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Lobbyists and their employers reported spending about 11 percent more in the recently completed 2015 General Assembly than was spent during the previous 30-day session, held in 2013.  This year, $6.98 million was reported, compared to $6.2 million spent two years ago.

However, almost all of the increase is attributed to the new ethics law requiring employers to report all spending on advertising which supports or opposes legislation.  Employers reported spending $752,000 on advertising during the 2015 session.

Anheuser-Busch was the leading spender in this session, reporting $381,221, including about $330,000 spent on advertising, which supplemented Anheuser Busch’s lobbying on legislation relating to ownership of beer distributorships.

Other lobbying interests involved in the same issue were also among the top spenders, including Kentuckians for Entrepreneurs and Growth, which spent $130,118, including $101,000 on advertising; and Kentucky Beer Wholesalers, which spent $83,585, including $50,000 on advertising.

Lobbying on the “smoke free” legislation, the American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network spent $135,928, including $104,173 on advertising.

The session’s other top spenders include: Altria Client Services ($120,860); Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($95,857); AT&T ($86,137, including $28,265 on advertising); Kentucky Hospital Association ($79,565); Kentucky Retail Federation ($77,330); BSB Coalition ($71,311); Kentucky Medical Association ($61,071); Kentucky Bankers Association ($54,240); and Anthem Inc. ($51,000).

Also: Norton Healthcare ($48,000); Century Aluminum of Kentucky General Partnership ($46,353); Kentucky League of Cities ($45,631); Americans for Prosperity ($45,141); Kentucky Justice Association ($44,618); Kentuckians for the Commonwealth ($44,079); and Home Builders Association of Kentucky ($42,043).

Commission gets two appointments
The President of the Senate and Speaker of the House recently made appointments to four-year terms on the Legislative Ethics Commission.

Senate President Robert Stivers appointed former Sen. Ken Winters of Murray.  Winters was president of Campbellsville University from 1988 to 1999, served in the Senate from 2005 to the end of 2013, and chaired the Senate Education Committee for eight years.
House Speaker Greg Stumbo reappointed Elmer George of Lebanon.  George is a practicing attorney in Marion County, and is a graduate of Bellarmine University and the University of Kentucky College of Law.
Former Commission Chair Judge Lester dies

Judge Charles B. Lester, former Chairman of the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission, passed away on Sunday, April 26, 2015.  

The Speaker of the House appointed Judge Lester to the Commission in 1996, and he served as Chairman for five years.  Earlier that year, he retired from the Kentucky Court of Appeals where he served for 20 years, the last five and one-half of which he was Chief Judge.  

Judge Lester earned an A.B. and B.C.L. degree at the College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia and continued his legal and judicial education at Harvard Law School and University of Edinburgh, Scotland, and Oxford University, in the United Kingdom.  He and his wife Jackie lived in Cold Spring, Kentucky.


The following businesses and organizations registered with the Legislative Ethics Commission in April, and are now lobbying in Kentucky:  Kentucky Nursery and Landscape Association; Kentucky Right to Work Committee, Inc.; and Nationwide Insurance.

The businesses and organizations which recently terminated their registration and quit lobbying include: Allergan, Inc.; ePAD Council, Inc.; Kentucky Academy of Anesthesiologist Assistants; and Nature Conservancy

The International Sign Association (ISA) also terminated its lobbying registration.  ISA is a trade association headquartered in Alexandria, Virginia, and in February 2014, the group registered to lobby in Kentucky on “billboard regulations that also impact on-premise signs.”

However, ISA never lobbied the General Assembly, and did not spend any money on Kentucky lobbying.  After paying a fine for failing to file several spending reports, ISA terminated its registration.
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Even after the gift ban and reform, freebies flow to Florida lawmakers 
Link
MICHAEL VAN SICKLERTampa Bay TimesFLORIDA – Tampa Bay Times – by Michael Van Sickler - April 17, 2015

TALLAHASSEE — The chief advocate of a 2005 gift ban prohibiting Florida lawmakers from having meals, drinks and trips paid by special interests now has meals, drinks and trips indirectly paid by special interests. 
Sen. Tom Lee, who vowed that his ban would change the behavior of legislators, has received more in personal reimbursements from his political committee than any other state senator since 2013.

