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In the first eight months of 2015, the Kentucky Economic Development Authority (KEDFA) gave final approval to $124.4 million in tax incentives for businesses locating or expanding in Kentucky.


So far, this year’s biggest incentive package was awarded to AMZN WACS, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Amazon Fulfillment Services, which in turn is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Amazon.com ($10.25 million for a technology center in Winchester).  This year’s other largest incentives went to: ConAgra’s Carriage House Co. ($10 million) for a food production facility in Oldham County, where the company makes sauces, syrups, and jams and jellies; Hitachi Automotive Systems ($9 million for two projects); Dr. Schneider Automotive Systems ($7 million); ISP Chemicals ($5.3 million); and Senture ($4.7 million).

In 2014, tax incentives worth $170.2 million were given final approval by KEDFA, including Metalsa Structural Products ($21 million); Westlake Vinyls ($20 million), CafePress ($10 million); and General Dynamics Information Technology ($9.3 million for two projects).

2013 was KEDFA’s biggest recent year, as $371.6 million in tax incentives were given final approval, with $149.1 million going to Toyota Motor Manufacturing for two projects.  Other awards included:  Flex Films ($20 million); Century Aluminum Sebree ($15 million); Metalsa Structural Products ($14 million); General Motors ($12 million); Lockheed Martin ($10.8 million); and Martinrea Heavy Stampings ($10 million).

In 2012, KEDFA approved $163.9 million in incentives, including General Electric ($20.5 million); ZF Steering Systems ($15 million); Faurecia ($14 million for two projects); Magna Seating ($8.5 million); Hill’s Pet Nutrition ($8.3 million); Jim Beam Brands ($6.3 million); U.S. Bank National Assn. ($4.4 million); and Remington Arms ($4.1 million). 
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There are 570 legislative agents (lobbyists) registered in Kentucky, and they’re working for 673 employers.  By Tuesday, September 15, 2015, all lobbyists and employers are required to file Updated Registration Statements for the period May 1 through August 31, 2015.  Forms may be filed online, by fax or mail.  If filing online, go to http://klec.ky.gov and click “file forms online.”



Three organizations which recently registered to lobby in Kentucky are: Iron Workers District Council of Southern Ohio & Vicinity; Luckett & Farley, a Louisville architecture and construction management firm; and United Naturals, a manufacturer of natural products
 
Hartford Investment Management Co., and Brooks & Hendricks, PLLC have terminated lobbying registration and are no longer lobbying.


Harassment and hostile work environment are major complaints of congressional employees, report says

FEDERAL – Washington Post -- by Joe Davidson -- July 30, 2015 

Working in Congress might carry a certain status in some circles, but employees there have the same complaints as workers elsewhere, yet they are not covered by the same laws protecting others.
The largest category of issues raised by Capitol Hill workers concerned “harassment/hostile work environment” in fiscal year 2014, according to a report released by the congressional Office of Compliance.  Of 163 “requests for confidential counseling,” which is the first step in the dispute resolution process, 48 were for this category.
“Disparate treatment” is the second largest category and was cited 29 times.  Together, the top two categories, out of 20, make up almost half of all inquiries.  No other one was cited more than 14 times.  The other categories include discharge, discipline and leave.
Despite a broad range of issues raised by congressional employees, they do not have the same protection as their counterparts in the government’s executive branch or the private sector.
“Congress is not covered by certain workplace rights laws required for U.S. businesses and the Federal Executive Branch, such as mandatory notice-posting of workplace rights, mandatory anti-discrimination training, and whistleblower protections for employees who report waste, fraud, and abuse,” the report says.
On discrimination issues, inquiries related to sex, gender and pregnancy led the list with 60.   “Race/color” was not far behind with 55 out of a total of 236.
The Congressional Accountability Act of 1995 does apply “a number of private sector and Executive Branch workplace rights, occupational safety and health, accessibility, and labor statutes to Congress,” the report says, but there are gaps.
To help fill those gaps, the Office of Compliance made these recommendations:
— “Mandatory anti-discrimination and anti-retaliation training for all congressional employees and managers”
— “Require notice-posting of congressional workplace rights in all employing offices”
— “Whistleblower protections for disclosing violations of laws, rules or regulations, gross mismanagement, gross waste of funds, abuses of authority, or substantial and specific dangers to public health.”

