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former House employee Mr. Sean O’Brien, as the Board determined that release was mandated 
by the Resolution and House rules.  
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OFFICE OF CONGRESSIONAL ETHICS 
UNITED STATES HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 

REPORT 
 

Review No. 13-2411 

The Board of the Office of Congressional Ethics (the “Board”), by a vote of no less than four 
members, on May 31, 2013, adopted the following report and ordered it to be transmitted to the 
Committee on Ethics of the United States House of Representatives.    

SUBJECT:  Mr. Sean O’Brien 

NATURE OF THE ALLEGED VIOLATION:  Sean O’Brien accepted travel expenses for a trip 
to Turkey in August 2008 that the American-Turkish Coalition and the Turkish Coalition of 
America (“TCA”) co-sponsored.  TCA retained a lobbyist.  The pre-travel disclosure form that 
the co-sponsors filed with the House of Representatives certified that TCA did not retain a 
lobbyist.  Mr. O’Brien relied on the co-sponsors’ certification that TCA did not retain a lobbyist 
and received the travel expenses.          

If Mr. O’Brien received travel expenses for a multiple-day trip from an entity that retained a 
lobbyist, he may have violated House rules. 

RECOMMENDATION:  The Board recommends that the Committee on Ethics further review 
the allegation above because there is substantial reason to believe that although Mr. O’Brien did 
not knowingly accept, he nevertheless received, an impermissible gift proscribed by House rules.     

VOTES IN THE AFFIRMATIVE:  4 

VOTES IN THE NEGATIVE:  2    

ABSTENTIONS:  0     

MEMBER OF THE BOARD OR STAFF DESIGNATED TO PRESENT THIS REPORT TO 
THE COMMITTEE ON ETHICS:  Omar S. Ashmawy, Staff Director and Chief Counsel. 
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OFFICE OF CONGRESSIONAL ETHICS 
UNITED STATES HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 

 
FINDINGS OF FACT AND CITATIONS TO LAW 

Review No. 13-2411 

On May 31, 2013, the Board of the Office of Congressional Ethics (the “Board”) adopted the 
following findings of fact and accompanying citations to law, regulations, rules, and standards of 
conduct (in italics).   
 
The Board notes that these findings do not constitute a determination that a violation actually 
occurred.       
 

I. INTRODUCTION  

1. The American-Turkish Council (“ATC”) invited Sean O’Brien to attend a 
congressional staff trip to Turkey in 2008. 

2. ATC provided a pre-travel disclosure form to Mr. O’Brien that listed the Turkish 
Coalition of America (“TCA”) as a co-sponsor.  Despite the fact that TCA retained a 
lobbyist, the form certified that the co-sponsors did not retain a lobbyist. 

3. Mr. O’Brien attended the trip that was financed by TCA.  However, as described in 
the Board’s findings below, there is no evidence that Mr. O’Brien knew that TCA 
retained a lobbyist. 

4. The Board finds that Mr. O’Brien relied on the co-sponsors’ pre-travel disclosure 
form in good faith.  

5. Nevertheless, pursuant to precedent of the Committee on Ethics, a person’s ignorance 
of the true source of travel expenses is not an absolute shield from liability for receipt 
of travel expenses from an improper source. 

A. Summary of Allegations  

6. Mr. O’Brien may have violated House rules by receiving travel expenses for a multiple-
day trip from an entity that retained a lobbyist. 

7. The Board recommends that the Committee on Ethics further review the allegation above 
because there is substantial reason to believe that although Mr. O’Brien did not 
knowingly accept, he nevertheless received, an impermissible gift proscribed by House 
rules. 
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B. Jurisdictional Statement  

8. The allegations that are the subject of this review concern Sean O’Brien1, Chief of Staff 
for Representative Bill Foster.2  The Resolution the United States House of 
Representatives adopted creating the Office of Congressional Ethics (“OCE”) directs 
that, “[n]o review shall be undertaken . . . by the board of any alleged violation that 
occurred before the date of adoption of this resolution.”3 The House adopted this 
Resolution on March 11, 2008.  Because the conduct under review occurred after March 
11, 2008, the OCE has jurisdiction in this matter. 

C. Procedural History  

9. The OCE received a written request for a preliminary review in this matter signed by at 
least two members of the Board on January 25, 2013.  The preliminary review 
commenced on January 26, 2013.4  The preliminary review was scheduled to end on 
February 24, 2013. 