The Brandon senator's committee raised $1.8 million over the past two years from corporate interests such as Anheuser-Busch, U.S. Sugar, Duke Energy and Walt Disney. Exploiting a loophole, the committee paid Lee $15,511 in a series of reimbursements during the same period, according to state Division of Elections records.

Lee is just one example of how powerful lawmakers in both parties still get special interests to cover personal expenses — even after the gift ban and a subsequent reform in 2013.

Sen. Chris Smith of Fort Lauderdale was personally reimbursed more than $9,000 the past two years by his PAC, Florida's Future.  But tally up all reimbursements by his staff, including his committee treasurer, and total reimbursements jumped to $42,674, nearly three times more than any other legislator.
The committees set up by Smith, Lee, and others are legally allowed to reimburse their host lawmakers for expenses — as long as they can show it's related to the political mission of their committees.
But a Times/Herald review of 84 committees operated by 75 state legislators shows that a handful of politicians routinely used their committees for reimbursements that could not easily be explained: 
• The PAC run by Smith provided scant records of the purpose for reimbursed expenses and even the names of individuals who were paid.  Responding to requests from the Times/Herald, it took the treasurer nearly two months to disclose that $9,173 of the committee's reimbursements went to cover bills for Smith, including stays at the Ritz-Carlton in Washington, D.C., and dinners at Capital Grille in Orlando and Ruth's Chris Steak House in Washington.
• Clearwater Sen. Jack Latvala's Florida Leadership Committee paid him $14,379 in reimbursements to cover costs including restaurant tabs at Bascom's Chop House in Clearwater ($388), Georgio's in Tallahassee ($742) and Morton's Steakhouse in West Palm Beach ($350).
• In addition to reimbursements, the committees of lawmakers regularly accepted in-kind contributions in the form of event tickets, meals, drinks and travel expenses paid by corporations and lobbyists.  Walt Disney, for example, treated the PAC of Sen. Bill Galvano of Bradenton, to $991.95 in December for food and beverages.  The theme park giant likewise covered $1,000 in expenses in February for the PAC of Sen. Rob Bradley of Fleming Island to hold a fundraiser at a Luke Bryan concert in Orlando's Amway Center.

Lawmakers defended the compensation they have received from their committees, saying it is a necessary cost of doing business.

