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The 2013 Heartland Governmental Ethics Conference will be held Monday and Tuesday, June 3 and 4 in Louisville, Kentucky.


The conference is designed for professionals who work in and with regulatory agencies in the fields of campaign finance, ethics and lobbying.  The conference sessions include: Political Realities: Regulating Governmental Ethics, Lobbying and Campaign Finance; The Ethics of Being a Regulator;  War Stories from the Bench: Judicial Review of Agency Actions; Making Your Legislative Package a Reality (with Kentucky’s Senate President Robert Stivers and House Speaker Greg Stumbo); and Lobbying, Ethics and Campaign Finance Violations: A View From the Defense Bar.


There will also be a session on Challenging and Retaining Your Agency Team, featuring a special guest speaker from the University of Louisville’s National Championship Athletics Department.


For more information, contact Bonnie Harris at the Kentucky Registry of Election Finance at 502-573-2226, ext. 260.  The conference registration form is available at http://klec.ky.gov/
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The final spending reports for the 2013 General Assembly show that $6.2 million was spent on lobbying during the 30-day session, which began in early January and ended March 26.  The leading spender for the session was Century Aluminum of Kentucky, which spent $108,687 lobbying on legislation to allow large industrial consumers of electricity (like Century Aluminum) to purchase electricity “off the grid” instead of from local retail electric suppliers.

Altria Client Services, representing Phillip Morris USA and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco, was the second highest spending employer, reporting $107,353 for the session.  The company spent about nine percent more than the $98,000 spent in the same period in 2011.  Also, according to the Registry of Election Finance website, AltriaPAC, the company’s Washington, D.C.-based political action committee reported spending $12,800 on six Kentucky legislative campaigns in the 2012 election cycle.


The Kentucky Chamber of Commerce spent $90,639 in the 2013 session, a 12 percent increase over the Chamber’s total of $79,479 spent in the 2011 session.  The Kentucky Chamber PAC reported spending $35,000 by making contributions to 38 legislative campaign funds in the 2012 cycle.


The Kentucky Hospital Association spent $78,213 on lobbying in the session, a 34 percent increase over the $51,260 spent in 2011.  The Association’s PAC, the Kentucky Hospitals’ Circle of Friends made 117 contributions totaling $70,750 to legislative campaigns in the 2012 cycle.


The Kentucky Medical Association spent $62,930 on 2013 lobbying, while KMA’s political action committee, Kentucky Physicians PAC, contributed $32,250 to 50 legislative campaign funds in the 2012 cycle. 

Other top spending employers in the 2013 session include: Kentucky Retail Federation ($62,592, a 23 percent increase over 2011 session spending); Build Our New Bridge Now ($60,932); Kentucky Bankers Association ($54,240); AT&T ($49,655); Kentucky League of Cities ($44,570); Baptist Health ($44,144); Kentuckians for the Commonwealth ($43,329); Kentucky Justice Association ($42,254); Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities ($42,055); Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives ($41,816); and CSX ($40,814).

Among those top-spending employers with affiliated PACs, spending on legislative campaigns for the 2012 election cycle included: Kentucky Bankers Association PAC, which spent $124,000 by making 151 contributions to legislative campaigns; AT&T Kentucky PAC, which spent $34,450 by making 68 contributions; Kentucky Justice Association’s Attorneys Political Action Trust, which spent $52,500 by making 65 contributions;  Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities PAC, which spent $88,750 by making 105 contributions; and the Electric Cooperatives’ PAC, Speak Up For Rural Electrification, which spent $33,400 by making 79 contributions.
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Several of the organizations which are the top spenders on federal lobbying in Washington, D.C., are similar to businesses and organizations lobbying in Kentucky, as shown by a compilation done by RollCall.com:
By Kent Cooper 

RollCall.com/Moneyline – April 22, 2013

Here is the ranking of the top 20 organizations spending on federal lobbying during the first quarter of 2013:

1. Chamber of Commerce of the U.S.A.  $10,140,000 - down from $29,510,000 in the last quarter of 2012.

2. National Association of Realtors  $8,500,000 - down from $15,440,000.

3. U.S. Chamber Institute for Legal Reform  $6,430,000 - down from $10,910,000.

4. Northrop Grumman Corp.  $5,820,000 - up from 4,510,000.

5. Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers  $5,270,000 - up from $4,120,000.