10. At least three members of the Board voted to initiate a second-phase review in this matter 
on February 22, 2013.  The second-phase review commenced on February 25, 2013.5  
The second-phase review was scheduled to end on April 10, 2013.   

11. The Board voted to extend the second-phase review for an additional period of fourteen 
days on March 22, 2013.  The second-phase review ended on April 24, 2013. 

12. The Board voted to refer the matter to the Committee on Ethics and adopted these 
findings on May 31, 2013.  

13. This report and findings were transmitted to the Committee on Ethics on June 13, 2013.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 On May 21, 2013, Mr. O’Brien called the OCE and stated that he planned to end his employment with the House 
of Representatives on May 28, 2013. On May 29, 2013, OCE staff spoke with Mr. O’Brien and requested written 
confirmation from the House of his last day of employment.  Although Mr. O’Brien indicated that he would provide 
such written confirmation by May 30, 2013, the OCE did not receive the confirmation. 
2 At the time of the trip in 2008, Mr. O’Brien was the Legislative Director of Representative Heath Schuler. 
3 H. Res. 895, 110th Cong. §1(e), as amended (the “Resolution’). 
4 A preliminary review is “requested” in writing by members of the Board of the OCE.  The request for a 
preliminary review is “received” by the OCE on a date certain.  According to the Resolution, the timeframe for 
conducting a preliminary review is thirty days from the date of receipt of the Board’s request. 
5 According to the Resolution, the Board must vote on whether to conduct a second-phase review in a matter before 
the expiration of the thirty-day preliminary review. If the Board votes for a second-phase, the second-phase begins 
when the preliminary review ends. The second-phase review does not begin on the date of the Board vote. 
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D. Summary of Investigative Activity 

14. The OCE requested and received documentary and, in some cases, testimonial 
information from the following sources: 

(1) Sean O’Brien; 

(2) ATC President; 

(3) ATC Executive Director; 

(4) ATC Government Affairs Director; 

(5) TCA President; 

(6) TCA Vice President; 

(7) TCA Attorney; 

(8) Former TCA Project Coordinator; and 

(9) Former TCA Lobbyist. 

II. THE TURKISH COALITION OF AMERICA HAD A REGISTERED LOBBYIST 
WHEN IT FINANCED THE CONGRESSIONAL STAFF TRIP TO TURKEY IN 
2008 

A. Laws, Regulations, Rules, and Standards of Conduct 

15. Pursuant to the House Rule 25, clause 5, an “employee of the House may not knowingly 
accept a gift from a registered lobbyist or agent of a foreign principal or from a private 
entity that retains or employs registered lobbyists or agents of a foreign principal except 
as provided in sub paragraph (3) of this paragraph.”6   

16. “A reimbursement (including payment in kind) to a Member, Delegate, Resident 
Commissioner, officer, or employee of the House for transportation, lodging, and related 
expenses for travel to a meeting, speaking engagement, factfinding trip, or similar event 
in connection with the duties of such individual as an officeholder shall be considered as 
a reimbursement to the House and not a gift prohibited by this clause when it is from a 
private source other than a registered lobbyist or agent of a foreign principal or a 
private entity that retains or employees registered lobbyists . . . . ”7 

17. One-Day Event Trip.  The sole exception to the general prohibition on accepting 
officially-connected travel from a private source that retains or employs lobbyists or 
agents of a foreign principal is for trips involving attendance at or participation in one-
day event (exclusive of travel time and an overnight stay).   

                                                 
6 House Rule 25, clause 5(a)(1)(A)(ii). 
7 House Rule 25, clause 5(b)(1) (emphasis added). 
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Under the rule, it is permissible for a Member or staff person to accept and meals related 
to a single night’s lodging and meals related to the trip, if offered by the trip sponsor. 
Members and staff must limit their involvement in connection with the event to a single 
calendar day, exclusive of travel time and an overnight stay. A Member or staff person 
may therefore attend only a single day of a multiple-day conference, forum, or other 
event that is being hosted primarily for individuals other than congressional invitees.8 

18. In the Report of the Committee on Standards of Official Conduct of the Investigation into 
Officially Connected Travel of House Members to Attend the Carib News Foundation 
Multi-National Business Conferences in 2007 and 2008 (“Carib News Report”), the 
Committee found that “[b]ecause [the Representative] did not have any knowledge of the 
true source of funding for these two trips, the Subcommittee does not find that he violated 
any law, House Rule, regulation, or any other standard of conduct. However, because he 
received impermissible gifts proscribed by House Rules, other remedies are necessary. 
[The Representative] should return or pay for any gifts or benefits he received that were 
impermissible.”9  