"These aren't things that I go do because I think they're going to be fun," said Lee of his expenses.  "They are things that I go do because in order to achieve the fundraising goals that we have, you have to engage in some of these activities."
But because of the broad nature of the committees, it's difficult to distinguish between campaign and personal expenses, said Ben Wilcox, research director for Integrity Florida, a nonpartisan political watchdog.
"Nothing has changed," Wilcox said.  "These committees are just a way to get around the gift ban."
• • •
The 2005 ban made it illegal for a state legislator to accept gifts — such as meals, football tickets, hunting trips or booze — from a lobbyist.  It was passed under House Speaker Allan Bense and Lee, who was Senate President.
Yet the ban left intact the ability for lawmakers to accept gifts indirectly via reimbursements or in-kind contributions from political parties and their own committees — as long as it related to an activity that advanced the missions of the parties and committees.
Consequently, lawmakers could still soak up the perks.
That loophole led to an explosion of Committees of Continuous Existence (CCEs).  They could raise unlimited funds, write checks to other candidates and finance personal entertainment, travel, meals and other personal expenses. 
The committees became notorious for lawmakers dipping into them with little oversight.  By 2012, abuses of CCEs became so widely reported that incoming House Speaker Will Weatherford and Senate President Don Gaetz vowed a crackdown.
During the 2013 legislative session, lawmakers passed another ban, this time on CCEs.  As in 2005, the ban's proponents touted it as a major breakthrough.
"With more transparency and accountability, candidates running for office in Florida will now be held to a higher standard," Weatherford said when Gov. Rick Scott signed the bill into law.
Yet the legislation left the same loophole for political parties and shifted the power to collect contributions of unlimited amounts from the now-defunct CCEs to political action committees. 
Lawmakers were allowed to dump their CCE money into their new PACs and carry on pretty much as before.  Lawmakers did so, en masse.  So Lee's CCE closed on Sept. 10, 2013, and became a PAC on the same day.
Lee had seemed an unlikely bet to exploit the loophole.  He fretted in 2005 that "there are a lot of people out there, much to my chagrin and surprise who … are trying to figure out a way to circumvent the spirit of the law."
In defense of his spending since 2013, Lee said his expenses are signed off by a chairman and treasurer who verify they are "appropriate and legitimate."  In addition, he said his receipts are a tiny fraction of what his committee raises.
"To me, that's extremely reasonable," said Lee, a home builder who reported an income of $147,000 last year.
Lawmakers earn $29,200 a year in salary, but they can pay for expenses with the additional $6,450 they receive to offset the cost of meals and lodging during the legislative session, as long as they back it up with documentation.  When not in session, legislators provide travel documentation to get paid up to $80 per day for travel outside their district.
• • •
Since 2013, Latvala's PAC, the Florida Leadership Committee, has reimbursed him $14,379, the second-highest reported total in the Senate.  Latvala said all of his committee's spending was legitimate.
"It's either for fundraising, candidate recruitment or political strategy," Latvala said.  "You'll find that there are no racetracks, beaches or vacations."
Latvala said he resented questions about his committee's spending, calling them "borderline harassment" when he's faced with other matters in the final weeks of legislative session.  "To be fair, you should probably look at the percentage of funds used for this purpose based on total dollars raised by each committee," Latvala said.  "I had one of the highest grossing committees during this period."
Latvala's committee raised more than most PACs: $3.3 million from about 800 contributions via some of the largest special interests in Florida.  As a percentage of what's raised, therefore, the reimbursements are insignificant, Lee and Latvala both say.
• • •
Lawmakers can get freebies another way, via in-kind contributions their committees receive to cover meals, drinks and trips.
The PAC for the House's Rules Chairman, Rep. Ritch Workman of Melbourne was given $6,895 worth of food, beverage and entertainment by Floridian Partners Inc. in February.  Latvala's PAC received $6,576 from SSE Gaming LLC for "event tickets/catering" that he said was used for a fundraiser.
In the past year, lobbyist Guy Spearman treated lawmakers to the use of his Beechcraft King Air twin-turboprop aircraft.  He gave these free trips in the form of in-kind contributions to their PACs. 
Workman's PAC accepted a $2,105 plane ride in February.  Galvano took two trips worth $7,790.  Sen. Denise Grimsley of Lakeland, was treated to a $1,400 trip via her PAC.  Latvala's PAC received six plane trips that Spearman estimated cost him $13,201.
"I'm friends with them," Spearman explained. "I have a standing offer, but they don't abuse it."  Spearman, who represents Anheuser-Busch, AT&T and SeaWorld among others, said the trips aren't gifts because they meet the requirements of current law.
"It's perfectly legitimate because it's fundraising related, or at least that's what they told me the trips are for," Spearman said.  "I'm providing transportation.  That's all I'm doing."
Skelos, N.Y. Senate leader, and his son are focus of corruption inquiry
NEW YORK – New York Times – by Rashbaum, Craig & Kaplan – April 15, 2015 

Federal prosecutors have begun presenting evidence to a grand jury considering a case against the leader of the New York State Senate, Dean G. Skelos of Long Island, and his son, according to people with knowledge of the matter.

Investigators have served a number of subpoenas in recent weeks, including several to state senators on Long Island, and federal prosecutors have interviewed people who have had dealings with Adam Skelos, the senator’s son.

News of the investigation follows the arrest this year of Assemblyman Sheldon Silver of Manhattan and his resignation as speaker; any criminal case against Senator Skelos, the majority leader, would throw the Capitol into further tumult.

Prosecutors and the F.B.I. have focused on at least two areas in their investigation, zeroing in on Adam Skelos’s business dealings, according to several people with knowledge of the matter.

One focal point has been Adam Skelos’s hiring by an Arizona company, AbTech Industries, as well as a storm-water treatment contract that AbTech was awarded by Nassau County — the senator’s political backyard — even though the company was not the low bidder.  Another area of inquiry has been a $20,000 payment to Adam Skelos from a title insurance company he never worked for.

According to people familiar with the questions being asked by federal authorities, investigators are seeking to determine whether Senator Skelos exerted any influence in matters involving AbTech.  They are also examining whether his son’s hiring as a consultant was part of a scheme in which the senator, in exchange, would take official action that would benefit AbTech or another company, Glenwood Management, a politically influential real estate developer that has had ties to AbTech.
Any such action could pose a conflict of interest or potentially violate federal corruption statutes. It is unclear what actions, if any, Senator Skelos has taken in connection to his son’s business dealings, or how they relate to state government; neither man has been accused of wrongdoing.

