chicago has been a leader in
open data (with databases of everything from ward-by-ward spending to city employee salaries
online), and the state can follow suit. With more data, not only can journalists and citizens more
easily spotirregularities, but the state itself can employ data analytics. For example, using Al-
driven analysis on procurement data might flag suspicious patterns (say, a company with political
ties winning bids consistently despite not being the lowest bidder) (Artificial Intelligence in
Anticorruption: Opportunities and Challenges). The U.S. Treasury and some cities have already
used machine learning to detect fraud in COVID relief funds (Al tools helped Treasury recover
billions in fraud and improper ...); Illinois could apply similar methods to detect, say, unusually high
change-orders in contracts (often a sign of back-end kickbacks) or nepotistic hiring clusters within
agencies.
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Innovations in Accountability: The future might also include innovative accountability
mechanisms. One idea is implementing a form of participatory oversight, where randomly
selected citizens are given roles in auditing certain government programs (like a citizen audit panel).
This concept, akin to jury duty, could engage the public and add an unpredictable layer of scrutiny,
deterring officials from wrongdoing since virtually anyone could be checking their work. Another
idea is Integrity Pacts in public procurement (used in some international contexts) — bidders on big
contracts agree to a pact of no-bribery, monitored by an independent observer, and face sanctions
if violated. Illinois could pilot such pacts for major infrastructure projects to assure the public that
bids are clean.

Grassroots and Community Action: Illinois’ future will also depend on the actions of its citizens at
the grassroots level. The past has shown that sustained public pressure can drive change. For
instance, community outrage in the 1980s over court corruption spurred Operation Greylord and
subsequent judicial reforms. Today, citizen watchdog groups and bloggers are active in Chicago and
beyond, reporting on local scandals that might escape mainstream attention. Supporting and
expanding these grassroots efforts — through crowd-funding independent journalism or forming
local “good government” committees — can keep officials on their toes across the state.

Educating citizens, especially young people, is another long-term investment. Civic education
curricula can emphasize ethics and the importance of honest government. Some Illinois schools
have started model programs where students learn to file FOIA requests or map money in politics.
These experiences demystify government operations and empower the next generation to be savvy
watchdogs.

Political Will and Leadership: Ultimately, seizing the future opportunity hinges on political will.
The hope is that new leadership in the legislature (post-Madigan era) will see an interest in proving a
break from the past. Illinois’ reputation is at stake — shedding the “corrupt state” label could have
tangible benefits, from attracting business investment (companies prefer stable, transparent
environments) to boosting morale among public employees. If leaders frame anti-corruption
reforms as part of an “Illinois comeback” narrative, they may gain broader support.

Governor Pritzker, who has national ambitions, has an incentive to leave a legacy of reform. He
established an ethics commission and made strong statements after Madigan’s indictment, but
advocacy groups note he did not fully leverage his influence to strengthen the 2021 ethics bill (Good
government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan
verdict — CHANGE Illinois) (Good government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in
joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE Illinois). Moving forward, the governor and
legislative leaders have the opportunity to push a more aggressive package —and perhaps
coordinate with federal authorities to align state laws with the kinds of schemes the feds are
uncovering (for instance, using the ComEd scandal details to craft state laws against utility
corruption).

In conclusion, the future outlook for Illinois will depend on a mix of implementing concrete
reforms and nurturing a political culture that values integrity. The pessimistic view is that Illinois
has had many chances before and change has been slow. The optimistic view is that the state is at
a watershed moment: with old power structures weakening and technology enabling greater
oversight, Illinois could enact reforms in the next few years that dramatically reduce corruption
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long-term. If it succeeds, the benefits will be manifold — improved fiscal health, enhanced
government performance, and a restoration of pride among Illinois citizens in their institutions. The
coming years are critical, but they also offer an opportunity for Illinois to turn the page on its
corruption-plagued past.