6. General Electric Co.  $5,190,000 - up from $4,940,000.

7. American Medical Association  $4,910,000 - up from $3,400,000.

8. Exxon Mobil Corp.  $4,840,000 - up from $3,100,000.

9. United Technologies Corp.  $4,630,000 - up from $3,889,000.

10. Comcast Corp.  $4,480,000 - up from $2,330,000.

11. AT&T Services Inc.  $4,260,000 - up from $3,400,000.

12. National Association of Broadcasters  $4,200,000 - up from $3,290,000.

13. Merck & Co.  $4,190,000 - up from $1,190,000.

14. National Cable and Telecommunications Association  $4,170,000 - down from $5,880,000.

15. American Hospital Association  $3,810,000 - down from $5,350,000.

16. Southern Co.  $3,760,000 - down from $5,070,000.

17. Lockheed Martin Corp. $3,710,000 - up from $3,600,000.

18. Verizon Communications  $3,670,000 - up from $3,480,000.

19. Chevron USA Inc.  $3,660,000 - up from $2,470,000.

20. Boeing Co.  $3,580,000 - same as last quarter.
Hospitals Lobby Hard for Medicaid Expansion         
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Stateline -- By Michael Ollove – April 17, 2013

With billions of dollars at stake, hospitals are lobbying hard for Medicaid expansion in Columbus, Tallahassee and other state capitals where state legislators oppose the extension of the program to some 17 million Americans.

Hospital associations have paid for television and newspaper ads, organized rallies, and choreographed legislative testimony in support of the Medicaid expansion, which is part of the Affordable Care Act.  They also have united disparate groups which are used to being on opposite sides of legislative debates.  In Columbus, for example, Ohio Right to Life and Planned Parenthood Advocates of Ohio are working side-by-side to persuade state lawmakers to approve the expansion.  Both groups say they want to make health insurance available to the poor.

In making their case, the hospitals tout the economic benefits that an influx of federal money will bring to the states.  The federal government will cover 100 percent of the cost of the expansion for the first three years, gradually tapering off to 90 percent in 2020.  And they point to the public health dividends that will come from providing health care to people who can’t afford it now.

But the hospitals also acknowledge that the expansion is vital for their own financial health.  “For many hospitals it’s existential; it’s really talking about the future viability of their institutions,” said Shawn Gremminger of the National Public Hospital Association.

Sen. Christopher Smith, a leader in the Florida Senate, believes the precarious condition of hospitals has the best chance of winning over resistant legislators.  “It’s the plight of the hospitals that is bringing everyone to the table,” he said.  “Do they want to be responsible for the shutting of Jackson Memorial?  Or closings in the South Broward Hospital District?”  It is a fight that only 10 months ago, the hospital industry had hoped to avoid.  The ACA is expected to cost hospitals more than $300 billion over 10 years by reducing fee-for-service Medicare reimbursement and cutting federal payments that compensate hospitals for providing free care to the poor.  In Ohio, for example, those federal changes would cost hospitals about $7.4 billion over the next 10 years.

Nevertheless, hospital associations agreed to back the law.  That’s because by expanding Medicaid to some of the uninsured and requiring the rest to purchase insurance from health exchanges, the ACA promised to increase the number of people able to pay for hospital services by about 48 million.  The Medicaid expansion envisioned under the ACA would cover all adults younger than 65 earning less than 138 percent of the federal poverty level.

The U.S. Supreme Court poked a stick in the spokes by upholding the ACA but making the Medicaid expansion optional for the states.  Now hospitals in states that opt out of expansion will have to contend with the ACA cuts without the influx of new Medicaid patients they had expected.  “The pain part is guaranteed but the gain part depends on the choice each state makes,” said Stan Dorn, a senior fellow on health policy with the Urban Institute.

Several governors initially said they would decline to participate in the expansion.  Some have since changed their minds—including Arizona’s Jan Brewer, Ohio’s John Kasich, and Florida’s Rick Scott—but they must win over legislatures which remain staunchly opposed.  Other states, including Arkansas, Maine and Tennessee, still haven’t decided whether to expand their Medicaid programs.