The investigation is being conducted by the office of Preet Bharara, the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York, who has embarked on an assault against graft and other political misdeeds in Albany, describing the capital as a “caldron of corruption.”  His critics have accused him of grandstanding, and say his unusually blunt public condemnations of how business is done in Albany have crossed the line for a federal prosecutor.

Glenwood Management, one of the state’s largest campaign donors, also surfaced in the criminal case against Mr. Silver, who is accused of steering Glenwood and another developer to a law firm that gave him a cut of their fees. Glenwood has not been accused of wrongdoing in the Silver case or in the investigation involving the Skeloses.

The inquiry into the senator and his son comes at a chaotic time in Albany.  In January, state government was rocked when Mr. Silver was arrested on corruption charges brought by Mr. Bharara’s office.

The case against Mr. Silver and the investigation of Mr. Skelos grew in some measure out of the Moreland Commission, an anticorruption panel that Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo created in 2013.  The governor abruptly disbanded the panel last year as part of a budget deal he negotiated in large part with Mr. Skelos and Mr. Silver; Mr. Bharara’s office then opened a criminal inquiry into the shutdown.

As with Mr. Silver’s, Mr. Skelos’s outside income as a lawyer has come under federal scrutiny.  In the senator’s case, his law firm received a federal grand jury subpoena in 2014.  In January, WNBC-TV reported that federal investigators were looking into Mr. Skelos’s outside income, with a focus on his ties to the real estate industry.  

Lawmakers in no rush to disclose wining and dining

TEXAS – The Texas Tribune – by Jay Root – April 15, 2015

Lawmakers in the Texas Senate aren’t exactly tripping over themselves to let the public know who’s wining and dining them.

Two bills aimed at requiring disclosure of such lobbyist entertainment are on the verge of being snuffed out in the Senate State Affairs Committee, according to the sponsor of the measures, despite Gov. Greg Abbott’s vow a few weeks ago to “dedicate this session to ethics reform."

Sen. Kirk Watson of Austin said he has been told not to expect even a public hearing on the bills, let alone a committee vote.

“I have not been given a reason.  I’m surprised,” Watson said.  “They may not be dead dead, but I hear the death rattle.”

Sen. Joan Huffman of Houston, the committee chairwoman, was noncommittal as she walked onto the Senate floor on Tuesday.  “I’ll have to take a look at it,” she said.  “There are a lot of pending bills.”

Watson’s bills, Senate Bill 585 and Senate Bill 586, would close a loophole that has made a mockery of the 1990s era law that was supposed to require lobbyists to report the names of the lawmakers they’re showering with drinks and taking to fancy dinners. 

Technically, under current law, a lobbyist who spends more than $114 on any one state official has to report the name of the person who's being entertained with food and drink.

But that almost never happens.  Instead, these lobbyists — pressured by lawmakers who don’t want to face the embarrassment of seeing their names in public reports — evade the already weak disclosure law by getting fellow registered lobbyists to chip in.  That allows them to spend far more than the limit, and leaves the public entirely in the dark on where all the lobby largesse is going.

According to a 2013 Texas Tribune analysis, only 3.6 percent of the lobbyist disclosures in 2011 for categories that can be itemized if thresholds are met — including food, booze, gifts and entertainment — had any identifying details.  That was down from 5.18 percent in 2005. 

Watson wants to lower the reporting threshold to $50, and he would require a detailed disclosure even if multiple lobbyists banded together to get around that lower limit.  If more than $50 were spent on a state official, all the lobbyists who paid for it would have to provide detailed reporting as if they had each spent the higher amount. 

It’s too early to say whether the push for more disclosure can survive the lack of enthusiasm for it in the Senate.  Stand-alone measures that die in committee could be resurrected during floor debates on other legislation.

Also, under House Bill 972 by Rep. Charlie Geren of Fort Worth, lobbyists would have to provide detailed reporting for any meals or drinks over $50, but they could still team up with their colleagues to collectively spend more than that without reporting it to the public.  That bill was left pending in the House State Affairs Committee nearly a month ago.
Virginia lawmakers approve new gift limit rules

VIRGINIA -- The Virginian-Pilot - by Patrick Wilson - April 18, 2015 
RICHMOND -- State lawmakers unanimously approved new limits on gifts from lobbyists and agreed to seek approval for lobbyist-funded trips worth more than $100.

