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From Hero
to Political
Hot Potato

m John Huang brought in
millions for the Democrats
while working to give
Asian Americans clout.
But now he is at the center
of a firestorm over the
influence of foreign money
in American campaigns.

By GLENN F. BUNTING

and K. CONNIE KANG
TIMES STAFF WRITERS

To Southern California’s Asian
American community, John Huang
was “something of a folk hero:
dignified, fluent in five Chinese
dialects, determined to help the
community increase its political
influence. “John rolled his sleeves
up and was willing to go out there
and raise money,” says former Los
Angeles Councilman Michael Woo.

To President Clinton and a cash-
craving Democratic Party, Huang
excelled at soliciting millions of
dollars while seeking no credit for
himself. “T'd Hke 1o thank my
jongtime friend John Huang for
being so effective,” Clinton told a
$1,000-per-plate gathering at the
Century City Plaza Hotel in July
that raised half a million dollars.
“Frankly, he's been so effective |
was amazed you were all cheering
for him tonight.”

And to members of indcnes:as
wealthy Riady family, whose
worldwide enterprises include the
Lippo Bank in Los Angeles, Huang
had a rare talent for opening doors
to the halls of power in Washing-
ton. He earned $879,000 in bonuses
from the Lippo Group when he left
in 1994 for a top Commerce De-
partment post, where he became
the Clinton administration’s high-
est-ranking Asian American.

Now Huang’s three roles have
placed him squarely at ground zero
of a firestorm over possibly illegal
fund-raising practices and the in-
fruence of foreign money on politi-
cal campaigns.

The soft-spoken, 51- year -old
Glendale man is emerging as the
unlikely central figure in a cam-
paign financing scandal that is
embarrassing the Democratic
Party on the eve of the presidential
eiection.

It was Huang, who after leaving
Commerce to become a Democratic
National Commiitee fund-raiser
last December, landed huge contri-
butions—$450,000 from an Indo-
nesian couple, $250,000 from a
South Korean company and
$140,000 from a gathering at a
Hacienda Heighis Buddhist tem-
ple-that are attracting heavy par-
tisan fire. Which of his roles was
Huang playing? How did he keep
separate the at times conflicting
interests. of the Asian Ameriean
community, Democratic Party and
foreign businesses?

Huang, who i3 being removed
from his fund-raising duties, is not
available for interviews. But Re-
publican leaders, citing reports of
at least $840,000 in possibly illegal
contributions generated by Huang,
suggest that he may be responsible
for a campaign fund-raising scan-
dal of historic proportions.

“I can imagine no greater danger
than foreigners' trying Lo buy ac-
cess to the government,” House
Speaker Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.}
said this week. “To see the pattern

. you just have to understand
that there is an Indonesian named
Riady who placed a person in our
goverament named John Huang
who then broke theé law by asking
people to make illegal contribu-
tions.”

No one at the White House now
wants to acknowledge so much.as
contact with Huang, let alone
sponsorship of him. In a typical
comment, senior presidential advi-
sor Ceorge Stephanopoulos, who
was also a top aide in the 1992
Clinton eampaign, said: “I never
met him, don’t know him.”

Without exception, dozens of
Asian American leaders and entre-
preneurs interviewed about Huang
in Washington and Los Angeles
said they could not imagine how
such a warm and humble person
who spoke less than smooth Eng-
tioh pontld heeome the focus of a

national controversy.

“1 just think the world of the
guy,” said Rep. Robert T. Matsui
(D-Sacramento}, who has known
Huang for more than a decade.
“You wonder how in the hell this
could have happened to him.”

Some in the Asian American
community go further, quietly
concluding that Huang has become
a scapegoat, unfairly targeted be-
cause he was so suecessful in
blazing a trail for their interests.

uang (pronounced Wong),

was born in China and raised
in Taiwan, where he graduated
from the Tatung Institute of Tech-
nology in I967. He served ag a
reserve duty officer—a second
lieutenant in Taiwan's air force—
before tmrmgral;mg fo the United
States, where he attended the Uni-
versity of Connecticut in 1969 and
1970, earning a master’s in
business.

He spent seven years at Ameri-
can Security Bank in Washington,
starting as trainee and working his
way up to assistant vice presxdent.
After a series of bariking jobs in
Kentucky, Tennessee and Hong
Kong, he joined the Lippo Group, a
vast financial enterprise headed by
Indonesian businessman Mochtar
Riady, in 1985 4s executive vice
president of its world bankmg umt
in Hong Kong

Huang rose quickly in the Lippo
corporate family. In 1986, he
moved to Los Angeles Lo serve as
president and chief operating offi-
cer of Lippo Bank of Los Angeles,
owned by Mochtar's son James
Riady.