B. TCA Co-Sponsored a Congressional Staff Trip to Turkey in 2008 

19. TCA co-sponsored a congressional staff trip to Turkey from August 2, 2008 to August 
10, 2008 (“2008 Turkey Trip”).10  TCA “was founded in 2007 as an educational, 
charitable organization and works to [f]oster friendship, understanding and cooperation 
between the United States and Turkey . . . .”11  TCA donated approximately $35,000 to 
ATC to finance the 2008 Turkey Trip.12   

20. ATC is a trade association “dedicated to effectively strengthening US-Turkish relations 
through the promotion of commercial, defense, technology and cultural relations.”13  Its 
membership includes “US and Turkish companies, multinationals, nonprofit 
organizations and individuals with an interest in US-Turkish relations.”14 

21. ATC used TCA’s donation to pay for travel expenses of the congressional staff including 
transportation, meals, and lodging.15   

                                                 
8 House Ethics Manual (2008) at 92-93 (citing House Rule 25, clause 5(b)(1)(C) (emphasis in original)). 
9 Report of the Committee on Standards of Official Conduct of the Investigation into Officially Connected Travel of 
House Members to Attend the Carib News Foundation Multi-National Business Conferences in 2007 and 2008, Feb. 
25, 2010, at 172. 
10 Sean O’Brien Pre- and Post-Travel Disclosure Forms, amended and original (“Travel Disclosure Forms”) (Exhibit 
1 at 13-2411_0002). 
11 Turkish Coalition of America 2011 Annual Report 2, available at http://www.tc-
america.org/files/about/TCA_Annual_Report_2011.pdf. 
12 ATC Invoice for TCA (Exhibit 2 at 13-2411_0029-30); TCA Profit and Loss Detail (Exhibit 3 at 13-2411_0032). 
13 ATC Mission Statement and Overview, available at http://www.the-atc.org/data/aboutus/.  
14 Id.  
15 ATC Congressional Staff Trip 2008 Budget (Exhibit 4 at 13-2411_0034-37). 
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22. A total of thirteen individuals attended the trip:  six House staff members; two Senate 
staff members; two ATC staff members; one TCA staff member; and two representatives 
from ATC membership organizations (collectively, the “Delegation”).16 

23. The invitation for the trip that ATC sent to congressional staff stated that the trip was 
intended to provide “a unique opportunity for select Congressional Staff to gain personal 
insights about Turkey.”17 

24. Based on the evidence before the OCE, Mr. O’Brien accepted approximately $7,375 in 
travel expenses for the 2008 Turkey Trip.18 

C. TCA Retained a Lobbyist  

25. TCA retained an outside lobbyist from March 2008 to December 2008.19  The lobbyist 
worked for his own lobbying firm and filed his lobbyist registration on behalf of TCA on 
April 8, 2008 (effective registration date March 1, 2008).20  He filed his report 
terminating his lobbying registration for TCA on January 15, 2009 (effective termination 
date December 31, 2008).21  

26. Former TCA Lobbyist told the OCE that TCA hired him primarily to increase the number 
of Members of Congress on the Congressional Turkey Caucus.22  TCA President told the 
OCE that Former TCA Lobbyist was hired to educate TCA on how Congress functions 
and to provide opinions on legislation.23  He also stated that Former TCA Lobbyist 
advised him on how to encourage Members of Congress to join the Turkish Caucus.24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 ATC 2008 Congressional Staff Trip to Turkey Briefing Book (Exhibit 5 at 13-2411_0048). 
17 Draft Invitation Letter (Exhibit 6 at 13-2411_0123-24). 
18 Travel Disclosure Forms (Exhibit 1 at 13-2411_003). 
19 TCA Lobbyist LDA Registration and Termination Reports (Exhibit 7 at 13-2411_0126-29). 
20 Id. 
21 Id. 
22 Memorandum of Interview of Former TCA Lobbyist, March 13, 2013 (“Former TCA Lobbyist MOI”) (Exhibit 8 
at 13-2411_0132). 
23 Memorandum of Interview of TCA President MOI, March 7, 2013 (“TCA President MOI”) (Exhibit 9 at 13-
2411_0136). 
24 Id. 