Members of the General Assembly voted to limit lobbyists' gifts to $100.  They also established an annual, aggregate cap of $100 per lobbyist, an amendment by Gov. Terry McAuliffe.

Gifts worth less than $20 do not count toward that cap.

The new law also funds the state's Ethics and Conflicts of Interest Advisory Council.  The nine-member council, appointed by the governor and General Assembly, will issue advisory opinions for lawmakers requesting guidance.  It will also approve or deny lawmakers' requests to take lobbyist-funded trips that exceed the cap.

The change marks the end of an era for lawmakers.  It had been long-standing practice for delegates and state senators to accept transportation, lodging and admission to Redskins games, casino visits and even overseas trips.  They were required to report those gifts annually, but until last year, there was no limit on the value or number of gifts.

This is the second year lawmakers made changes to the gift law following the scandal involving former Gov. Bob McDonnell and his wife, Maureen McDonnell.  He was sentenced to two years in prison on public corruption charges and his wife to one year following their convictions by a federal jury last year.

Del. Todd Gilbert of Shenandoah County, sponsor of the ethics bill in the House, said lawmakers realized they needed to address public concerns over their relationships with lobbyists. McDonnell was convicted of taking official action on behalf of businessman Jonnie Williams Sr. in exchange for $177,000 in gifts, loans and trips.

The $100 aggregate cap will likely have the biggest impact on how business is done in Richmond.  Lawmakers will still be able to accept a gift or travel worth more, but they would need to get approval from the Ethics Advisory Council first.

McAuliffe fell short on other reforms he advocated.

A study commission he created called for an independent ethics commission that would be able to investigate lawmakers. Lawmakers opposed that and limited the ethics council to an advisory role.

The General Assembly also rejected an amendment from McAuliffe that would have required them to disclose travel paid by a third party to a legislative session or conference.  That rejection earned scorn from one watchdog group.

"Legislators have left open gaping loopholes that allow any private party to pay for an elected official's travel to official meetings or national conferences with zero disclosure," ProgressVA said in a statement.

Shuster admits ‘private and personal relationship’ with airline lobbyist

WASHINGTON, D.C. – Politico -- By J. Bresnahan, A. Palmer & J. Sherman – April 16, 2015

House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Chairman Bill Shuster is dating a top lobbyist for the leading U.S. airline trade association, an organization that spends millions of dollars trying to influence his panel.
The Pennsylvania Congressman is currently at the center of high-stakes negotiations to enact the most sweeping overhaul of the Federal Aviation Administration in decades.  The package could include changes to the nation’s air travel system, including the privatization of the air traffic control system.  Airlines for America’s members — all of the nation’s largest airlines — have a major interest in the legislation.
Shuster and Shelley Rubino, vice president for global government affairs for Airlines for America, have been romantically involved since last summer, according to multiple sources familiar with their relationship.  “Ms. Rubino and I have a private and personal relationship, and out of respect for her and my family, that is all I will say about that,” the 54-year-old Shuster said in a statement.
Shuster added that his office “has in place a policy that deals with personal relationships that cover my staff and myself.  This was created in consultation with legal counsel and goes further than is required by the law.  Under that policy, Ms. Rubino doesn’t lobby my office, including myself and my staff.”
When Shuster started dating Rubino, 49, in the summer of 2014, he drafted a formal document stating she would not lobby him or his staff, including committee staff.  This does not prevent Rubino from lobbying the other 50 members of the committee, and their aides.
An official with Airlines for America said the group has consulted outside counsel about Rubino’s relationship with Shuster.  A4A, as the group is known, also said Rubino does not lobby the eighth-term lawmaker directly.  But the trade group did not respond when asked whether she lobbies other committee members.
Shuster’s coziness with A4A goes beyond his personal ties with Rubino.  He recently hired Chris Brown, A4A’s vice president for legislative and regulatory policy, to be staff director on the Transportation Committee’s aviation subcommittee.  That panel is playing a critical role in the FAA reauthorization. Shuster’s personal office chief of staff, Eric Burgeson, is married to Christine Burgeson, senior vice president of government relations at A4A.
A4A is a powerful industry lobbying group. Its members include Delta Air Lines, American Airlines, Alaska Airlines, FedEx, Atlas Air, Hawaiian Airlines, JetBlue Airways, Southwest, United, UPS and US Airways.  It spent $6.8 million on lobbying in 2014, according to disclosure forms filed with the Senate.
A4A and its employees have contributed more than $20,000 to Shuster’s campaign committees, according to Federal Election Commission records. The group’s political action committee donated $10,000 to Shuster during the 2014 election cycle, making him the only member to whom the group made the maximum contribution.  
A4A member companies and their employees have given hundreds of thousands more to Shuster throughout his career, according to the Center for Responsive Politics, a nonpartisan group that tracks campaign donations.
Call it coincidence, or corruption