¢ joined the Clinton adminis-

fration in 1994 as a deputy
assistant secretary of Commerce, a
position he heid for a year and a
half before becoming a DNC fund-
raiser based in Washington.

In the current swirl of contro-
vergy, it is difficult to trace who
sponsored Hoang’s move from the
private sector to a top government
policy position. Some accounts
have credited the Riady family’s
close ties with Clinton for Huang’s
eventual move to the Commerce
Department.

Riady has made no public com-
ment sinee the controversy
erupted, and inside the White
House, no one is stepping forward
as Huang's patron. Some adminis-
tration officials are passing credit
to Ronald H. Brown. the former

Commerce secretary who died in a
plane crash earlier this year.

Huang lives in a hillside home in
Glendale with' his wife and two
sons, who attend public school. He
wears Brooks Brothers-style suits,
drives a white Mercedes and plays
an occasionzl round of goif.

One of his neighbors i Lily Lee
Chen, ‘the former Monterey Park
mayor, The Lwo prominent Chinese
Americans became friends, sharing
an interest in -politics and Asian
American issues.

By the late 1980s, Huang became
active in politics and began raising
money for. elected officials, ac-
quaintances said.- In 1990, then-
California Assembly Speaker Wil-
lie Brown appointed Huang to'the
California World Trade Commis-
gion, which promotes trade of state
products overseas.

California election records show
that Huang contributed $34,700 to
various candidates from 1989 to
1994. 1t wasn't until last year that
Huang registered as a Democrat,
according to voter records. Barlier,
his party reglstrat:on was listed. as
“decline to state.”

In 1992, Huang orgamzed' a
fund-raiser for Clinton at the Sam
Woo Seafood restaurant in- San
Gabriel that generated $250,000.
The event marked the first time
that a large number of Los An-
geles-area Asian Americans bad
come . together in one room to
demonstrate their political clout in
support of a presidential candidate.

Political clout, Huang came to
believe;, had eluded the grasp of
Asian Americans for far too long.

Thomas T. Chan, chairman of Chi-
pese Americans United for -

Empowerment, remembers a stir-
ring speech that Huang delivered

“to the organization {wo years ago.
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“‘Pon’t just make money,
Chan quoted Huang ds saying.
*'Get involved. Thig is your coun-
try.’ »”

Huang encouraged the gathering
of influential Chinese - American
business executives and profes-
sionals to learn political effective-
ness from the Jews. “You will find
a Jewish person in every adminis-
tration, every department,” Huang
reportedly said, “And they earned
it.”

As a Commmerce Department of-
ficial working in the arena of
international economic policy,
Huang expressed frustration that
Astan Americans did not exert




where they remained a smali pres-
ence in spite of their increasingly
large monetary contributions to
both the Republican and Demo-
cratic parties.

Huang sought to change all that.

Political fund-raiging has be-
come an increasingly ethnic pur-
suit. Greek Americans contributed
heavily to Democratic presidential
nominee Michael 8. Dukakis in
1988, Republicans have harvested
big meney in Miami’'s Cyban
American community. i

Huang, as a DNC fund-raiser,
focused on Asian Americans.
Leaders and entrepreneurs in the
Los Angeles Asian American com-
munity marveled at his ability to
coax money oul of residents of
Japanese, Chinese, Korean and Vi-
etnamese descent. .

Los Angeles attorney Michael
Yamaki, a former city police com-
missioner and a Japanese Ameri-
can, said he was impressed that
Huang made special efforts to seek
him out. *“That is a rarity in politics.
Some people don’t want to expand
out to other groups. They want o
keep all of the access to them-
selves.”

Chan, founding partner of the
nation’s est Chinese American
law firm, is a mﬁm but ke
has supported many of Huang’s
Democratic causes.

“Republicans, Democrats and
independents {of Chinese ancestry]
value John because of the kind of
person he is,” Chan said. :

‘Huang appealed lo Asian sen-
gibilities by remaining faithful to
his heritage—always considerate,
slow to speak and modest. His
ability to speak dialects including
Mandarin and Cantonese was also
important. .

His low-key manner also
worked to his benefit. At banquets
in fancy Washington and Los An-
geles hotels, Huang liked to sit in
the back with the hotel staffers to
make sure the guests’ needs were
attended to. Several people said in
interviews that they contributed to
Clinton through Huang without
being specifically asked to donate.

