
 

 

 

June 8, 2015 

 

President Barack Obama 

The White House 

1600 Pennsylvania Ave NW 

Washington DC 20500 

 

Dear Mr. President: 

 

The Project On Government Oversight is a nonpartisan independent watchdog that champions 

good government reforms. POGO’s investigations into corruption, misconduct, and conflicts of 

interest achieve a more effective, accountable, open, and ethical federal government.  

 

We are writing to request that you ask Mary Jo White to step down as Chair of the Securities and 

Exchange Commission (SEC), and that you designate a new head of the agency.   

 

As a candidate for office, you said you would “make it absolutely clear that working in an 

Obama administration is not about serving your former employer, your future employer or your 

bank account—it’s about serving your country, and that’s what comes first.”
1
 As President, 

you’ve pledged to “close the ‘revolving door’ that carries special interest influence in and out of 

the government.”
2
 

 

Unfortunately, White’s tenure as SEC Chair has allowed the revolving door between Washington 

and Wall Street to remain wide open.  

 

When you nominated White to head the SEC, we raised concerns about her recent history 

representing powerhouse Wall Street firms such as JPMorgan and UBS.
3
 We warned that she 

would have to either 1) recuse herself from overseeing former clients, making her an ineffective 

agency leader, or 2) be allowed to work on SEC matters that affect those clients, despite the 

obvious conflict of interest. 

 

We’re sorry to say that our predictions have come true. Since joining your Administration, White 

has had to sit on the sidelines when the SEC took action in high-profile cases against JPMorgan 
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and Bank of America because of her potential conflicts.
4
 As of February 2015, White had 

recused herself from more than 48 enforcement actions, according to The New York Times—

including at least 10 cases where the company or individual under investigation was represented 

by her husband’s law firm.
5
 

 

Meanwhile, White has been granted waivers from the ethics pledge you asked your appointees to 

sign. Those waivers allowed her to oversee her former client, Credit Suisse, after the Swiss bank 

pleaded guilty to helping U.S. taxpayers file false tax returns over the course of several decades.
6
 

 

Now that her cooling off period has expired under the ethics pledge, White won’t even need a 

waiver to oversee her former Wall Street clients. Meanwhile, the SEC under White’s tenure has 

with few exceptions continued to appoint representatives of Wall Street to some of the agency’s 

top positions. Just last month, the SEC named a senior Goldman Sachs lawyer as the agency’s 

chief of staff.
7
 

 

This isn’t just a technical ethics issue. White’s views have often aligned with those of her former 

Wall Street clients, showing how the revolving door can also lead to regulatory capture. Earlier 

this year, she defended the agency’s long-standing practice of issuing enforcement waivers and 

exemptions to firms charged with wrongdoing.
8
 Former clients of White, such as UBS and 

JPMorgan, have received these waivers even when they were accused of repeatedly violating the 

same provisions of the securities laws.
9
 SEC Commissioner Kara Stein—who doesn’t have a 

history of representing Wall Street—has warned that some big banks are becoming “too big to 

bar” as a result of these waivers.
10
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To be sure, White’s tenure hasn’t been all bad news. We appreciate her efforts to require more 

admissions of wrongdoing by banks and other companies charged with violating the securities 

laws, as well as her statements in support of industry whistleblowers.
11

  

 

But at a time when public trust in government is at an all-time low, we deserve a cop on the beat 

who can protect our interests with no strings attached. As long as White continues to serve as 

SEC Chair, there will always be an appearance that she is going easy on the Wall Street titans 

she used to represent. 

 

We urge you to uphold the promise of your Administration’s ethics pledge by slowing the 

revolving door between Washington and Wall Street and naming an SEC Chair, such as 

Commissioner Stein, who can provide real accountability and help restore the public’s trust. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Danielle Brian 

Executive Director 
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