Hospitals are not strangers in state capitals.  According to the National Institute on Money in State Politics, the health industry spent $70 million on state legislative races in 2012, roughly the same amount spent by the finance, insurance and real estate industries combined.  Rarely, though, do hospitals get involved in a battle with such high visibility.

“Hospitals are pretty active every year, but they’ve definitely stepped it up this year,” said Smith, the Florida state senator.  “I’ve seen more hospital administrators and board members walking the halls than ever.  And they’re not just talking to health committee members but to everyone.”  But hospital lobbyists are finding that many legislators who oppose Medicaid expansion—and the health care law as a whole—on ideological grounds aren’t convinced by economic and public health arguments.

“They are very passionate about why they were elected,” said Jonathan Archey of the Ohio Hospital Association.  “They have an ideological frustration or opposition to Medicaid in general and with the President’s health plan in particular.  That makes them mistrustful.  They don’t expect Congress will maintain that high level of funding.  They doubt Congress will allow the states to continue to pay 10 percent and they think 10 percent is too high already.”

Even if the logic of the expansion made sense to them, Dorn said, many of those legislators worry that a “yes” vote would make them vulnerable to a primary challenge from the right when they run for re-election.  Their allies give the hospitals credit for their leadership role in the state campaigns.  But Cathy Levine, with Universal Health Care Action Network of Ohio, warns that the hospitals will have to do even more if they are going to succeed, at least in Ohio.

“As much as the hospital association has done in reaching out to members, if this is going to happen in Ohio, given the political dysfunction in the face of overwhelming public support for Medicaid expansion in the state, the hospital association is going to have to step up even more,” Levine said.  “The ones that get listened to the most in this state are the ones with the deeper pockets.  And the hospitals have very deep pockets.”
Stateline is a nonpartisan, nonprofit news service of the Pew Charitable Trusts that provides daily reporting and analysis on trends in state policy.
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Barron, Former Aide Indicted
Alabama | Gadsden Times - Philip Rawls (Associated Press) | April 3, 2013

Lowell Barron, who used to be one of Alabama's most powerful state senators, and one of his former campaign aides were charged with misusing campaign funds.  State Attorney General Luther Strange said a grand jury indicted Barron and former campaign aide Rhonda Jill Johnson on six counts of ethics and campaign finance violations.

 


Johnson and Barron are accused of diverting $58,000 from Barron's campaign account for Johnson's personal use and for non-campaign uses.  They are also accused of transferring a 2007 Toyota Camry from campaign property to Johnson for non-campaign purposes.

 


Joe Espy, Barron's attorney, said his client reported all the transactions on his campaign finance reports, and they were legitimate transactions to pay Johnson for her work.  Espy portrayed the charges as a witch hunt by the attorney general to keep Barron from returning to politics.

 


Barron, a pharmacist and real estate developer, served as mayor of Fyffe before being elected to the Senate in 1982. When all senators had to run in a court-ordered special election in 1983, Barron was re-elected as a write-in candidate, which was a first for the state Senate.  He moved up the ranks in the Senate, serving as president pro tem and Rules Committee chairperson.

 


In 2007, Barron gained worldwide attention when Sen. Charles Bishop punched him on the Senate floor after the two exchanged words.  Video of the punch became a hit on YouTube.  Barron did not press charges.

 


If convicted, Barron and Johnson face up to 20 years in prison and up to $30,000 in fines on each count.
Legislative Staffers Lavished with Gifts
California | San Diego Union-Tribune - Christopher Cadelago | April 13, 2013

In Sacramento, an old maxim holds true for some of California’s largest power brokers: always be nice to the secretary – and the legislative director, committee consultant, and chief of staff.  In 2012, powerful interest groups lavished state lawmakers with meals, trips, and entertainment.  But many of the same corporations and unions also showered legislative aides with sporting tickets, concerts, and rounds of golf, show records.

 


One reason is term limits have made legislators themselves short-timers, while legislative staffers may transfer from lawmaker to lawmaker and committee to committee.  Groups that spent the most on lobbying last year provided legislative aides with about $69,500 in gifts.  A review by The San Diego Union-Tribune showed the same groups, from companies to associations and unions, bestowed roughly $70,500 in gifts to lawmakers.