NEW YORK – New York Times – by Jim Dwyer – April 28, 2015 

In a fabulous coincidence, if you prefer fables to scandal, United Airlines started a twice-weekly, money-losing flight to Columbia, S.C., that just happened to be handy for a powerful public official in New Jersey who had a weekend home nearby in Aiken.

A few days after the public official resigned from his position in March 2014, the airline canceled the flight.

Just one of those things.

Or for those with a bias for the plausible, there is the alternative version of how this flight came into being, first reported in February by The Record, and then elaborated in delectable detail this week by Bloomberg Business.

The flights are now part of a federal investigation into operatives at the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey that began with the infamous traffic jam at the George Washington Bridge in September 2013.

Two years earlier, over dinner at an Italian restaurant in Manhattan, David Samson, the chairman of the Port Authority, entertained requests for help from executives with United Airlines, which has become the largest carrier at Newark Liberty International Airport since its merger with Continental.

United’s agenda - relayed at the dinner, and in later communications with Port Authority executives - included expansion of a hangar and improvements for its terminal.  It also sought breaks in the lease payments to the Port Authority, arguing that it paid less at Kennedy International Airport.  United’s chief executive, Jeff Smisek, was under pressure to find savings from the Continental merger.

During the dinner at Novita, Mr. Samson mentioned that his weekends in Aiken involved a 150-mile drive from Charlotte, N.C., the nearest city with direct service from Newark.  According to the Bloomberg account, Mr. Samson asked if the direct service to Columbia, 100 miles nearer, could be instituted.  “An awkward silence fell over the table,” Bloomberg reported.

The airline executives did not agree to the flight at the time, but did so, according to Bloomberg, after Mr. Samson told a lobbyist for United that he was holding up decisions on Port Authority projects important to the airline.  Within a year, United was flying a mostly empty plane twice a week - Mondays and Thursdays - between Newark and Columbia.  Mr. Samson is reported to have referred to it as “the chairman’s flight.”

United would say only that it was cooperating with the investigation.  Federal prosecutors in New Jersey are also looking into how and why the George Washington Bridge traffic jam was instigated.  When Patrick J. Foye, the executive director of the authority, learned that the tie-ups were the result of deliberate lane closings by David Wildstein, he ordered it brought to an immediate end. 

Mr. Foye had previously created a policy requiring that Port Authority commissioners, including Mr. Samson, disclose their personal involvement in business affairs of the authority and refrain from voting on them.

By ending the traffic jam, Mr. Samson complained by email, Mr. Foye was once again riding a “white horse.”
A better way to rein in lobbying

WASHINGTON, D.C. – New York Times -- By Lee Drutman -- April 24, 2015 

Corporate influence is an old problem in American democracy.  But in the last decade or so, corporate spending to influence Congress and federal agencies has reached a new, and probably unsustainable, level.

Corporations and their trade associations now spend about $2.6 billion a year in reported lobbying, and probably as much on unreported lobbying.  That is more than the funding for the entire Senate ($860 million) and House ($1.18 billion) combined, and the gap grows wider every year.

Moreover, that $2.6 billion is about 34 times the total lobbying spending for all labor unions and groups representing public and consumer interests — the organizations most likely to serve as a countervailing force to business outside of government.

This doesn’t mean that corporations always get what they want.  Politics is not a vending machine.  And in the current gridlock, it’s hard to do anything.  But it does mean that, with rare exceptions, any significant policy changes, especially on economic or regulatory issues, will require the support of large corporations.

