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WASHINGTON, DC 20510

March 5, 2025

The Honorable Pam Bondi
Attorney General

Department of Justice

950 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, DC 20530

Dear Attorney General Bondi:

We write to express alarm about reports that Elon Musk’s social media company “X” (formerly
Twitter) i1s leveraging his influential position in the Trump Administration to extract revenue
from advertisers.' If Musk acts on threats that X is reportedly making to advertisers, and uses his
government position to protect those who engage in business with him — or harm those who do
not — then he risks running afoul of criminal ethics laws. The Department of Justice (DOJ)
would have the responsibility to investigate such misconduct by a public official.

In 2023, a wave of advertisers withdrew ads from X’s website after Musk “endorsed an
antisemitic post” and loosened content moderation rules in ways that increased inflammatory
content on the platform.” The company reportedly lost as much as $75 million in ad revenue that
year.’ Since then, X has reportedly pressured advertisers to return to the platform, including by
filing suit against some advertisers who withdrew.*

In 2024, as Musk prepared to begin his new role in the federal government,’ X reportedly added
a new strategy to its arsenal: threatening policy repercussions if advertisers do not cooperate.
According to a recent Wall Street Journal report, an attorney at X allegedly demanded that the

' The Wall Street Journal, “X Hinted at Possible Deal Trouble in Talks With Ad Giant to Increase Spending,”
Suzanne Vranlca February 19, 2025, https:/Wwww.wsj. com/busmess/medla/x hmted at-possible-deal-trouble-in-
di

2 Axios, “What makes the X advertiser revolt dlfferent from other boycotts ” Sara Fischer, November 18, 2023,

https://www.axios.com/2023/1 1/18/twitter-x-boycott-apple-ibm-advertisers; The Verge, “Elon Musk tells
advertisers: ‘Go fuck yourself’,” Jacob Kastrenakes and Mia Sato,

https://www.theverge.com/2023/11/29/23981928/elon-musk-ad-boycott-go-fuck-yourself-destroy-x; New York
Times, “Advertisers Say They Do Not Plan to Return to X After Musk’s Comments,” Kate Conger and Tiffany Hsu,

November 30, 2023, https:/www.nytimes.com/2023/11/30/technology/elon-musk-dealbook-advertisers.html;
Washington Post, “IBM pulls ads from X as Musk amplifies antisemitism,” Will Oremus and Naomi Nix, November

16, 2023, https:/www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2023/11/16/elon-musk-antisemitic-advertisers/.
* The New York Times, “X May Lose Up to $75 Million in Revenue as More Advertisers Pull Out,” Ryan Mac and

Kate Conger, November 24, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/24/business/x-elon-musk-advertisers.html.
4 The Wall Street Journal, “Amazon Raises Its Ad Spending on Elon Musk’s X, in Major Reversal,” Dana Mattioli,

Suzanne Vranica, Jessica Toonkel, January 30, 2025, https://www.ws].com/business/media/amazon-raises-its-ad-

spending-on-elon-musks-x-in-major-reversal-8a27228b?mod=article inline&mod=article inline.

> New York Times, “How Musk Built DOGE: Timeline and Key Tak_eaways,” New York:l"imes, February 28, 2025,
https:/www.nytimes.com/2025/02/28/us/politics/musk-doge-timeline-takeaways.html?smid=nytcore-ios-
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advertising conglomerate Interpublic Group “[g]et [its] clients to spend more on Elon Musk’s
social-media platform, or else.”® The CEO of X, Linda Yaccarino, reportedly reiterated these
warnings with Interpublic’s executives.’ Interpublic understood the implication of this threat: if
its advertisers do not generate more revenue for X, it would face the risk that Musk could use his
power in the Trump Administration to delay, or even block, Interpublic’s pending $13 billion
dollar merger with its rival — a merger that requires review by antitrust enforcers such as the
DOJ.®

Although the Supreme Court dangerously gave the President presumptive immunity from
criminal prosecution for his official acts,’ neither Musk nor any other government official enjoys
such protections. As a Special Government Employee, Musk is subject to federal ethics laws. "
Those laws include the prohibition against using one’s government position to coerce or induce
another person to provide any benefit to the employee.'' Relatedly, Musk is subject to the federal
bribery statute, which (among other things) prohibits seeking or accepting anything of value in
exchange for “being influenced in the performance of any official act.”'? He is also subject to the
criminal prohibition in 18 U.S.C. § 208 against participating in a particular matter in which he
has a financial interest." In this case, DOJ’s decision on whether to thwart the Interpublic merger
is now potentially linked to X’s advertising revenue — which would give Musk a direct stake in
the outcome. By intervening in the merger — even through informally rendering his advice to
antitrust enforcers'* — Musk could run afoul of the criminal prohibition in § 208." This is one of
a growing set of instances in which Musk may be intervening in matters in which he has a
financial interest.'® Willful conflict-of-interest offenses are punishable by up to 5 years in
prison,'” federal bribery offenses up to 15 years,'® and federal gratuities offenses up to 2 years."
Of course, depending on the specific facts, non-ethics laws may also be implicated, including the
federal extortion statute.”