 


Many of the presents went to staffers standing in for their bosses at customary banquets or at meetings over breakfast, lunch, or dinner.  Many aides also received tickets to places such as Disneyland, the U.S. Open Championship, and San Francisco Giants and Sacramento Kings games.  They took in college bowl games, horse races, and professional bull riding.  Others were afforded meals, parking passes, and entry to a range of shows and concerts, from Cirque du Soleil and Sesame Street Live to the Black Keys and Blake Shelton. 

 


"Corporations don't waste their money; they obviously think that they are getting something in return by doing this," said Bob Stern, a campaign finance expert who authored the state's political reform laws.  "They are not going to spend it on the employee who is giving tours of the Capitol."

 


A ticket to a basketball game or concert gives the purchasers the kind of face-to-face access to staffers that can be hard to steal amid the bustle of the workday.  Schedulers can be particularly helpful in a company’s endeavors as they control virtually every minute of a legislator’s tightly-packed calendar.

 


"Because of term limits, the staffs have become the institutional knowledge of the Capitol, other than lobbyists themselves," said Phillip Ung of California Common Cause.  "It's not just staff getting gifts, but it's the relationship that’s being built, the long-term investment that is being made by these entities into these individuals."

 


Ung and others argue California should take a page from Congress, which has effectively banned gifts to staffers from lobbyists and their employers.  "The aspect of this that voters should be worried about is that these are public servants who are being influenced but are not subject to elections," said Ung.

 


One veteran staffer said it was well known among his colleagues they could request tickets from representatives of lobbying firms who themselves are not registered lobbyists.  Other times the non-lobbyists will call staff and ask them if they want to attend an event in their luxury box.  There is a general understanding among the aides they are not particularly well-paid and want to enjoy whatever ancillary benefits they can, said another former staffer.

 


Many of the top gift-givers are in highly regulated industries, among them AT&T, Sempra Energy, Edison International, and Comcast. AT&T and its affiliates spent more than $27,000 on tickets for aides, including passes to Monster Jam, WWE Raw, and Disney on Ice.  The figure was nearly seven times what the company spent on lawmaker gifts.  Lynsey Paulo, a spokesperson for PG&E, said the company participates in the political process on behalf of its customers, employees, and shareholders because it wants to make sure important issues get heard.
Gambling parlors spent widely on Florida Officials

Florida – Associated Press - Mike Schneider – April 9, 2013 


Strip-mall parlors with slot-like computer games such as those targeted in a state racketeering and conspiracy investigation have contributed about $100,000 over the past four years to local candidates in Florida, including a sheriff whose agency was a part of the probe, according to a review of records by The Associated Press.


Nearly 90 local officials and candidates in 20 Florida counties received political contributions from the parlors - sometimes called "Internet cafes" - their owners and their political committees, according to the AP review of county-by-county campaign records.

On the state level, more than $1 million was contributed to officials and candidates by companies with ties to Allied Veterans of the World.  The purported charity was a front for a $300 million gambling operation and gave just a small portion toward veterans, state investigators have said.


Some top politicians in Florida and North Carolina scrambled to give back the money or at least explain it.  Former Lt. Gov. Jennifer Carroll resigned last month after she was interviewed as part of the probe.  She denies wrongdoing.


The bulk of the contributions were in Duval County, home to Jacksonville, where officials received about $50,000 from the local parlors and their owners.  The Jacksonville City Council in 2010 considered shutting down the centers.  But city council members instead overwhelmingly passed compromise legislation that capped the number of existing cafes and required them to pay fees and be better regulated.


Allied Veterans and the owners of its affiliates fought hard against the crackdown in Jacksonville, hiring lobbyists and donating to candidates.


Investigators last month said Allied Veterans spent just 2 percent of its $300 million earnings on veterans' charities while its leaders spent millions on boats, real estate and sports cars. The 57 defendants, including some police officers, are facing racketeering, conspiracy, money laundering and possession of slot machine charges.


