
On multiple occasions, Joe Cunningham has been accused of exaggerating his resume or breaching 
ethics in his professional career, including being accused of violating the South Carolina Rules 
of Professional Conduct for attorneys and misleading voters about his experience as a 
lawyer and Ocean engineer. 

BACKUP: 

Cunningham claims that he is an ocean engineer, but he only had an intern license and never 
took the exam to become a professional engineer: 
 

• On his LinkedIn profile, Cunningham describes working as an ocean engineer with 
Turrell, Hall & Associates, Inc., a marine and environmental consulting firm in Naples, 
Florida.  
 

 
(Joe Cunningham, LinkedIn, accessed 1/15/19) 

 

• On social media and in campaign materials, Cunningham claims to be an ocean 
engineer. 

 
(Joe Cunningham, Twitter, 6/1/18) 

 

• In a campaign video entitled “Out Here,” Cunningham is shown in a wetsuit treading 
water, and states, “as an ocean engineer, I’ve spent a lot of time on the water…and in it:” 
CUNNINGHAM: “As an ocean engineer, I’ve spent a lot of time on the water…and in it. 
And I’ve always opposed offshore drilling. My opponent? Not so much. Here she is in her 
own words: KATIE ARRINGTON: ‘President Trump…and I support what he did. He 
lifted the ban on offshore drilling.’ I don’t support it. Because even a small leak could kill 
our economy and ruin our beaches. We can’t drill out here. If you send me to Congress, 
I’ll make sure we never do. I’m Joe Cunningham, and I approve this message.” (Joe 
Cunningham, “Joe Cunningham: Out Here,” Clip begins at 0:01, Uploaded 10/2/18) 

 

• In the same video, Cunningham is described on-screen as an “Ocean Engineer.” 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/joe-cunningham-8291597b/
https://twitter.com/joecunninghamsc/status/1002715784202899456?lang=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RK6GsIqmYMg


 

 
(Joe Cunningham, “Joe Cunningham: Out Here,” Clip begins at 0:01, Uploaded 10/2/18) 

 

• While Cunningham holds an Engineering Intern License according to the Florida 
Department of Business & Professional Regulation (DBPR)—an organization that 
licenses and regulates businesses and professionals in the State of Florida—no record 
exists of Cunningham taking the qualifying exam to become a certified professional civil 
engineer.  

 

 
(Florida Department of Business & Professional Regulation, “Department Overview, MyFloridaLicense.com, accessed 1/16/19) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RK6GsIqmYMg
http://www.myfloridalicense.com/DBPR/about-us/department-overview/


 
(Florida Department of Business & Professional Regulation, “Licensee Details,” MyFloridaLicense.com, accessed 1/16/19) 

 

o According to the Florida DBPR, Cunningham’s Engineering Intern License was 
issued on December 11, 2008, and as of June 24, 2020, the status of this license was 
listed as “current.” 

 

 
(Florida Department of Business & Professional Regulation, “Licensee Details,” MyFloridaLicense.com, accessed 6/24/20 

 

• Additional DBPR records indicate that as of August 11, 2009, Cunningham was eligible 
to take the qualifying examination to become a professional civil engineer.  

 

 
(Florida Department of Business & Professional Regulation, “Licensee Details,” MyFloridaLicense.com, accessed 1/16/19) 

https://www.myfloridalicense.com/LicenseDetail.asp?SID=&id=F18F8DC7792018D7635995940E4BA34C
https://www.myfloridalicense.com/LicenseDetail.asp?SID=&id=F18F8DC7792018D7635995940E4BA34C
https://www.myfloridalicense.com/LicenseDetail.asp?SID=&id=96E8817D1E3E7007365E987F4485030E


• As of August 26, 2019, Joe Cunningham does not appear as a licensed engineer or land 
surveyor in a search of records maintained by the South Carolina Department of Labor, 
Licensing, and Regulation. 
 

 
(South Carolina Labor, Licensing, and Regulation, “Professional Licensing Boards/Board Member Look-Up: Cunningham, Joseph,” LLR.com, 

accessed 8/26/19) 
 

Editor’s Note: In a search of “Joseph Cunningham” in records maintained by the South Carolina 
Department of Labor, Licensing, and Regulation, the only result is “Joseph R. Cunningham,” whose license 
expired in June 2014.  

 
(South Carolina Labor, Licensing, and Regulation, “Board: Engineers and Land Surveyors: Joseph R. Cunningham,” LLR.com, 

accessed 8/26/19) 
 

Cunningham said he “prosecuted felons,” while working at the Boone County Commonwealth 
Attorney’s Office, but he was really a law clerk and hadn’t yet passed the Bar exam: 
 

• According to his LinkedIn profile, while acting as a Law Clerk in the Boone County 
Commonwealth Attorney’s Office between 2012 and 2014, Cunningham prosecuted 
“felonies” in the Boone County Circuit Court.  

