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Appeals court vacates convictions
of three in Phila. corruption case
January 05, 2012 | By Nathan Gorenstein, Inquirer Staff Writer
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A former City Council staffer, a businessman, and a lawyer had their
convictions in a 2009 Philadelphia corruption trial vacated Wednesday by a
federal appeals court.

Now, U.S. Attorney Zane David Memeger will have to decide whether to retry
the men or resolve the case through a plea bargain.

The defendants, including Christopher G. Wright, 47, who was chief of staff
to former City Councilman Jack Kelly, were convicted in U.S. District Court of
honest-services fraud, mail fraud, and conspiracy.

Wright was found guilty of accepting a rent-free apartment from developer
Ravinder Chawla and free legal services from Chawla's lawyer, Andrew
Teitelman, while intervening on their behalf with city government in a
number of areas.

Wright received a four-year sentence; Chawla and Teitelman were sentenced to lesser terms.

All were released on bail in 2010, pending their appeals, after a U.S. Supreme Court decision narrowed
the basis for convictions under the "honest services" law.

That law says it is a crime "to deprive another of the intangible right of honest services," but the high
court said a conviction must include clear-cut evidence of bribes or kickbacks, not just unethical dealings.

That has led to public-corruption convictions being overturned in a number of cases across the country.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit concluded that there was "sufficient" evidence to justify
the Philadelphia convictions, but that the Supreme Court decision meant the 2009 jury instructions were
erroneous and may have "tainted" the "traditional fraud convictions" under the mail-fraud law.

The question is whether jurors thought evidence was sufficient to convict the men of "traditional" fraud
or only of a crime under the honest-services definition voided by the Supreme Court.

"Because our law of honest-services fraud leaves so much to intent and because intent leaves so much
to the jury's ability to make reasonable inferences" from the evidence, the court said, "we cannot say
this error was harmless."
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Christopher G. Wright may

face a retrial. (ALEJANDRO A.
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Assistant U.S. Attorney Robert A. Zauzmer said the office "will review the opinion, and, I assume as of
right now, there will be a retrial." Zauzmer oversees appellate cases for the office.

But prosecutors could discuss a plea bargain. Wright spent 10 months in jail out of a four-year sentence.
His defense attorney, Lisa A. Mathewson, said the appellate decision also said "innocent explanations
were plausible."
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