The 50 or so Internet cafes scattered throughout the state sell customers time online at computer terminals that feature sweepstakes games that simulate slot machines.  The defendants say the parlors are merely places where people can legally play sweepstakes games while using the Internet. But Florida legislators last week voted to ban the operations and Gov. Rick Scott is expected to sign the bill this week.


Out-of-state gaming interests from Georgia , Nevada, North Carolina, Oklahoma and South Carolina contributed almost $25,000 to the local races.  Candidates in Palm Beach County, where commissioners in early 2012 approved a yearlong moratorium on the opening of new Internet cafes in unincorporated areas, received almost $15,000.  Most went to the local state attorney, Dave Aronberg.  County commissioners allowed the ban to expire late last year.
Indiana Speaker Pro Tem Defends Supporting Company Daughter Represents as Lobbyist
Indiana | Columbus Republic - Tom LoBianco (Associated Press) | April 15, 2013

A powerful Indiana House leader defended his decision to support a Utah company his daughter represents as a statehouse lobbyist, days after Gov. Mike Pence placed a hold on state aid to a company run by the lawmaker's son.

 


House Speaker Pro Tem Eric Turner pushed a measure in the House opening the door for Insure-Rite to win a multimillion-dollar contract screening uninsured drivers for the Bureau of Motor Vehicles. Turner's effort to include the proposal in a sweeping tax bill failed in March, but a similar measure was signed into law by Pence recently.

 


Turner said he saw nothing wrong with advocating for the measure being sought by his daughter, Jessaca Turner Stults, a lobbyist working for Insure-Rite.  He said he has previously voted against the interest of his daughter's clients on legislation and did not think it was necessary to recuse himself.

 


"I vote the way I feel my constituents feel and the way I feel would be the best to vote," said Turner.  "I only vote in what's in the best interest of Indiana."

 


Documents obtained by The Associated Press show Turner authored the failed House amendment.  But Turner and his daughter say it was instead written by House Ways and Means Committee Chairperson Tim Brown.

 


The news comes after Pence placed a hold on state aid for Mainstreet Property Group, following a media report about Turner's help in starting the company run by his son.  Turner and a spokesperson for Mainstreet have said the lawmaker had no involvement in winning the $345,000 in state aid for the company, but the Indiana Economic Development Corporation is reviewing the deal.

 


Stults said she saw nothing wrong with her father supporting the Insure-Rite measure and pointed to legislation he authored that would harm one of her other clients, on-line retailer Amazon.

 


"I think that we do a very good job of trying not to cross that line, but I’m not going to deny that I'm his daughter," said Stults.  "This is my job, and I represent my clients.  Just like he does what he needs to do from a policy perspective."

 


Ethics experts say part-time lawmakers in the General Assembly often face conflicts-of-interest with either their other professions or their family’s interests.  It is up to those lawmakers to decide whether they are doing something for personal benefit, instead of for the public’s, and recuse themselves, said Stuart Yoak, executive director of the Association for Practical and Professional Ethics at Indiana University.  If they do not, it can undermine public trust in the Legislature, said Yoak.

 


"The fact that is the case doesn't mean that you are relieved of that moral obligation, to act on behalf of those citizens," said Yoak.  "You can't just use that as an excuse."
Nevada Advances Lobbying Cooling-Off-Period Bills
Nevada | Reno Gazette-Journal - Matt Woolbright (Associated Press) | April 23, 2013

Nevada lawmakers advanced efforts to bar future elected or appointed local officials and state legislators from lobbying their former colleagues immediately after leaving office.  The Assembly passed Assembly Bills 77 and 438 by wide margins.  Both measures now head to the Senate.

 


"Cashing in on a former position of power and influence might give one an undue amount of influence," said Assembly Minority Leader Pat Hickey, the primary sponsor of Assembly Bill 77.

 


Current law does not restrict when a state lawmaker can lobby after serving, so, in theory, a legislator could resign their position today and begin lobbying tomorrow.  Local officials have a one-year waiting period.

 


Assembly Bill 77 bars state legislators from lobbying until the conclusion of the next regular session after their last term in office.  An amendment allows lawmakers to lobby if it is not the primary component of their new job, and if they are only lobbying for their direct employer.

 


"If they're going to work as a lobbyist in the next session, my concern would be it could have an influence on folks this session with respect to a prospective employer," said Hickey.

