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WASHINGTON -- Last summer, Philip Anschutz, chairman of Qwest Communications International Inc., wanted to defeat legislation that could have prevented his company from expanding overseas. But the billionaire investor, who shuns publicity, preferred to keep a low profile. 

Enter Thomas Donohue, president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Mr. Donohue, who considered Mr. Anschutz a potential $1 million donor to the chamber, eagerly proposed a solution: His organization would step up its efforts to derail the legislation, and it would keep Mr. Anschutz and his associates fully informed. 

It wasn't the first time Mr. Donohue had helped a corporate chieftain out of a jam. By selectively offering such personalized assistance, the 62-year-old executive has transformed the way the nation's flagship business organization does business. Since taking over the U.S. Chamber of Commerce four years ago, he has more than doubled the group's fund-raising tally to $100 million annually. His most striking innovation has been to offer individual companies and industries the chance to use the chamber as a means of anonymously pursuing their own political ends. 

Internal chamber documents reviewed by The Wall Street Journal show that the organization has created several special accounts to take in money for projects on behalf of individual companies or groups of companies with a common policy goal. In some cases, the money is spent just days after it comes in the door. The chamber, like many nonprofit organizations, isn't required to report the sources of its funding, which makes it an attractive vehicle for those such as Mr. Anschutz who sometimes like to operate under the radar. Mr. Anschutz couldn't be reached for comment. 

Mr. Donohue, who is 62 years old, defends the chamber's special projects, saying all of them are consistent with the organization's pro-business mission and its role as an advocate for the American business community at large. And, he adds, none of them conflict with the interests of any of the chamber's 150,000 dues-paying member companies. "The chamber is not for sale," Mr. Donohue says, though he adds that he is constantly marketing its lobbying and legal services to companies who could use them. 

Many companies are buying. Last fall, for example, Wal-Mart Stores Inc., DaimlerChrysler AG, Home Depot Inc. and the American Council of Life Insurers all kicked in $1 million each for one of the chamber's special projects: a TV and direct-mail advertising campaign aimed at helping elect business-friendly judges. The participants had all been targets of costly lawsuits, and the chamber's campaign gave them a way to fight back -- without disclosing their identities. That allowed them, among other things, to avoid attracting the attention of the nation's trial lawyers, who were spending millions of their own to help elect plaintiff-friendly judges. 

Wal-Mart spokesman Tom Williams says his company joined the campaign because "we're always looking for ways to drive down costs for our business and save money for our customers." He says that the fact that Wal-Mart's sponsorship of the ads wouldn't be made public didn't figure into its decision. Nor did the prospect of anonymity sway the ACLI, says Phil Anderson, a spokesman for the Washington-based trade group. Rather, he says, the group wanted to "get people to make different political decisions" and "fix" the legal system. 

"Finally," says Mr. Donohue, the "business community is finding out" that class-action lawsuits are "sucking the vitality out of their ability to develop products and do business" without ending up in court. "And somebody -- thank you very much -- was smart enough to organize" the campaign. 

Although Mr. Donohue promised contributors anonymity in the effort, some balked. General Motors Corp., which contributed $250,000 to defeat product-liability legislation, "told them that our [money] cannot be used in judicial races," says GM spokesman William H. Noack. "We did not think it was appropriate," because GM doesn't typically contribute such "soft money" to political campaigns. 

Still, Mr. Donohue raised more than $5 million for judicial campaign ads in Michigan, Mississippi, Ohio, Indiana and Alabama. Many of the targeted judges had rendered verdicts against one or more of the companies contributing to the effort. In Mississippi, where the chamber spent about $1 million on the state's Supreme Court elections, it still is engaged in a court battle to protect the identities of its donors. 

In mid-September, a few weeks after the money earmarked for the judicial races starting rolling in, Bruce Josten, one of Mr. Donohue's closest colleagues, approached more than a dozen pharmaceutical companies. He asked them each to pony up a sizable sum of money to run a separate set of ads under the chamber's banner. The idea was to help defend the views of GOP candidates that sided with the industry in the debate over a Medicare prescription-drug benefit. 