 

https://verify.llronline.com/LicLookup/Engineers/Engineer.aspx?div=50
https://verify.llronline.com/LicLookup/Engineers/Engineer2.aspx?LicNum=10530&cdi=376


 
(Joe Cunningham, LinkedIn, accessed 3/13/19) 

 

• In a debate with Republican challenger Katie Arrington, Cunningham claimed he 
worked in “the prosecutor’s office, for a number of years, prosecuting felons,” and that 
he “worked alongside” law enforcement, “presenting evidence and solving cases.” “I 
worked in the prosecutor’s office, for a number of years, prosecuting felons.” (ABC News, “Katie 
Arrington vs. Joe Cunningham S.C. Congressional Debate, Clip begins at 45:57, Uploaded 10/16/18)  

 
“But I always stand on the side of law enforcement. I’ve worked with them. Worked 
alongside them. I’ve been inside the Grand Jury Rooms with them, presenting evidence 
and solving cases with them. And I’ll continue to do that in Congress.” (ABC News, “Katie Arrington 
vs. Joe Cunningham S.C. Congressional Debate, Clip begins at 46:28, Uploaded 10/16/18) 
 

• According to the Kentucky Rules of the Supreme Court (SCR), Rule 2.540, “Limited 
Student Practice,” a student who has successfully met specific requirements “may 
provide legal services” and “may appear in any proceeding in any court” of Kentucky 
“on behalf of any person financially unable to employ counsel, or, on the behalf of the 
Commonwealth or United States’ Attorney.” However, in any criminal matter in which 
the defendant could be punished by a fine of more than $500 or by confinement of 
more than twelve months, the student must be supervised by a “member in good 
standing of the bar.” “Any student who has successfully completed two-thirds of the 
academic hour requirement for the first degree in law at an approved law school and is 
participating in a law school sponsored clinic, intern, extern, or public service program may 
provide legal services to, and may appear in any proceeding in any court of this state on 
behalf of any person financially unable to employ counsel, or, on behalf of the 
Commonwealth or the United States' Attorney; and any student who has successfully 
completed two-thirds of the academic hour requirements for the first degree in law may 
provide legal advice, counseling and negotiation services to a college or university student, 
regardless of that student's financial status, pursuant to an approved law school clinical 
program provided: (a) Such student is providing such services to, or appearing in such 
proceeding on behalf of, a person assigned to the student through a clinic, intern, extern, 
or public service program operated by an approved law school under the direction of a full 
or part time law school director. (b) Such student makes application to the Character and 
Fitness Committee of the Kentucky Office of Bar Admissions, on a form approved by the 
Committee and accompanied by a $25.00 processing fee to cover costs. The Committee 
reviews and approves applications for students who appear to be qualified to perform legal 
services as interns and certifies this to the Supreme Court. (c) The Chief Justice of the 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/joe-cunningham-8291597b/
https://youtu.be/_S2fMyGihXc?t=2757
https://youtu.be/_S2fMyGihXc?t=2788


Supreme Court of Kentucky, the dean of the student's law school, and the director of the 
law school program in which such student is participating, have filed written approval of 
such student with the clerk of the Supreme Court, the clerk of the courts before which the 
student is to appear, and the clerk of the circuit court in the county wherein the student's 
law school is located. (d) A member in good standing of the bar of this state personally 
supervises all activities of the student in each case, with the exception that the student may 
consult with the client or potential clients, but may not advise, negotiate or appear alone in 
administrative proceedings or in the courts of this state in civil or criminal matters without 
personal appearance and supervision by a member in good standing of the bar of this state, 
and as otherwise provided in this Rule. In all criminal cases involving crime for which the 
defendant may be punished by a fine of more than $500.00 or by confinement for more 
than twelve months, personal supervision of the activities of the student requires that a 
member in good standing of the bar of this state be present for all proceedings which take 
place before a judge.” (Thomson Reuters Westlaw, “Kentucky Court Rules: Rules of the Supreme Court (SCR), Rule 2.540, 
Limited Student Practice,” Westlaw, accessed 3/13/19) 

 
• In compliance with SCR 2.540, Cunningham didn’t receive his student practice license 

until April 2013, nearly four months after he started clerking at the County 
Commonwealth Attorney’s Office.  

 
(Boone Circuit/District Court, Burlington, KY, Letter Regarding Student Practice License for Joe Cunningham, 4/23/13) 

 

https://govt.westlaw.com/kyrules/Document/NC797BE40A91C11DA8F5EE32367A250AE?viewType=FullText&originationContext=documenttoc&transitionType=CategoryPageItem&contextData=(sc.Default)&bhcp=1#co_anchor_I79294E800FA911E8820DFAEB1CF3CF22


 
(Boone Circuit/District Court, Burlington, KY, “Certifications and Approval of Application to Participate in Legal Internship Program,” 4/17/13) 

 

• Cunningham was not admitted to the South Carolina Bar until November 2014—6 
months after he had left the Boone County Commonwealth Attorney’s Office—and 
wasn’t admitted to the Kentucky Bar until May 2015, a full year after he had departed. 
 