Lockheed Martin pays $4.7 million to settle charges it lobbied for federal contract with federal money
FEDERAL – Washington Post -- by Lisa Rein -- August 24, 2015
The world’s largest defense contractor has agreed to pay $4.7 million to settle charges that it illegally used government money to lobby top federal officials to extend its contract to run one of the country’s premier nuclear weapons labs.

Over five years starting in 2009, top executives for Lockheed Martin — who were being paid by the federal government to run Sandia National Laboratories — ran a fierce campaign to lobby members of Congress and senior Obama administration officials for a seven-year extension of their contract, according to the settlement announced by the Justice Department.

Lockheed executives, who hired a former New Mexico congresswoman to help them, didn’t just press people with influence to re-hire them for a deal worth $2.4 billion a year, as Energy Department Inspector General Gregory Friedman disclosed in an investigation last fall.  They urged them to close the bidding to competition.

“The money allocated by Congress for the Sandia National Laboratories is designed to fund the important mission carried out by our national laboratories, not to lobby Congress for more funding,” Principal Deputy Assistant Attorney General Benjamin C. Mizer, head of the Justice Department’s Civil Division, said in a statement.

Mizer said the lab, a subsidiary of Lockheed, allegedly used federal money to lobby Congress and other federal officials from 2008 and 2012, “to receive a non-competitive extension” of its contract in violation of federal law.

The case opened a window on the inner workings of power and influence in Washington.  It’s not surprising that a big, politically connected defense contractor would lobby hard to keep a lucrative slice of federal business.  But this case went further.  It was taxpayers, not Lockheed’s corporate lobbying arm in Bethesda, Md., who paid for the influence peddling.

“Using public funds to lobby for a non-competitive extension of a contract is simply unacceptable,” Friedman said in a statement.

To clinch the contract extension, Sandia labs officials hired high-priced consultants — including a former congresswoman who was paid $226,000 — to write up a “contract extension strategy.” 

Among the tactics suggested by former U.S. Rep. Heather Wilson of New Mexico were “working key influencers” by targeting then-Energy Secretary Steven Chu’s staff, and even his family, friends and former colleagues at another federal lab, all with the goal of keeping Lockheed Martin in charge of Sandia in Albuquerque.

In an investigation last fall, Friedman revealed how Sandia hired Wilson’s consulting firm and two unnamed former employees of Energy’s National Nuclear Security Administration, which oversees the nuclear labs. Wilson’s company, Heather Wilson LLC, gave explicit guidance to the Sandia team on how to influence the most important people in Washington who would decide whether Lockheed’s contract would be renewed.

“Lockheed Martin should aggressively lobby Congress, but keep a low profile,” she advised.

Lockheed, which also manufactures the $400 billion F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, has contracted with the Energy Department to run Sandia since 1993.  The research lab is part of the government’s nuclear weapons complex, with facilities in Albuquerque and Livermore, Calif.

Wilson, who left Congress in 2009 after an unsuccessful run for the Senate, has publicly denied that she took part in any lobbying involving the Sandia contract.  She told The Post last year, “I was not a lobbyist for Sandia and I did not contact any federal official — congressional or executive — for Sandia to try to extend the Sandia contract.”

But Friedman said at the time that she was “deeply, deeply involved” in Lockheed’s effort to renew its contract.

The settlement drew criticism from bloggers critical of the national labs.  Jay Coghlan of Nuclear Watch New Mexico, called the deal a “slap on the wrist for the world’s biggest defense contractor to pay.”

“Lockheed Martin clearly broke the law by engaging in illegal lobbying activities to extend its Sandia contract without competition, and earned more than 100 million dollars while doing so,” Coghlan wrote on the NuclearWatch blog, calling for a criminal prosecution of the company.