8. Novel or Unconventional Solutions

Given the tenacity of Illinois’s corruption problem, some analysts have proposed outside-the-box
solutions or drawn lessons from unconventional case studies. While not all these ideas may be
immediately feasible, they spark discussion on breaking the cycle of corruption. Below are a few
notable approaches, along with their potential benefits and challenges:

1. Independent Anti-Corruption Commission (ICAC): Adopting a model like Hong Kong’s ICAC - a
powerful, independent agency solely devoted to investigating and preventing corruption —could be
transformative. Hong Kong in the 1970s was as rife with corruption as any big city, until the ICAC
was established with broad investigatory powers. The result was a dramatic cleanup, and Hong
Kong is now regarded as one of the world’s least corrupt jurisdictions (Independent Commission
Against Corruption (Hong Kong) - Wikipedia). Illinois could consider a state-level ICAC with
jurisdiction across state and local government. Such a commission would need guaranteed funding
and independence (e.g. commissioners appointed jointly by the governor, attorney general, and
judiciary to dilute political influence). The benefit is a constant, focused deterrent — officials would
know there’s a dedicated watchdog able to pursue even complex, high-level cases without political
interference. It could also take on systemic reviews to recommend corruption prevention
measures. The challenges are significant: persuading the legislature to create a powerful new
agency that might investigate its own members, ensuring due process and not duplicating existing
bodies, and maintaining true independence. However, other democracies have successfully
implemented ICACs (Australia has such commissions in several states), and they can be tailored to
respect U.S. legal norms. For Illinois, an ICAC could supplement federal prosecutions with a
permanent in-state guardian.

2. Public Financing and Election Experimentation: Reducing the role of private money in politics
is often cited as key to reducing corruption. Illinois could experiment with public campaign
financing at the municipal or state level. One novel mechanism is Seattle’s “democracy
vouchers” program, where each voter gets vouchers (funded by a small property tax) to donate to
candidates of their choice (Vouching for Democracy: New Report Examines the Seattle ...). This
amplifies small donors and can diminish candidates’ reliance on big contributors. If, say, Chicago
adopted democracy vouchers for its aldermanic races, candidates might turn more to ordinary
residents for support rather than to developers or contractors with business before the city. Another
approach is matching funds (New York City gives a 8-to-1 match for small donations), which
similarly boosts grassroots fundraising. The benefit of these systems is a shift in candidates’
incentives — with broad citizen funding, there’s less pressure to engage in quid pro quo with a few
wealthy donors. Over time, this could change the political culture to focus on constituent services
over patronage. The hurdle is convincing taxpayers to foot the bill for elections and overcoming
incumbent resistance (since incumbents often have fundraising advantages under the current
system). Yet, studies of NYC’s system show it increased the diversity of donors and candidates,
arguably a positive step for integrity.
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Beyond financing, Illinois could reform electoral processes to make them more competitive and
fair, thereby reducing the complacency that can breed corruption. For example, adopting ranked-
choice voting in primaries might encourage candidates to run more positive, issue-focused
campaigns, including on ethics, rather than relying on machine support. Open primaries or
“jungle” primaries (where all candidates run together regardless of party, as in California) could
also weaken machine control by giving outsiders a better shot. While these are not direct anti-
corruption measures, they tackle the political climate that allows corruption to fester.

3. Crowdsourced Watchdogs and Civic Tech: Empowering ordinary citizens with tools to monitor
and report corruption is a promising unconventional strategy. Around the world, platforms like
India’s “I Paid a Bribe” have allowed citizens to log instances where they were asked for a bribe,
building a public database that shames agencies and spurs reform. Illinois could facilitate
something similar: an official or NGO-run website where citizens can anonymously report corrupt
overtures or suspicious government behavior. Patterns can be analyzed and forwarded to
investigative bodies. Another idea is a mobile app for Chicago or Illinois government employees to
safely report internal corruption or pressure from superiors (essentially a whistleblower app). This
leverages technology to overcome fear and inertia.

Open data hackathons and competitions could also be used to engage the tech community in anti-
corruption efforts. For instance, authorities could release redacted public spending datasets and
challenge civic tech groups to find anomalies. Chicago’s civic hacker community has already done
projects mapping ward-wise service requests to highlight disparities. Extending this concept, one
could envision an “Algorithmic Auditor” competition, where participants develop algorithms to
detect potential fraud in public datasets. The advantage of crowdsourcing is tapping into
thousands of eyes and brains beyond formal auditors. The risk is ensuring data quality and privacy
(we must protect individuals’ personal information while sharing data).