 


Specifically, the prospect of a current lawmaker voting on issues important to a future employer is the biggest concern, said Hickey.  But not all members felt the bill was fair, because being a legislator is not a full-time career.

 


"We're part-time," said Assemblyperson Maggie Carlton.  "Once we're gone, the Legislature shouldn't tell me who I can or can't work for."

 


Assembly Bill 438 was spawned after an Assembly committee heard the case for restricting when state leaders can lobby.  Members decided to apply similar rules to local officials, said Assemblyperson James Ohrenschall.

 


Current law prohibits elected or appointed officials at the local level and on the University of Nevada Board of Regents from lobbying for a year after they leave office.  Assembly Bill 438 doubles the waiting period.  The local officials would be allowed to communicate with the same body they served if employed by that body or another public entity.

Campaign Finance Overhaul by N.J. Senate Democrats Would Also Reform Pay-to-Play
New Jersey | Newark Star-Ledger - Christopher Baxter | April 25, 2013

A major campaign finance overhaul introduced by Senators in New Jersey would override the confusing patchwork of local "pay-to-play" laws that critics say allow many companies to make large donations to politicians who award them public contracts.

 


The legislation would close a loophole that undermines the state's "pay-to-play" reform efforts and force all municipalities to abide by the same basic rules, according to sponsors.  It would also require more contractors to tell the public who they work for and where they donate their money.

 


"From my perspective, this is something I’ve always wanted to see happen," said Sen. Linda Greenstein, a bill sponsor.  "I always felt this was the undone part of the law, the missing link."

 


Under current law, businesses with state contracts worth $17,500 or more are prohibited from giving more than $300 in contributions.  The same restrictions apply to municipalities and counties, unless they pass their own rules.  But local officials have used a loophole called "fair and open" that allows them to circumvent the contribution restrictions by taking basic steps to tell the public about contracts and who receives them.

 


The loophole essentially rendered the law useless in many towns, said state Election Law Enforcement Commission (ELEC) Executive Director Jeffrey Brindle.  "This is something we’ve been calling for, reform of 'pay-to-play,' for almost three years," said Brindle. 

In exchange for expanding who must comply with the “pay-to-play law, the Senate bill would increase the maximum companies could contribute to elected officials awarding them contracts from $300 to $1,000.  Companies that win contracts through a public process favoring the lowest bidder would be able to give up to $3,000. 

 


The "pay-to-play" changes will be packaged with proposals to force political candidates and nonprofit advocacy groups, which have poured millions of dollars into elections in recent years, to disclose the donors behind every penny they receive.  The legislation would no longer allow candidates to hide donors who give $300 or less, an issue that has received renewed attention since the indictment of the Eatontown-based engineering firm Birdsall Services Group. 

 


In addition, companies with a public contract worth more than $17,500 would be required to disclose their clients and campaign contributions on a quarterly basis to the ELEC.  Current law requires annual disclosure for those holding public contracts worth more than $50,000.

Sweepstakes Donor's Checks to NC Politicians Scrutinized
North Carolina| Charlotte Observer-Michael Biesecker and Mitch Weiss (AP) | April 24, 2013

State elections officials are calling for an investigation of $235,000 in political donations to dozens of North Carolina candidates from an Oklahoma sweepstakes operator, contributions they say may have violated state campaign finance laws.  Gov. Pat McCrory, House Speaker Thom Tillis, and Senate President Pro Tem Phil Berger are among those who received the checks, many of them mailed from a Charlotte lobbying firm where McCrory worked until just before he took office.

 


Lawmakers, meanwhile, are considering legalizing the games, which are still offered across the state despite the passage of three laws intended to ban them, most recently in 2010.  Court records from Florida examined by The Associated Press show the checks were drawn from an account that received funds directly from International Internet Technologies, a company that earned millions of dollars in profits from what prosecutors allege was a criminal gambling enterprise.

 


The company's owners, Chase and Kristin Burns of Anadarko, Oklahoma, were among 57 people arrested by Florida authorities in March on felony charges related to a charity that purported to help homeless veterans but prosecutors say was a front for collecting nearly $300 million in untaxed profits from sweepstakes cafes.  Such cafes rely on software provided by the Burns' company and others to run the games, track who is playing and determine who wins.  In return, the software companies keep up to a third of the profits.