CONFIDENTIAL  

Subject to the Nondisclosure Provisions of H. Res. 895 of the 110th Congress as Amended 

8 

 

D. TCA Did Not Disclose that it Retained a Lobbyist 

27. Although TCA retained a lobbyist at the time of the 2008 Turkey Trip, the pre-trip 
Private Sponsor Travel Certification Form that ATC submitted to House staff members 
for filing with the House Committee on Ethics certifies on question 9(b) that “the sponsor 
of the trip does not retain or employ a federally registered lobbyist or registered foreign 
agent.”25  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

28. The Private Sponsor Travel Certification Form was signed by ATC President.26  ATC 
President told the OCE that ATC Government Affairs Director prepared the travel 

                                                 
25 Travel Disclosure Forms (Exhibit 1 at 13-2411_0006). 
26 Id. at 13-2411_007. 
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disclosure form and ATC President reviewed and signed.27  He said that he thought the 
disclosure form was accurate and he did not know Former TCA Lobbyist.28 

29. ATC Government Affairs Director told the OCE that she checked the box on Question 
9(b) that indicated that the sponsors did not retain a federally registered lobbyist.  She 
stated that she likely asked the TCA Vice President whether TCA had a lobbyist.29  She 
does not know Former TCA Lobbyist.30 

30. On the contrary, TCA Vice President told the OCE that no one ever asked her whether 
TCA retained a lobbyist, including ATC Government Affairs Director.31  She also stated 
that she was not involved in the preparation of the pre-travel disclosure form and does not 
recall ever seeing the document.32    

31. The OCE asked TCA President, who hired Former TCA Lobbyist, about the Private 
Sponsor Certification Form.  He told the OCE that at the time of the 2008 Turkey Trip he 
never saw the Private Sponsor Travel Disclosure Form and he understood that ATC was 
responsible for filing the form and that TCA would be listed as a sponsor.33   

32. The pre-travel disclosure form that Mr. O’Brien filed with the House Ethics Committee 
asks “Did the trip sponsor answer ‘yes’ to Question 9(b) on The Trip Sponsor from (i.e., 
the travel is being sponsored by an entity that employs a lobbyist)?”  Mr. O’Brien 
checked the “No” box.  

33. When asked why he answered “No” to the question whether the sponsor retained a 
lobbyist, Mr. O’Brien told the OCE that he answered the question and did not ask ATC or 
TCA anything about it because they said they did not employ a lobbyist on the private 
sponsor form.34  He believed that he had the private sponsor certification form in his hand 
when he was completing the traveler form.35 

34. Mr. O’Brien told the OCE that he did not know Former TCA Lobbyist.36   

35. Former TCA Lobbyist told the OCE that he did not know Mr. O’Brien and does not 
recall ever communicating with him.37 

                                                 
27 Memorandum of Interview of ATC President, March 14, 2013 (Exhibit 14 at 13-2411_0156). 
28 Id. 
29 Memorandum of Interview of ATC Government Affairs Director, March 14, 2013 (“ATC Government Affairs 
Director MOI”) (Exhibit 10 at 13-2411_0142). 
30 Id. 
31 Memorandum of Interview of TCA Vice President, April 16, 2013 (Exhibit 11 at 13-2411_0145). 
32 Id. 
33 TCA President MOI (Exhibit 9 at 13-2411_0137). 
34 Memorandum of Interview of Sean O’Brien, March 20, 2013 (Exhibit 12 at 13-2411_0149). 
35 Id. 
36 Id. 
37 Former TCA Lobbyist MOI (Exhibit 8 at 13-2411_0132). 
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36. Former TCA Lobbyist was not involved in planning or organizing the 2008 Turkey Trip 
and he did not attend the 2008 Turkey Trip.38 

E. TCA Knew of the Potential House Rule Violation after the Trip 

37. TCA knew of the potential House Rule violation after the 2008 Turkey Trip.39 

38. According to TCA President, around November 2008, he learned during a casual 
conversation about ethics rules at a reception that TCA could not sponsor congressional 
trips if it had a lobbyist.40 

39. TCA President then asked TCA Attorney to research the issue of whether TCA could 
sponsor congressional trips.41  TCA President also notified Former TCA Lobbyist of the 
issue, which Former TCA Lobbyist had his attorneys research.42 

40. In December 2008, TCA Attorney determined that TCA could not retain lobbyists if it 
planned to conduct congressional trips.43   

41. With respect to the 2008 Turkey Trip, TCA Attorney contacted ATC’s attorney in 
January in 2009 and told her that TCA retained a lobbyist at the time that it sponsored the 
trip.44  They decided to alert the House Ethics Committee of the issue.45 