And yet there is little use in calling for limits on corporate lobbying.  For one thing, any cap on lobbying would run up against basic American ideals of participatory democracy.  More to the point, the commitment of corporate interests to Washington is such that they would quickly find ways around any attempt to curtail their activity.

A better strategy would be to rebalance American democracy.

We can start with Congress.  Sarcastic observers often complain that we have the best Congress money can buy.  Actually, it’s the opposite. We’ve been doing Congress on the cheap for decades.  Thanks to stagnating budgets and a few bouts of budget slashing, it has about a third fewer committee staff members than it had in 1980, which means it has less and less experience and expertise to deal with our most pressing problems — and, instead, effectively outsources more and more of its work to lobbyists.

Because congressional pay is considerably less than that of comparable private sector jobs, staff members usually stay just long enough to get experience and build connections, and then leave — often to become lobbyists.

“It’s tough to live off the government paycheck,” one lobbyist told me.  “One of the big things that’s wrong with the system is that somebody finally learns their job and then they have to move on, so you have a bunch of young folks who turn to lobbyists to figure out their jobs.”
It doesn’t need to be this way.  We can give the House and Senate (which account for a minuscule 0.06 percent of the federal budget) the resources to hire and keep enough of the best people, especially in key committee positions.  We can bolster independent capacity for technical analysis by giving a boost to the research arms of Congress, like the Congressional Research Service and the Government Accountability Office.

While congressional salaries can’t possibly equal lobbying salaries, they don’t have to.  The thrill of being on the inside is enough of a draw that congressional offices have little trouble filling openings.  The problem is that staffers burn out quickly.  More money, shorter hours and better working conditions wouldn’t keep everyone, but they’d keep enough good people.

Even fiscal conservatives, like Paul D. Ryan of Wisconsin, chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, are asking for more resources.  “The committee needs to add staff, particularly in tax, health care and the economics fields” to meet its responsibilities, he said at a House Administration Committee hearing in February, at which he requested a four percent budget increase.

None of this is to say that lobbyists don’t bring valuable perspectives to governing — they do.  That’s why balancing them, instead of limiting them, makes sense.  No side has a monopoly on the truth.  But we’re most likely to get the best policies if decision makers can hear the strongest case on all sides.

It’s easy to get depressed about the state of American democracy.  But we don’t need to be. The solutions are not overly complicated: Give government the resources it needs to think for itself and to develop policy without having to depend almost entirely on outside lobbyists.  Make sure all sides have the resources to make their best case.  The politics of checks and balances can do the rest.
House quietly passes tax exemption for megadonors 

WASHINGTON, D.C. – Politico -- By Kenneth P. Vogel & Hillary Flynn – April 16, 2015
With little fanfare, the House recently passed legislation that would protect major donors like the Koch brothers and Tom Steyer from having to pay gift taxes on huge donations to secret money political groups.
The legislation, which now heads to the Senate, is seen by fundraising operatives as removing one of the few remaining potential obstacles to unfettered big-money spending by nonprofit groups registered under a section of the Tax Code — 501(c) — that allows them to shield their donors’ identities.
Critics decry such groups as corrupting, but they have played an increasingly prominent role in recent elections, and they’re expected to spend huge sums in 2016.
And, while fundraising operatives say most donors do not pay taxes on their donations to so-called 501(c) groups, the law is somewhat ambiguous on whether gift taxes could be assessed. That’s left donors fearing that such gifts could bring scrutiny from the Internal Revenue Service — which, in fact, has launched probes of major groups’ donors in recent years to determine whether they improperly avoided paying gift taxes.
The bill that passed Wednesday would make clear that the gift tax does not apply to groups registered under sections 501(c)4, (c)5 or (c)6. That covers a wide swath of organizations including everything from the Karl Rove-conceived Crossroads GPS and the Tom Steyer-funded NextGen Climate (both of which are registered under section 501(c)4 of the Tax Code) to major labor unions [501(c)5] to the Koch brothers-backed Freedom Partners Chamber of Commerce [501(c)6].
A coalition of conservative and liberal nonprofit groups and their lawyers sent a letter to members of the House supporting the bill.  It asserted that the “application of the gift tax to 501(c)(4) donors raises serious constitutional questions, and threatens to hamstring smaller or start-up citizens’ groups.”
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