Lockheed “engaged in deep and systemic corruption, including paying Congresswoman Heather Wilson $10,000 a month starting the day after she left office for so-called consulting services that had no written work requirements.”

Report expected to detail allegations against Michigan Reps. Todd Courser, Cindy Gamrat

MICHIGAN – Mlive.com – by courser gamrat

Jonathan Oosting -- August 31, 2015
LANSING — The non-partisan House Business Office is expected to detail allegations of "misconduct and the misuse of taxpayer resources" by state Reps. Todd Courser and Cindy Gamrat.

Director Tim Bowlin and Speaker Kevin Cotter announced findings of the House Business Office probe last week but sent the report to outside attorneys for review before release.

The public report is likely to include an outline of alleged wrongdoing by the freshman lawmakers and evidence related to each claim. 

Cotter ordered the investigation after a former House staffer released audio recordings he had made of Courser, of Lapeer, plotting to cover up his extra-marital affair with Gamrat, of Plainwell.

In an apparent attempt to discredit any real revelation, Courser sent out a fake email accusing himself of doing drugs and paying for sex with a male prostitute.  The misdirection could help "inoculate the herd," he told his staffer at the time.

Courser has since said he sent the email while under intense pressure from someone sending anonymous text messages threatening to expose the affair if he did not resign.  He has taken his "blackmail" claims to the Michigan State Police.

As MLive reported last week, the phone number used to send the texts has been linked to multiple names, including Courser's, suggesting an intentional effort to mislead by the actual owner.

Courser and Gamrat, tea party favorites and avowed social conservatives, had shared office staff and resources since taking office in January despite representing districts on opposite sides of the state.
Gamrat has denied knowledge of the cover-up email, but Courser took a call from someone he identified as Gamrat during the May 19 meeting with his aide, and both lawmakers allegedly met with the staffer two days later in her Lansing office.

Sources familiar with the investigation have told MLive that the probe also looked at whether the lawmakers used state resources for campaign activities. Gamrat ran for an open political party post earlier this year, and Courser had considered a run for Congress.

Bowlin, in announcing the overarching findings last week, said review by outside counsel "is a normal process to protect the privacy and confidentiality of affected individuals and ensure compliance with Human Resources regulations."

Some legislators, including Minority Leader Tim Greimel, have questioned the review process and called on Attorney General Bill Schuette to launch his own investigation.

"There are some very serious allegations involved here, allegations of a criminal nature, and there needs to be a law enforcement investigation of what occurred," Greimel said during an appearance on WKAR's Current State.

Findings from the House Business Office probe may inform the work of a new special House committee that has been formed to consider whether Courser and Gamrat are fit to remain in office. The panel could consider expelling the lawmakers, a rare move that could involve public hearings and require a 2/3 majority vote in the full House.

Courser and Gamrat, who have so far resisted calls to resign, have both apologized for their conduct but denied any misuse of taxpayer resources.

Missouri legislators suggest intern dress code, but speaker nixes the idea 

MISSOURI – Kansas City Star – by Jason Hancock – August 18, 2015

JEFFERSON CITY -- Lawmakers are weighing in with their suggestions on how to best improve the Missouri House intern policy, and one early notion kicked around was establishing an intern dress code.
The idea was greeted with disdain by some legislators and set off a firestorm on social media, with critics arguing that it was victim-blaming that would do nothing to address the problem of sexual harassment.
U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill sent letters to the lawmakers who proposed the idea, saying it “reeks of a desire to avoid holding fully accountable those who would prey upon young women and men seeking to begin honorable careers in public service.”
And not long after the discussion of a dress code became public, House Speaker Todd Richardson of Poplar Bluff, released a statement putting the idea to rest. 
The group of lawmakers officially tasked with developing a new intern policy “did not recommend, and the House will not be implementing, changes to the dress code as the House already has in place a code that applies to all members, staff and interns equally,” Richardson said in a statement.
Rep. Kevin Engler of Farmington, was chosen to lead the effort to craft a new policy after House Speaker John Diehl was forced to resign following revelations by The Star that he exchanged sexually suggestive texts with a 19-year-old House intern.  Two months later, Sen. Paul LeVota of  Independence, announced his resignation after two interns accused him of sexual harassment.
Engler sent out a list of suggested changes to lawmakers, which included ideas such as a minimum number of college credit hours and GPA for participation, mandatory training for interns and supervisors, and the creation of an ombudsman program.  Here’s the complete list:
Intern Policy Draft Recommendations: General Framework for Restructuring Legislative Internships
• Establishment of a minimum number of credit hours and GPA for participation.
• Protocols for electronic communication including prohibitions on personal communication with interns.