42. TCA Attorney stated that he called the House Ethics Committee on January 27, 2009, 
explained the issue with the 2008 Turkey Trip, and asked for advice on how to disclose 
and remedy the problem.46  He was told that he would receive a call back from the House 
Ethics Committee.47  When he did not receive a call, he assumed that the House Ethics 
Committee contacted ATC directly to resolve the problem.48  ATC Government Affairs 
Director stated that she did not have any contacts with the House Committee on Ethics 
following the trip.49 

43. TCA President did not notify Mr. O’Brien or any of the congressional staff who attended 
the 2008 Turkey Trip of the issue concerning the travel expenses.50  

 

                                                 
38 Id. 
39 TCA President MOI (Exhibit 9 at 13-2411_0137); Memorandum of Interview of TCA Attorney, March 8, 2013 
(“TCA Attorney MOI”) (Exhibit 13 at 13-2411_0153). 
40 TCA President MOI (Exhibit 9 at 13-2411_0137). 
41 Id.  
42 Id. 
43 TCA Attorney MOI (Exhibit 13 at 13-2411_0153). 
44 Id. 
45 Id. 
46 Id. 
47 Id. 
48 Id. 
49 ATC Government Affairs Director (Exhibit 10 at 13-2411_0142). 
50 TCA President MOI (Exhibit 9 at 13-2411_0138). 
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F. Mr. O’Brien’s Knowledge of TCA’s Lobbyist 

44. The OCE did not receive any evidence that Mr. O’Brien knew that TCA retained a 
lobbyist at the time that he accepted the travel expenses.   

45. Based on the following facts, the Board finds that Mr. O’Brien did not knowingly accept 
travel expenses from an entity that retained a lobbyist: 

a. Mr. O’Brien submitted the co-sponsors’ pre-travel disclosure form to the 
Committee on Ethics for pre-approval; 

b. Mr. O’Brien submitted his personal pre-travel disclosure form, which was based 
on information that he received from the co-sponsors, to the Committee on Ethics 
for pre-approval; 

c. Mr. O’Brien provided a complete and accurate statement of all material facts 
related to the co-sponsors’ employment of a lobbyist to the extent known to him 
at the time; and 

d. The Committee on Ethics provided written approval of his acceptance of the 
travel expenses. 

46. In many circumstances, the apparent lack of knowledge and good faith reliance on both 
the assertions of the private sponsor and the written approval by the Committee on Ethics 
would result in no liability on the part of Mr. O’Brien.  However, under the precedent 
established by the Committee on Ethics in certain, limited circumstances, an individual 
who relies on approval from the Committee on Ethics in accepting a proscribed gift, may 
nevertheless be liable for its receipt. 

47. In this matter, the Board finds that Mr. O’Brien acted in good faith reliance on the written 
pre-approval that the Committee on Ethics provided.  However, he still received travel 
expenses from a private entity that retained a lobbyist during the 2008 Turkey Trip.  In 
similar matters, the Committee on Ethics has found that the receipt of the gift was 
impermissible and proscribed by House rules even though an individual may reasonably 
have believed otherwise. 

48. Accordingly, the OCE Board finds there is substantial reason to believe that although Mr. 
O’Brien did not knowingly accept, he nevertheless received, an impermissible gift 
proscribed by House rules. 
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III. CONCLUSION 

49. ATC and TCA submitted a pre-travel disclosure form for the 2008 Turkey Trip to Mr. 
O’Brien, which did not disclose that TCA retained a lobbyist.  

50. The Board finds that Mr. O’Brien’ did not knowingly accept travel expenses from an 
entity that retained a lobbyist because: 

a. Mr. O’Brien submitted the co-sponsors’ pre-travel disclosure form to the 
Committee on Ethics for pre-approval; 

b. Mr. O’Brien submitted his personal pre-travel disclosure form, which was based 
on information that he received from the co-sponsors, to the Committee on Ethics 
for pre-approval; 

c. Mr. O’Brien provided a complete and accurate statement of all material facts 
related to the co-sponsors’ employment of a lobbyist to the extent that it was 
known to him at the time; and 

d. The Committee on Ethics provided written pre-approval of his acceptance of the 
travel expenses. 

51. Based on the above findings, Mr. O’Brien acted in good faith and did not know that TCA 
retained a lobbyist at the time of the trip.  However, the Board recommends that the 
Committee on Ethics further review the allegation above because there is substantial 
reason to believe that although Mr. O’Brien did not knowingly accept, he nevertheless 
received, an impermissible gift proscribed by House rules. 

 

 




























































































































































































































































































