At the time, Democrats were pounding Republican candidates and the drug industry for not supporting the initiative, which could have lowered drug prices as well as drug-company profits. The industry, arguing that the legislation would kill its incentives to invest in new drugs, struck back, launching a series of ads through its trade group. But many GOP leaders considered the ads ineffective. Mr. Josten says he offered drug-company executives a "better messenger" -- the chamber. The idea that the chamber would seem to be a less self-interested spokesman than the drug trade association wasn't a "tough sell," he adds. 

Eleven drug makers, including Merck & Co. and Bristol-Myers Squibb Co., contributed $1.22 million each to the campaign, internal chamber documents show. Schering-Plough Corp., which isn't a member of the chamber, chipped in a similar amount. The companies were asked to wire the money to the chamber, which, in turn, paid media-buying companies to place the TV ads under "the U.S. Chamber of Commerce" logo. The chamber collected a total of $15 million between Sept. 29 and Oct. 27, as the ads began airing. 

The pharmaceutical companies would neither confirm nor deny that they contributed to the campaign. Ronald Asinari, a spokesman for Schering-Plough says his company "supports programs that facilitate public debate of new ideas that best represent the company's point of view." 

GOP strategists say the chamber's ads helped Republican candidates -- Reps. Ernie Fletcher of Kentucky and Mike Rogers of Michigan, for example -- win in several House and Senate races where health care was a major issue. The ads also helped the candidates focus their own spending on other issues. 

Mr. Donohue says the chamber's political campaigns benefit all chamber members because the money is spent on pro-business initiatives. "We gave them a means to do this. We gave them a mechanism to do this. We showed them that we have the courage to do this," he says. As for the fund raising, says the sharp-tongued Brooklyn native, "I'm good for getting it." 

Indeed, fund raising has been an important part of Mr. Donohue's crusade to re-establish the chamber as an influential player here in Washington. The group's prestige reached its peak during the Reagan years, because of its zealous support for the president's supply-side economic program. But by the mid-1990s, the group's clout had waned. Many of its allies trace the low point to 1994, when Richard Lesher, Mr. Donohue's predecessor, endorsed Hillary Clinton's ill-fated national health-care program, sparking a revolt among his members. 

When Mr. Donohue, a former leader of the American Trucking Associations, took over the chamber in 1997 after Mr. Lesher's retirement, he pledged to dispel what he said was the chamber's image as "a sleeping giant, missing in action from many important battles." 

Over the next few years, he hired a stable of lobbyists, mainly Republican aides to the GOP-controlled Congress, and a new team of policy experts. During the same period, the chamber started to draw a growing percentage of its members and contributors from among the nation's biggest companies. Those companies helped the chamber raise $35 million in 2000 for general operations, up sharply from $3 million four years ago, and kicked in another $20 million for special projects. 

Mr. Donohue has benefited along the way. He says his salary this year will top $1 million, about twice that of his predecessor. The chamber also will spend another $1 million this year to lease and run the eight-seat private jet that it keeps at Mr. Donohue's disposal under terms of his contract. The executive, who rides around Washington in a chauffeured Lincoln, is known for throwing some of the city's most lavish parties on the chamber's behalf. At one recent fete at the National Building Museum, pop star Bruce Hornsby provided the entertainment. 

Late last year, Mr. Donohue landed a seat on the Qwest board and stock options in the company worth $750,000. He also sits on the boards of Sunrise Assisted Living Inc., XM Satellite Radio Holdings Inc. and Union Pacific Corp. "I operate at the same level as CEOs. They expect me to be on boards," Mr. Donohue says. 

Mr. Donohue feels he has become so visible that he pays security companies to sweep his house, office and business cars for wire-tapping devices as often as twice a year. He fears that trial lawyers or agents from China or Cuba might be trying to listen in on his conversations. 