4. Ethics by Design — Structural Government Changes: Illinois could explore structural
government changes inspired by other cities or states that have curbed corruption. One historical
model is the city-manager system, used in many U.S. cities to reduce political patronage. Under
this system, a professional manager runs city operations, separate from the elected mayor/council.
While Chicago likely won’t adopt this, some Illinois suburbs have, and it often correlates with
cleaner governance. On the state level, Illinois might consider stronger separation of powers or
checks - for instance, empowering the Auditor General or a state Comptroller with more teeth to
pre-audit contracts (with the ability to reject suspicious ones) could prevent dubious deals upfront.
This is somewhat unconventional because it gives a non-elected official a brake on elected
officials’ actions, but states like Georgia have a state inspector who must sign off on certain
contracts.

Another design principle is random audits. Brazil famously implemented a system of random
audits for municipal governments using lottery drawings, which significantly reduced corruption in
audited municipalities and had spillover effects as the mere possibility of audit acted as deterrence
(How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT) (How does corruption
impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). Illinois could require that a certain number of
local governments or state programs be randomly selected each year for intensive audit by an
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external firm or state auditor, with results made public. Knowing that anyone could be next might
promote better behavior across the board.

5. Integrity Education and Social Norms Campaigns: Tackling the cultural aspect of corruption
could involve education and public campaigns in unconventional ways. For example, ethics training
is mandatory for Illinois officials, but often it’s an online module people click through. What if
Ilinois made ethics training more engaging — say, by having former inmates (like an ex-politician
who served time) speak candidly to new legislators about how easily one can slip into corruption
and how devastating the consequences are? Peer-to-peer warnings might resonate. Additionally,
public service announcements or media campaigns highlighting “Government Integrity Heroes”
(officials or employees who resisted pressure or blew the whistle) could shift the narrative, making
integrity something celebrated rather than naive.

Ilinois might also incorporate ethics into professional licensing — requiring lawyers, accountants, or
consultants who work with government to undergo anti-corruption certification. The idea is to
broaden the responsibility for clean government to those in the private sector who interface with it.

6. Global Best Practices and Partnerships: Illinois can look abroad for inspiration. For example,
Estonia’s e-governance has minimized face-to-face interactions (most services are online),
drastically cutting down petty bribery — something Chicago’s city government has been emulating
with online permitting. South Korea’s Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission uses an
index to rate public agencies on integrity each year, publicly shaming those with low scores. Illinois
could implement an annual “Integrity Index” for state agencies and large municipalities, creating a
bit of competition to improve.

Forming partnerships with international anti-corruption bodies (like Transparency International) to
audit Illinois’s laws and suggest improvements can provide an outside perspective. It’s
unconventional for a U.S. state to invite international scrutiny, but it might demonstrate seriousness
and yield novel ideas.

Feasibility and Ethical Considerations: Implementing these unconventional solutions comes with
challenges. Political resistance is a given — some proposals may be seen as threatening by those in
power. Legal hurdles also exist; for example, establishing an ICAC might require a constitutional
amendment to clarify its powers relative to existing offices. Privacy and due process must be
safeguarded in crowdsourced reporting or data analysis — ensuring, for example, that false or
malicious reports don’t unjustly smear someone. Transparency must be balanced with
confidentiality in investigations.

Another consideration is public buy-in. Ideas like public financing or new commissions must be
sold to a perhaps skeptical public that has seen many reform promises before. Emphasizing the
potential savings (e.g., “if corruption costs $500 million a year, spending a fraction of that on
reforms or oversight will pay for itself” (lllinoisans have nation’s lowest trust in state government by
far)) and the successful track records elsewhere can help gain support.

In sum, while Illinois has traditionally relied on legalistic fixes and prosecutions, a plethora of
innovative strategies exists that could complement those efforts. By thinking creatively — be it
leveraging technology, reengineering government processes, or drawing on global successes —
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Ilinois might find more success in combating corruption. These unconventional solutions each
carry some risk and would need adaptation to Illinois’ context. However, given the stakes, many
argue that trying bold measures is preferable to maintaining the status quo. The lesson from history
is that corruption in Illinois has been tenacious; meeting it might require an equally tenacious and
innovative response.