 
(South Carolina Bar, “Bar Member Profile: Joseph Kendrick Cunningham,” SCBar.org, accessed 2/28/19) 

https://www.scbar.org/lawyers/directory/profile/84736


 
(South Carolina Bar, “Bar Member Profile: Joseph Kendrick Cunningham,” SCBar.org, accessed 2/28/19) 

 

 
(Kentucky Bar Association, “Joseph K. Cunningham,” Kentucky Bar.org, 12/10/18) 

 

During a civil case in 2015, Cunningham was accused by another firm of violating the South 
Carolina Rules of Professional Conduct for attorneys by communicating with a plaintiff while 
representing the defendant: 
 

• In May 2014, Charlene Lemon, a Food Service Manager in a Charleston, South Carolina 
high school, filed suit against GCA Services Group Inc., alleging she was injured in a 
slip-and-fall accident due to the negligence of GCA as they performed janitorial duties in 
the kitchen. 
 

https://www.scbar.org/lawyers/directory/profile/84736
https://www.kybar.org/members/?id=33803168


 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “Complaint,” Case No. 2014-CP-10-3362, 

5/27/14) 
 

 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “Complaint,” Case No. 2014-CP-10-3362, Page 6, 

5/27/14) 
 

• Joseph Cunningham was retained by GCA Services Group Inc. as counsel in the case. 
  

 
(Charleston County, Charleston County Clerk of Court, “Charlene Lemon v. GCA Services Group Inc.,” Charleston County Circuit Court Case 

Details Public Index, accessed 1/9/19) 
 

https://jcmsweb.charlestoncounty.org/PublicIndex/CaseDetails.aspx?County=10&CourtAgency=10002&Casenum=2014CP1003362&CaseType=V
https://jcmsweb.charlestoncounty.org/PublicIndex/CaseDetails.aspx?County=10&CourtAgency=10002&Casenum=2014CP1003362&CaseType=V


• In August 2015, Cunningham and his partner—Robert T. Lyles—filled a motion for 
summary judgement in the case, claiming that the conditions under which the plaintiff 
was injured were obvious, and as such, their client was not liable for the accident. 

 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “GCA Services Group, Inc.’s Notice and Motion 

for Summary Judgment,” Case No. 2014-CP-10-3362, 8/31/15) 
 

 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “GCA Services Group, Inc.’s Notice and Motion 

for Summary Judgment,” Case No. 2014-CP-10-3362, Page 2, 8/31/15) 
 

• In September 2015, after a mediation attempt to settle the case reached an impasse, 
Charlene Lemon’s attorney, David B. Lail—of Yarborough Applegate—wrote to 
Cunningham, accusing Cunningham of violating the South Carolina Rules of 
Professional Conduct for attorneys by contacting the plaintiff outside of official channels 
and questioning her in relation to the case without counsel present.  



 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “Proof of ADR or Exemption,” Case No. 2014-

CP-10-3362, 9/14/15) 
 

  
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “Proof of ADR or Exemption,” Case No. 2014-

CP-10-3362, Page 2, 9/14/15) 
 



 
(David B. Lail, Yarborough Applegate, “Re: Lemon v. GCA Services Group, Inc.,” Letter to Joseph Cunningham, 9/30/15) 

 

o According to the South Carolina Judicial Department’s Rules of Professional 
Conduct, Rule 4.2, Communication with Person Represented by Counsel, 
prohibits an attorney from discussing the subject of representation with an 
individual the attorney knows to be represented by another attorney in the 
matter, unless the aforementioned attorney has the consent of the other attorney 
or is so ordered or mandated by law. “Rule 4.2: Communication with Person 
Represented by Counsel: In representing a client, a lawyer shall not communicate 
about the subject of the representation with a person the lawyer knows to be 
represented by another lawyer in the matter unless the lawyer has the consent of 
the other lawyer or is authorized to do so by law or a court order.” (South Carolina Judicial 
Department, “Rule 4.2: Communication with Person Represented by Counsel,” South Carolina Judicial Department, 
4/15/15) 
 

https://www.sccourts.org/courtReg/displayRule.cfm?ruleID=407.0&subRuleID=RULE%204%2E2&ruleType=APP


• In November 2015, the case was settled between Lemon and GCA services, and before, it 
appears, any action could be undertaken regarding Yarborough Applegate’s accusation 
against Cunningham.  

 

 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “Judgment in a Civil Case,” Case No. 2014-CP-

10-3362, 11/20/15) 
 

• In January 2016, the case was officially dismissed with prejudice. 
 
 



 
(State of South Carolina, County of Charleston, Court of Common Pleas, Ninth Judicial Circuit, “Stipulation of Dismissal,” Case No. 2014-CP-10-

3362, 1/6/16) 
 

 