In his 10 months as a fuli-time
DNC fund-raiser, Huang is re-
ported to have solicited up to
$5 million for the party. '

Stewart Kwoh, president of the
Agian Pacific American Legal Cen-
ter of Southern California, says
Huang was irying to raise Asian
Americans’ profile in Washington:
“He was trying to tie together and
mobilize the Asian American com-
murnity in the campaign and have.
that campaign recognized and vai-
ued in the next administration.”
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ut the nimble-footed Huang

may have stumbled over U.S.
laws governing political contribu-
tions from foreigners. Foreign
companies and citizens may not
give money to US. parties or
candidates. Foreign citizens living
fegally iri the United States may
contribute, however, as can US.
subsidiaries of foreign corpora-
tions, provided that the contribu-
tioris were earned in American
operations.
 Huang solicited $250,000 from a
South Korean company named
Cheong Am America Inc. The DNC
returned the donation when The
Times revealed that the company
di¢ no business in the United
States, making the contribution
illegal. :

And it was Huang who arranged
$450,000 in contributions from an
Indonesian couple who donated
some of the money while they lived
in the Washington area as immi-
grants and continied to contribute
after returning to their home coun-
try, also raising questions of legal-
ity. ) :

When Huang became a DNC
funid-raiser, he had the advantage
of 18 months of experience at the
Commerce Department, where he
had served as deputy assistant
secretary for international éco-
nomic policy. A Commerce spokes-
woman said he was mostly a paper
shuffier who handied ‘administra-
tive and personnel responsibilities.

But he was no stranger to-the
rarefied atmosphere of the Oval
Office. He and James Riady, the
owner of Los Angeles-based Lippo
‘Bank and son of Mochtar Riady,
met privately twice with Clinton in
April 1993 and September 1995,
according to an internal search of
White House records. Administra-
tion officials characterized the ses-
gion as primarily social visits,

One source, who has been in-
volved in Asian political fund-
raising, said it appeared Lippo
Bank, including James Riady, was
making a strategic effort to form an
alliance with powerful Democrats.
This source suggested that the
Riady family was simply doing the
same thing in the United States
that it does back in Indonesia:
currying favor with top govern-
ment officials.

hen Huang arrived at the

Commerce Department, he
had just received a golden hand-
shake worth about $379,000 from
the Lippo Group, according to fi-
nancial disclosure statements that
he filed.

In his Commerce post, Huang
had lop-secret security clearance,
which gave him access to embassy
cables, intelligence reports and
classified information that is used
to develop U.S. trade policy. This
ineludes the government's posi-
tions in active negotiations, discus-
sions about trade sanctions and the
activities of foreign governments
and foreign competitors.

Such information, which is sup-
posed to be kept confidential, could
be of tremendous benefit for a
company like Lippo “to learn about
projects or competitions in their
countries where there might be an
American competitor,” said
Thomas Duesterberg, a senior fel-
low at the Hudson Institute, a
conservative -think tank, who
served as assistant secretary. of
Commerce for international eco-
nomic policy from 1989 to 1993.

A current Commerce official said
in an interview that Huang was in
a “perfect position io influence
U.S.-Indonesta policy. He got all of
the information; he had access to
CIA information. He was in a
position to influence the State De-
partment,” the official said.

No evidence has surfaced to
indicate that Huang misused his
position. Anne Luzzatto, spokes-
woman for the Commerce Depart-
ment, denied that Huang had any
role in arranging trade missions to
Indonesia or anywhere else in Asia,
aithough. she said he did take two
official trips to ‘Taiwan. Policy
affecting the rest of Asia was
handied by a department under-
secretary, Luzzatto said. “Nothing
that we have learned indicates that
he was in a position to- influence
U.S. policy toward Indonesia,” she
said, Luzzatio acknowledged that
there was a upit handling Asian
and Pacific affairs under Huang.
but she said his only role in that
unit would have been on adminis-
trative matters, such as personnel
and budget.

n response to writfen queries,

Huang replied in writing to
whether he had any involvement
with Lippo while at Commerce: “1
scrupulously avoided any contact
‘with any Commerce Department
matters involving Lippo.”

The brewing scandal surround-
ing Huang has angered many
Asian Americans in Southern Cali-
fornia, who point out that their
community is being tainted by

ted references to the so-
cailed Asian connection. h

“This was a coming-out party
for Asian Americans, and they're
turning it into a controversy,”
Chan said. “We just hope that this
doesn’t negatively affect the Asian
American community and its in-

yolvement in the political process,

both in regards to voling and
contributing financially to candi-
dates.” )

- Bunting reported from Washington
and Kang from Los Angeies. Timeos
stafl writers Rich Connell, Evelyn
kritani, Maggie Farey, Paul Jacobs,
Alan C. Miller, John M. Broder and
Janat Hook also contributed to this