9. References and Suggested Readings

For those interested in further exploring Illinois’ political corruption, its consequences, and efforts
to combat it, below is a list of notable sources. These include academic studies, investigative
journalism pieces, official reports, and books that provide deeper insight. (Citations above
correspond to these and other sources.)

Simpson, Dick & Thomas J. Gradel - Corrupt Illinois: Patronage, Cronyism, and
Criminality (2015). An in-depth book examining the history and mechanisms of Illinois
corruption, filled with case studies and data. Simpson (a former Chicago alderman) and
Gradel detail everything from 19th-century vote fraud to modern lobbying, and estimate that
public corruption costs Illinois taxpayers about $500 million per year (lllinoisans have
nation’s lowest trust in state government by far). (Context from the book is cited in analysis,
e.g., lllinois’ third-highest federal conviction rate 1976-2012 (lllinois and integrity: a strange
tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity), and observations on the machine culture
(lllinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity).)

University of Illinois at Chicago Anti-Corruption Reports (2009-2023). A series of reports
led by Dick Simpson. Notable entries include “The Depth of Corruption in Illlinois” (2009)
and annual updates. For example, Anti-Corruption Report #5 (2012) titled “Chicago and
Ilinois, Leading the Pack in Corruption” provides statistics showing Chicago as the nation’s
corruption capital and Illinois among the top states (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois |
WTTW Chicago). The 2023 report (by Simpson’s successor) found Chicago #1 and Illinois #3
in corruption per capita, while also noting a decline in annual convictions in recent years
(Four-Peat: Chicago Ranks No. 1 In Corruption, Report Finds | Chicago News | WTTW) (Four-
Peat: Chicago Ranks No. 1 In Corruption, Report Finds | Chicago News | WTTW). These
reports (available via UIC Political Science department) are rich with data and analysis.

Better Government Association (BGA) - Investigative Articles and Historical Analyses.
The BGA, a watchdog organization founded in 1923, has a wealth of resources. “A Short
History of Corruption in Illinois” on WTTW (2020) by BGA’s editor outlines major scandals
from 1970-2020 (A Short History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago) (A Short History
of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). The BGA website also hosts investigations into
contemporary issues (like lobbying loopholes, patronage in state hiring, etc.) and tools for
citizens (e.g., guides to FOIA, databases of public salaries (History - Better Government
Association) (History - Better Government Association)).

Illinois Campaign for Political Reform / Reform for Illinois — Reports. This honpartisan
group (founded by the late U.S. Sen. Paul Simon) has published reports on campaign
finance, lobbyist influence, and ethics. For instance, their analysis of Illinois’ 2013
campaign finance data helped highlight the dominance of a few big donors and was cited in
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arguments for reform. Their joint statements with other groups, like the 2025 “Good
government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform” press release after the
Madigan verdict (Good government groups renew calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint
statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE lllinois) (Good government groups renew calls
for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE Illinois),
provide insight into current reform advocacy.

Center for Public Integrity — State Integrity Investigation (2012) & Related Articles.
Ilinois was part of a 50-state review of transparency and anti-corruption measures in 2012,
where it surprisingly got a “C” grade (11th best) despite its reputation, due to having many
laws on the books (lllinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public
Integrity). The methodology and findings are detailed on stateintegrity.org. Additionally, the
CPl article “Illinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix” (2014) explores the paradox
of Ilinois passing reforms yet remaining corrupt, with quotes from experts about cultural
attitudes (lllinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity)
(ILlinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity).

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) - Press Releases and Histories. The FBI Chicago
field office has summaries of major operations (Greylord, Silver Shovel, Family Secrets,
etc.) on its website. For example, the FBI’s description of Operation Greylord highlights it as
“one of the most important cases in the annals of public corruption investigations” (A Short
History of Corruption in Illinois | WTTW Chicago). Reading these summaries and related DOJ
press releases (e.g., the 2020 ComEd deferred prosecution agreement) gives a primary-
source view of how schemes were executed and prosecuted.