Mr. Donohue says his plane and parties are little more than tools to help him raise more money and make the chamber the most powerful business lobby in town. "Are we more powerful? Damn right we are," he says. The chamber, he adds, continues to spend the vast majority of its money on bread-and-butter issues that appeal to most of its members: freer trade, lower taxes and regulatory and legal reform. But he makes no apologies for the group's aggressive efforts on behalf of some of its deepest-pocketed constituents. 

Take, for example, its service to Ford Motor Co. and other major auto makers in the wake of last year's recall of 6.5 million Firestone tires. Firestone tire failures on Ford Explorer vehicles had been implicated in the deaths of more than 100 Americans. The fatalities inspired a fervent crusade by GOP Sen. John McCain of Arizona, among others, for legislation to subject certain manufacturers of defective products to criminal penalties. 

The legislation could have exposed the auto makers to billions of dollars in new lawsuits and might have influenced product-liability cases in other industries. Mr. Josten, the chamber's executive vice president, reached out to the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, the Rubber Manufacturers Association, which represents tire makers, and lawyer Victor Schwartz, who represented tire maker Bridgestone-Firestone Inc., to develop a response. 

Mr. Josten and his collegues mounted a fierce lobbying effort against the McCain bill and helped convince their GOP allies in the House to introduce an alternative that provided business with far more protection from lawsuits. The alternative measure was signed into law by President Clinton six days before the 2000 election. 

The successful campaign was run out of the chamber's Institute for Legal Reform, which, according to internal documents, has received $250,000 from GM, $200,000 from Toyota Motor North America U.S.A. Inc., $150,000 from Ford and $50,000 from DaimlerChrysler. Ford felt it would be "more effective to work with a broad-based coalition of companies" with common interests rather than on its own, says company spokeswoman Ellen Dickson. 

Several manufacturers and insurance companies also contributed to the Institute for Legal Reform. Wal-Mart and insurer Aegon USA Inc., for instance, each kicked in $1 million, while State Farm Mutual Automobile Insurance Cos. contributed $500,000. Sen. McCain credited the institute with persuading GOP senators to keep his bill from ever reaching the floor. 

Around the same time, the chamber's campaign on behalf of Mr. Anschutz was in full swing. It was urging lawmakers to reject a bill introduced by Sen. Fritz Hollings, a South Carolina Democrat, that would have barred partially [Bstate-owned foreign companies, such as Deutsche Telekom AG, from merging with a U.S. telecom firm. Mr. Anschutz's Qwest was among several companies that had expressed interest in merging with Deutsche Telekom. 

At first, Mr. Donohue's decision to oppose the legislation "raised a lot of eyebrows" at the chamber, says one of the organization's senior officials. The chamber typically avoids taking a position that could hurt any of its members, and cross-border telecom mergers were likely to produce both winners and losers. But Mr. Donohue says he felt that global expansion was good for the entire telecom industry, not just the handful of companies involved in the Deutsche Telekom talks. 

For help, Mr. Donohue approached the companies involved in the talks. Deutsche Telekom rebuffed his appeal for a donation. But VoiceStream Wireless, which was in advanced negotiations with the German company, agreed to join the chamber and gave it $100,000. Qwest joined, too, and kicked in $100,000. Spokesmen for both companies said their contributions weren't related to the lobbying campaign. 

In early October, Mr. Donohue got AFL-CIO chief John Sweeney to join him at a news conference to denounce the legislation as bad for the U.S. economy. That left the measure as good as dead. Deutsche Telekom completed its merger with VoiceStream earlier this year. 

Mr. Donohue is still hoping to talk $1 million out of Mr. Anschutz and dozens of other business leaders. "We're only about a third of the way of where we are going to get before I get out of here," says Mr. Donohue. "We're going to get bigger [and] stronger." 

