
TABLE 8-5

The Powers of State Offices

In Many States, Lieutenant 
Governors . . . Secretaries of State . . . Attorneys General . . .

Preside over the senate File and/or archive state records and 
regulations, other corporate documents

Institute civil suits

Appoint committees Administer uniform commercial code 
provisions

Represent state agencies and defend and/or 
challenge the constitutionality of legislative or 
administrative actions

Break roll-call ties Publish state manual or directory, session 
laws, state constitution, statutes, and/or 
administrative rules and regulations

Enforce open meetings and records laws

Assign bills Open legislative sessions Revoke corporate charters

May be assigned special 
duties by governors

Enroll and/or retain copies of bills Enforce antitrust prohibitions against 
monopolistic enterprises

Serve as cabinet members 
or members of advisory 
bodies

Register lobbyists Enforce air pollution, water pollution, and 
hazardous waste laws in a majority of states

Serve as acting governors 
when the governors are out 
of state

Handle criminal appeals and serious 
statewide criminal prosecutions

Intervene in public utility rate cases

Enforce the provisions of charitable trusts

Sources: Compiled from Council of State Governments, ed., The Book of the States 2003 (Lexington, KY: Council of State Governments, 2003), 215, 221, and 224; 
the National Association of Attorneys General, http://www.naag.org; and the National Lieutenant Governors Association, http://www.nlga.us.

of business regulations and the revenues such 
cases can generate. Their strategy appears to have 
worked—the number of GOP attorneys general 
climbed from 12 in 1999 to 20 by 2003; as of 2015 
there are 26 GOP attorneys general and 24 
Democrats.

Aside from taking a more active role in elec-
tions, corporations that might be subject to 
investigation by state attorneys general have also 
taken to courting them aggressively while they 
are in office, not just through campaign contri-
butions but also with ongoing lobbying and per-
sonal appeals at lavish conferences—sometimes 
by former attorneys general who have been hired 
for the task. There are fewer disclosure require-
ments for attorneys general than for state legisla-
tors, and corporations with interests in banking, 
telecommunications, pharmaceuticals, and even 
energy drinks have spent millions to gain the 
ears of attorneys general and avoid exposure to 
costly litigation. “I don’t fault for one second that 
corporate America is pushing back on what has 
happened,” said John Suthers, a former Colorado 
attorney general, referring to multistate lawsuits 

brought against various industries. “Attorneys 
general can do more damage in a heartbeat than 
legislative bodies can. I think it is a matter of 
self-defense, and I understand it pretty well, 
although I have got to admit as an old-time pros-
ecutor, it makes me a little queasy.”55

Partisan attorneys general have moved in dif-
ferent directions, and not only on business issues. 
In 2014, half a dozen Democratic attorneys general 
refused to defend their states’ same-sex marriage 
bans in court. Republican attorneys general, mean-
while, had gotten into the habit of suing the federal 
government routinely over policy disputes in areas 
such as health care and the environment. During 
his 2014 campaign for governor, Texas attorney 
general Greg Abbott routinely boasted that his job 
consisted of going to the office, suing the Obama 
administration (which he did more than two-
dozen times), and then heading home. “The AGs, 
who often attack the administration in packs, have 
done more than Republicans in Congress, state-
houses, or anywhere else to block, cripple, under-
mine, or weaken Obama’s initiatives,” claimed the 
executive editor of The Weekly Standard.56
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