Academic Studies on Corruption’s Impact: Two oft-cited studies: (a) Liu, Cheol & John L.
Mikesell (2014) - examined corruption convictions and state spending, finding a corruption
“tax” on state budgets (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois |
WGLT) (How does corruption impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). (b) Glaeser,
Edward & Raven Saks (2006) — analyzed corruption and city growth, using Chicago as a
case; they discuss how corruption can hinder economic development. Also, a 2018 study
by the University of Illinois’ Institute of Government and Public Affairs looked at the
relationship between corruption convictions and state economic performance, reinforcing
that high-corruption states tend to have fiscal stress.

Notable Media Investigations and Books: “Boss” by Mike Royko (1971) — a classic
biography of Mayor Richard J. Daley that provides insight into the Chicago Machine and its
patronage operations, essentially a blueprint of institutional corruption (though written in a
lively journalistic style). “Pay to Play” by James Merriner (2008) — chronicles Illinois
governors and their scandals, from Len Small to Blagojevich. The Chicago Tribune and Sun-
Times archives are treasure troves: e.g., Tribune’s coverage of the Paul Powell shoebox
scandal (1970) (lllinois and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public
Integrity), the Sun-Times Mirage Tavern sting series (1978) (A Short History of Corruption in
IWinois | WTTW Chicago), Tribune reporter John Kass’s columns coining “The Combine” (to
describe the bipartisan collusion in Illinois). More recently, the Chicago Tribune’s “City Hall
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corruption tracker” and WBEZ Chicago Public Radio’s podcasts (like “Public Official A,”
detailing the Blagojevich case) are excellent resources.

¢ Government Reports and Audits: The Illinois Auditor General’s special audits (e.g., after
the Secretary of State licenses-for-bribes scandal) and the Illinois General Assembly’s
transcripts for debates on ethics bills provide primary documentation of reform efforts. For
example, the 2009 Illinois House debates on the campaign finance bill reveal lawmakers
grappling with how to limit contributions post-Blagojevich (available in the House Journal
archives). The 2021 report of the Illinois Legislative Inspector General (Carol Pope) before
resigning is a candid account of the office’s limitations (Good government groups renew
calls for meaningful ethics reform in joint statement on the Madigan verdict - CHANGE
Ilinois). Chicago’s Inspector General reports (annual and quarterly) detail investigations
into city corruption and are publicly available, offering a granular look at issues like the
overtime abuse, bribe solicitation by inspectors, etc., that often mirror state problems.

These references collectively provide a comprehensive view of Illinois corruption — from historical
narratives and investigative exposés to hard data and reform proposals. They are invaluable for
anyone seeking to understand the depth of the issue, evaluate past reform efficacy, or draw lessons
for the future. (Many are accessible online through libraries, official websites, or media archives.
The citations in this report [in brackets] point to specific excerpts for quick reference.)

10. Final Summary

Illinois’s century-long struggle with political corruption is a sobering tale of power, greed, and
accountability (or the lack thereof). From the Prohibition era — when gangsters and political bosses
struck illicit deals — to the modern day of sophisticated bribery schemes and patronage politics, the
forms of corruption may have evolved, but the underlying challenge remains: ensuring public
officials serve the public interest, not their own.

Several major themes emerge from this analysis. First, corruption in Illinois became
institutionalized through political machines and patronage networks, creating a culture that
normalized unethical behavior. This culture proved remarkably persistent, passed down from the
ward bosses of old Chicago to the statehouse power brokers of recent times.

Second, corruption has had tangible consequences - not just a parade of convictions, but real
costs to citizens. It siphoned off public funds, contributed to Illinois’s financial woes (from costly
contracts to a $140+ billion pension crisis), and undermined trust in government. By one estimate,
corruption has effectively cost Illinois taxpayers half a billion dollars per year (lllinoisans have
nation’s lowest trust in state government by far). That is money that could have repaired roads,
educated children, or kept taxes lower, but instead was lost to graft and inefficiency.

Third, Illinois has not been passive in the face of corruption. Scandals have prompted waves of
reforms —from the 1970 constitution’s new controls after the Orville Hodge theft (The 12 Most
Corrupt Public Officials In Illinois History: Orville Hodge — NBC Chicago), to post-Watergate
sunshine laws, to the first campaign finance limits after Blagojevich’s arrest (press-release). These
measures often came reactively, as a “barn door” response to the latest horse that bolted (lllinois
and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity). They have created layers
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of oversight and stricter rules that give Illinois a robust legal framework on paper. However,
enforcement and political will have been inconsistent, meaning loopholes and workarounds
persist. True reform in Illinois has been slow and incremental — two steps forward, one step back.