 


Bank records subpoenaed as part of the Florida investigation show the Burns' company also received more than $98 million in about four years from North Carolina sweepstakes cafes using the company's software.  The records show large cash transfers then were made from the company's account to a checking account labeled Chase Burns Trust, the source of the North Carolina political donations.  State law prohibits corporate money from being used to "directly or indirectly" fund political campaigns.


Checks tied to Chase Burns accounted for nearly half of the total $520,000 in political donations from sweepstakes operators that flowed into the campaign accounts of more than 60 elected officials from both parties since 2010.  Burns was the largest individual donor to North Carolina candidates in the 2012 election cycle.

 


Briefed on The AP's findings, the State Board of Elections' chairperson, Larry Leake, and ranking member, Chuck Winfree, said the agency should investigate the donations from Burns.  The five-member elections board, which has the authority to issue subpoenas and call witnesses to testify, typically follows the lead of Leake and Winfree in light of their seniority.  Elections staff have already been conducting a preliminary review of the donations, show records. "If the money from the corporation made its way to the campaigns, then to me that would be illegal contributions," said Leake.

 


Records show nearly all of Burns' political giving was handled by the Charlotte offices of Moore & Van Allen, the law and lobbying firm where McCrory worked until days before he was sworn in as governor in January.  Many of the sweepstakes checks were mailed to state lawmakers shortly before the November election, in envelopes printed with Moore & Van Allen's letterhead, postmarked from the firm's Charlotte ZIP code, and containing the business card of firm lobbyist Tommy Sevier, according to documents obtained by The AP through a public records request.

 


Sevier previously worked as a deputy chief of staff for Berger and deputy chief of staff to then-U.S. Rep. Robin Hayes.  Brian Nick, a Moore & Van Allen lobbyist who previously served as a spokesperson for McCrory's 2012 campaign, said the firm had no reason to think the money was tainted.

 


"We were sent individual contributions from Mr. Burns to certain candidates," said Nick. "Nothing indicated that the contributions were not in accordance with North Carolina election laws, and we delivered them as requested."

 


In a series of interviews, sweepstakes operator William George said he and others pitched in with Burns to hire Moore & Van Allen because the firm had the political connections needed to shepherd the industry's bill through the North Carolina General Assembly.  Well before the November election, McCrory was widely viewed as the state's chief executive-in-waiting.

 


"Hell, everybody knew he was going to be the next governor," said George, who also wrote a $4,000 check to McCrory's campaign.  "Do you know anybody who gives money to a politician that's not expecting something in return?"

 


A bill was introduced recently in the North Carolina House to legalize and tax the Internet cafes, which offer electronic games mimicking Las Vegas-style slots where players who purchase minutes on the computers can win money through entering "sweepstakes."  The measure was introduced by Reps. Jeff Collins and Michael Wray, whose campaigns got more than $6,000 in campaign checks from Burns and other sweepstakes donors. 

 


"The governor does not support this legislation, and has encouraged law enforcement to enforce the current law," said McCrory's spokesperson, Kim Genardo.  


Not all the checks from Chase Burns came through the mail.  Rep. Tom Murry reported to elections officials his $2,500 check from Burns was hand-delivered shortly before the November election by Moore & Van Allen lobbyist Cameron Henley.  Murry is the chairperson of the committee now considering the sweepstakes legalization bill.
 


The General Assembly has passed three laws intended to ban video poker and electronic sweepstakes, most recently in 2010.  Each time, sweepstakes operators have filed court challenges and made software tweaks they say keep the games legal.  In December, the North Carolina Supreme Court unanimously ruled against the industry to uphold the state's most recent ban, clearing the way for law enforcement officers to shut the cafes down.

 


McCrory said in March he never participated in any conversations with lobbying clients about electronic sweepstakes.  He said his campaign recently gave to charity $18,000 tied to Burns and other sweepstakes donors now under indictment in either Florida or Ohio.  All told, McCrory's campaign received more than $82,000 from sweepstakes donors, according to an analysis by The AP and Democracy North Carolina. 