® The Wall Street Journal, “X Hinted at Possible Deal Trouble in Talks With Ad Giant to Increase Spending,”
Suzanne Vranica, February 19, 2025, https://www.wsj.com/business/media/x-hinted-at-possible-deal-trouble-in-
talks-with-ad-giant-to-increase-spending-feb122a6?mod=business_trendingnow_article posl (emphasis added).
"1d.

8 The Wall Street Journal, “Advertising Firms Omnicom and Interpublic Nearing Merger That Would Reshape
Industry,” Suzanne Vranica, December 8, 2025, https://www.wsj.com/business/media/advertising-firms-omnicom-
and-interpublic-nearing-merger-that-would-reshape-industry-a2dd2286?mod=article inline&mod=article inline.

° Trump v. United States, 603 U.S. 593 (2024).

1918 U.S. Code § 208.

"5 CFR § 2635.702.

218 U.S.C. § 201.

318 U.S.C. § 208; Office of Government Ethics, “Letter to a Designated Agency Ethics Official,” August 23, 2006,
https://www.oge.gov/web/oge.nsf/News+Releases/1A19064302E29310852585BA005SBEDOA/SFILE/06x8 .pdf.
' Office of Government Ethics, “Letter to a Designated Agency Ethics Official,” August 23, 2006,
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18 U.S.C. § 208.

1 See, e.g., The New York Times, “With Attack on Consumer Bureau, Musk Removes Obstacle to His ‘X Money’
Vision,” Stacy Cowley, Jessica Silver-Greenberg and Kate Conger, February 12, 2025,
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/12/business/elon-musk-cfpb-x-money.html; CNN Business, “Musk’s Starlink
gets FAA contract, raising new conflict of interest concerns,” Chris Isidore, February 25, 2025,
https://www.cnn.com/2025/02/25/business/musk-faa-starlink-contract/index.html.

718 U.S.C. § 216.

18 U.S.C. § 201 (b).

18 U.S.C. § 201 (c).

218 U.S.C. § 1951.
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Musk is not above the law by virtue of being the world’s richest man. If evidence emerges that
Musk is, in fact, using his official role to coerce advertisers or is participating in particular
matters in which he has a financial interest, we ask that DOJ investigate the potential violation of
federal ethics laws, as the Department should for any other federal employee who appears to be

breaking the law.

Thank you for your attention to this important matter.

it b

Elizabeth Warren
United States Senator

floct i/

Richard Blumenthal
United States Senator

Wy 2

Chris Van Hollen
United States Senator

Sincerely,

A —

Cory A. Booker
United States Senator

Adam B. Schiff
United States Senator
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WASHINGTON. DC 20510
March 5, 2025

The Honorable Andrew N. Ferguson Omeed Assefi
Chair Acting Assistant Attorney General
Federal Trade Commission Antitrust Division
600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW United States Department of Justice
Washington, DC 20580 950 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW

Washington, D.C. 20530

Dear Chair Ferguson and Acting Assistant Attorney General Assefi:

We write to you with significant concern about reports indicating that officials at X (formerly
known as Twitter) are threatening that President Trump’s ally and the owner of X, Elon Musk,
will use his close relationship with the President to retaliate against a company if it fails to
sufficiently enrich X through advertising dollars. The company, advertising conglomerate
Interpublic Group (“Interpublic”), interpreted this threat to mean that Musk could pressure your
agencies, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and Antitrust Division of the Department of
Justice (DOJ), to block its pending merger. As the heads of federal agencies tasked with
enforcing our nation’s antitrust laws and promoting competition in America’s markets, we urge
you to prioritize this mission and resist any pressure based on private business interests to
manipulate your agenda.

There has been reporting that Interpublic received a call from a lawyer at X threatening that if
Interpublic did not get its clients to spend more on ads on Musk’s social media platform there
would be consequences.' This reporting states that X’s CEO, Linda Yaccarino, made similar
warnings in conversations with executives of the advertising company.” Interpublic has
reportedly interpreted these communications to mean that Musk will leverage his influence over
President Trump to stall or block Interpublic’s $13 billion deal to merge with advertising
competitor Omnicom Group.’ It has been reported that the FTC is currently conducting an initial
review of the merger® and the DOJ may be doing so as well.