Fourth, external oversight has been crucial. Many corruption cases were cracked not by state
insiders but by investigative journalists and federal prosecutors armed with wiretaps and grand
juries. This highlights that transparency and independent checks (whether through media,
watchdog groups, or federal authorities) are vital to complement internal state efforts. It’s telling
that Illinoisans often pin their hopes on the U.S. Attorney’s Office to “clean house,” indicating a lack
of confidence in state institutions policing themselves.

As of today, Illinois stands at a potential turning point. With the old political guard changing —the
unseating of a once-invincible Speaker and the impending retirement of the longest-serving
alderman due to indictment —there is an opening for cultural change in government. Public
awareness and intolerance of corruption are at peak levels, as evidenced by polls showing
Ilinoisans rank corruption as a top issue and have the nation’s lowest trust in their state
government (Illinoisans have nation’s lowest trust in state government by far) (How does corruption
impact democracy? Take a look at Illinois | WGLT). In a sense, the people of Illinois are not cynical in
the sense of giving up; they are angry and vocal, which can be a catalyst for reform.

The future outlook for Illinois corruption control is cautiously optimistic. Opportunities include
enacting stalled reforms (like empowering the inspector general and closing ethics loopholes),
leveraging technology for transparency, and continuing to support strong prosecution of
wrongdoing. The trajectory of corruption convictions, interestingly, has been downward in the past
decade (Four-Peat: Chicago Ranks No. 1 In Corruption, Report Finds | Chicago News | WTTW),
which could indicate progress — though whether that’s due to cleaner governance or simply fewer
resources for investigation is debatable.

Key takeaways from Illinois’s experience:

¢ Institutional culture matters: Laws alone are not enough if the prevailing norms accept
corruption. Changing that culture requires leadership by example (officials who adhere to
and champion ethics) and education.

e Accountability mechanisms must be truly independent: Illinois’ habit of self-policing
(e.g., legislative ethics commissions of legislators) was largely ineffective. Independent
oversight —whether an empowered |G or federal oversight —is crucial for credibility.

o Public vigilance is a driver: Without public outrage and pressure, political will for reform
wanes. Illinois has seen that sustained civic engagement (protests, petitions, media
coverage) is needed to keep reform momentum.

e Corruption’s effects are broad: It’s not just a criminal justice issue; it affects economic
growth, government performance, and even democratic participation. This makes anti-
corruption efforts integral to improving Illinois overall, not a side quest.

There remain lingering challenges. One is overcoming partisanship to implement reforms that
might disadvantage whoever is in power. Another is ensuring that reforms have follow-through —for
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example, it’s not enough to pass an ethics law; it must be funded and enforced year after year.
Additionally, Illinois must remain vigilant against new forms of corruption (for instance, if old-
school cash bribes are less common, pay-to-play might morph into lucrative job promises or shady
nonprofit contributions — areas laws need to catch up with).

Citizens, activists, and honest public servants have a shared mission going forward: to push Illinois
from its notorious past toward a more transparent and accountable future. This may involve
supporting reformist candidates, utilizing tools like FOIA to keep information flowing, and perhaps
most importantly, refusing to accept “business as usual.” The lesson of Illinois is that
complacency is corruption’s ally — only persistent effort yields change.

In conclusion, Illinois’ experience with political corruption over the last century is a cautionary saga
with hard-earned lessons. The state has been called a “laughingstock” for its corruption (lllinois
and integrity: a strange tale and curious mix — Center for Public Integrity), but it has also been a
laboratory of reform, showing both what can go wrong and how to respond. The challenge and
opportunity now is to apply those lessons boldly. If Illinois can couple its strong legal tools with a
revived ethical culture and rigorous enforcement, it can finally turn the page on an era of scandal.
The road to meaningful change is long, but the prize is worth it: a government that Illinoisans can
trust, and a political system where integrity is truly the norm, not the exception.
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