 


Facing felony racketeering and conspiracy charges, Burns is currently free on a $500,000 bond and fighting his extradition to Florida.  Winfree said he would want to know when Burns created the trust account and whether he did so with the intent of funneling funds from his corporation to campaigns.

 


"When this money was transferred from the corporation to the trust, was there an understanding that the trust would then make campaign donations the corporation could not make?" asked Winfree.  "If that's the case, then that would be illegal."

 


Moore & Van Allen dropped Burns' company as a client in March, after his indictment. A competing lobbying firm, Nexsen Pruet, is still listed as representing the company's interests at the Legislature.

Exotic Trips, Luxury Gifts Are Perks of Elective Office
Texas | Texas Tribune - Emily Ramshaw | April 14, 2013

Many Texas lawmakers are quick to name the sacrifices they make to serve: meager pay, grueling hours, and time spent away from their families and their day jobs.  But the perks associated with the job – exotic trips, hotel upgrades, and campaign money spent on luxury gifts – can dramatically augment lawmakers' lifestyles.

 


In the last three years, Troy Fraser, chairperson of the Senate Natural Resources Committee, spent more than $300,000 from his campaign account maintaining his personal airplane, at least $33,000 on country club fees and dues, and more than $4,000 on suits, on top of thousands of dollars on upscale hotels for conferences and events everywhere from Hawaii to Buenos Aires, according to his campaign finance reports. 

 

Between 2008 and 2010, Fraser claimed more travel per diems – 361, valued at more than $58,000 – than any other member of the Senate.  And in the last several years, taxpayers paid for him to attend at least nine policy conferences in destinations like Puerto Rico.  In some instances, Fraser flew his own plane, receiving mileage reimbursements at up to triple the price of a commercial ticket.

Fraser said all his campaign expenses and Senate reimbursements are related to his role as a legislator and, in particular, his expanded duties as the chairperson of a major committee. 

 


"I'm one of the few who almost over-reports," said Fraser, adding that every state expense is approved by the Senate and all campaign expenditures are disclosed.  "My constituents and my supporters understand very clearly what I'm doing with money."

 


Fraser is far from the only lawmaker to reap such on-the-job benefits.  His colleagues use campaign cash to drive Mercedes and BMWs, and trade thousand-dollar gifts from Neiman Marcus, Tiffany & Co., and Montblanc.  Some of them rent expensive condominiums in Austin, and buy tens of thousands of dollars' worth of sports tickets. 

 


Critics say such spending, which is allowed under the state's ethics and campaign finance rules as long as it is directly tied to state or legislative business, blurs the line between what is permissible and what is ethical. 

 


"They have the audacity to act as though they’re underpaid," said Dave Palmer, a California-based campaign finance watchdog who filed so many complaints with the Texas Ethics Commission – on legislators using their campaign cash for everything from personal fitness equipment to dry cleaning – that lawmakers passed legislation limiting such complaints to Texans.  "They're enriching themselves by having their living expenses paid for ad infinitum."

 


Rita Kirk, director of Southern Methodist University's Maquire Ethics Center, said the root of this behavior is Texas' part-time Legislature, where "the only people who really can get there are people who are wealthy enough to self-finance or have wealthy people invest in them."

 


Kirk said it establishes an "elitist government style" where proper stewardship of taxpayer or donor dollars can at times be compromised.

 


Between 2007 and 2011, legislative travel records show, former Sen. Jeff Wentworth charged the state for 17 conference trips, more than any of his Senate colleagues, including one to El Conquistador, a resort in Puerto Rico.  Sen. Rodney Ellis had at least nine, records show, including one stay at the Golden Nugget hotel and casino in Las Vegas.  And former Rep. Warren Chisum billed the state nearly $4,000 for an energy meeting in Saskatoon, Canada, and more than $2,700 for a meeting at the historic Broadmoor resort in Colorado Springs.

 


Some lawmakers fly their own planes to domestic conferences or meetings across Texas, enjoying a mileage reimbursement rate that is more than twice the price of driving, and almost always exceeds commercial rates.  Some of these conference trips turn into de facto vacations, with lawmakers paying out of their own pockets to tack on extra days, bring along their families and enjoy spa treatments, rounds of golf, and casinos.
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