Elon Musk’s position as a Special Government Employee, combined with his ownership of one
of the largest social media companies and many other businesses, creates a significant conflict of
interest. Moreover, if the allegations are true, the apparent attempt to strong-arm the federal

! Suzanne Vranica, X Hinted at Possible Deal Trouble in Talks with Ad Giant to Increase Spending, WALL ST. J.
(Feb. 19,2025, 5:17 PM ET), https://www.ws]j.com/business/media/x-hinted-at-possible-deal-trouble-in-talks-with-
ad-giant-to-increase-spending-feb122a6.

21d.

*1d.

* Jack Neff & Ewan Larkin, How the FTC is Reviewing the Omnicom-IPG Deal, ADAGE (Feb. 14, 2025),

https://adage.com/article/agency-news/ftcs-antitrust-review-omnicom-ipg-deal/2602591.
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government to advance his business dealings could violate federal ethics laws’ and, depending
on the specific facts, the federal extortion statute®.

X officials could also, in the alternative, be attempting to strike a quid-pro-quo deal, pressuring
Interpublic to gets its clients to spend a certain amount on advertising on X in exchange for
directing President Trump to use his antitrust enforcement agencies to allow Interpublic’s merger
with Omnicom to proceed. According to reports, Interpublic recently signed a new annual deal
with X for potential client spending.” Furthermore, we know that threats by X to retaliate against
private businesses who choose not to advertise on the platforms can have severe consequences.
Following Musk’s hostile takeover of Twitter, he fired trust and safety staftf and dismantled
verification, leading to a rise in unsafe and objectionable content, from the perspective of some
companies, that they did not want to monetize against for fear of alienating their own customers.
In 2023, Musk told companies not to advertise on his platform.’ In 2024, X threatened to sue a
voluntary brand safety body, which folded a day later, and sued at least 18 companies that had
decided not to advertise on the platform."

8

The fear that the FTC and DOJ could be used in such a way is not unfounded. There is precedent
for the Trump Administration weaponizing federal antitrust enforcers to punish his perceived
opponents. During his first term, President Trump allegedly interfered with the AT&T-Time
Warner merger, in which the DOJ sued to block the merger, to punish CNN for the news
agency’s reporting on the President." Additionally, in 2020, President Trump reportedly
pressured the FTC to take action against Twitter for his political grievances.'? Nevertheless, this
precedent should not be repeated under your watch. The American people rely on the FTC and
DOJ to honor and uphold the rule of law. Moreover, every business seeking a merger or
acquisition deserves to have their matter reviewed without undue influence from the President or
his allies.

While we do not take a position on the Interpublic-Omnicom merger in this letter, we do strongly
urge your agencies to independently evaluate the proposed transaction as you review the
potential merger. Additionally, we ask that the DOJ and FTC inform the undersigned of any
attempts made by Elon Musk or his associates to interfere with the antitrust work of your
agencies. The federal government’s antitrust enforcers should be prioritizing lowering costs for
American consumers, empowering workers, and supporting small businesses. They should not be

*18 U.S.C. §§ 201, 208.

®18 U.S.C. § 1951.

7 Supra note 1.

8 Bobby Allyn, Advertiser Backlash May Pose Mortal Threat to Elon Musk's X, NPR (Dec. 7, 2023, 4:47 PM ET),
https://www.npr.org/2023/12/07/1217720371/clon-musk-advertisers-threat-survival-x-backlash-twitter.

° Lauren Goode, Elon Musk Just Told Advertisers, ‘Go Fuck Yourself’, WIRED (Nov. 29, 2023, 8:13 PM),
https://www.wired.com/story/elon-musk-x-advertisers-interview/.

10 Juliana Kim & Bobby Allyn, Elon Musk's X Sues Lego, Nestlé and More Brands, Accusing Them of Advertising
Boycott (Feb. 1, 2025, 7:11 PM ET), https://www.npr.org/2025/02/01/nx-s1-5283271/elon-musk-lawsuit-advertisers-
boycott-new.

! See Colin Lecher, Judge Rules AT&T Can 't See Trump White House Communications About the Time Warner
Merger, VERGE (Feb. 20, 2018), https:/www.theverge.com/2018/2/20/17032956/att-white-house-justice-
department-lawsuit.

'2 See Leah Nylen et al., Trump Pressures Head of Consumer Agency to Bend on Social Media Crackdown,
POLITICO (Aug. 21, 2020), https://www.politico.com/news/2020/08/21/trump-ftc-chair-social-media-400104.
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weaponized by wealthy business owners to put more money in the hands of billionaires or

retaliate against American businesses.

A —

Cory A. Booker
United States Senator

fdocd M is/

Richard Blumenthal
United States Senator

Ny A

Chris Van Hollen
United States Senator

Sincerely,

Wipditis o

Elizhbeth Warren
United States Senator

am B. Schiff
United States Senator



	Quill - Letter #L23218 - Musk Potential Ethics Violation Letter - Version #5 - 03-05-2025 @ 06-15 PM
	Letter from Senators Warren, Booker to FTC, DOJ on Musk Extortion