• Approval of all Institutional Programs that seek to place an intern in the House.

• The House reserves the right to reject a specific intern/member placement.

• Establishment of an Intern Ombudsman.

• Interns will be required to register and provide emergency contact information.

• Intern Coordinators will be empowered to act on behalf of interns and address problems.

• Mandatory training for interns and supervising Members.

• Periodic training and interviewing of interns to re-enforce open lines of communication and reduce barriers to reporting of unacceptable behavior.

• Mandatory sexual harassment training protocols for Members, staff, and interns.

• Establish a process for handling interns that are not affiliated with a college or university or, specifically, are not participating through their college or university program.
• Adoption of a formal code of ethics for Members, staff, and interns.

Among the first suggested additions to Engler’s list came from Rep. Bill Kidd, an Independence legislator, who responded almost immediately, “Intern dress code.”

He was seconded by Rep. Nick King of Liberty. 

“We need a good, modest, conservative dress code for both the males and females,” King wrote in an email to colleagues.  “Removing one more distraction will help everyone keep their focus on legislative matters.”

 
Rep. Kathy Swan, of Cape Girardeau, said in an email that dress codes are common HR policies in the workplace.

“The most valuable and valid internship experiences are ones where interns are embedded in the work environment, which includes the same/similar job expectations as employees, including dress code,” Swan said.

But enthusiasm for the idea wasn’t shared by other lawmakers. 

“We’re really not going to require interns to dress so we’re less distracted, are we?” said Rep. Bill Otto of St. Louis County.  “All we need is a code of ethics and a penalty provision.”

Rep. Sue Meredith of St. Louis, said she was getting the feeling “the finger is being pointed at the young, female interns.”  The dress code, she said, should be “the same as for everyone in the House.”

A handbook given to all Missouri House interns this year says that lawmaking is “a professional activity, and those engaged in it must dress professionally and appropriately.  Men are required to wear a jacket and necktie for admission to the side galleries of the House Chamber. Women should dress in appropriate business attire (such as dress, suit, dress slacks and jacket).”

Rep. Jeremy LaFaver of Kansas City, said a dress code isn’t the problem. 

“Harassing interns is” the problem, LaFaver said, later adding: “If my plaid jacket or the sight of a woman’s bare knee distracts you from your legislative duties, I would look for other work.”

In recent months, dozens of women — current and former interns, legislative aides, lobbyists and lawmakers — told The Star sexual harassment in the Capitol is commonplace.  Rep. Stacey Newman of St. Louis County, told her colleagues that “the sexual harassment that has been prevalent has nothing to do with what a female wears.  This is not the 1950s.  Harassment in the workplace is illegal and a woman’s attire does not give anyone the right to harass, regardless if they feel distracted.”

Newman suggested any proposed dress code be identical to one governing staff and legislators.  Rep. Bill White, of Joplin, agreed that “professional attire” should be a general standard. 

Rep. Kip Kendrick of Columbia, who sits on the panel that is drafting the new policy, said the primary responsibility for ethical conduct “lies first and foremost with members of the House.”

“We should never infer that the problem –– and therefore its remedies –– lies with the student interns,” he said. 

Taylor Hirth and Alissa Hembree, the interns whose allegations of sexual harassment against Sen. Paul LeVota forced him to resign, released a joint statement expressing disappointment in some of the changes being proposed.

“Suggestions requiring certain GPAs, increased supervision and mandatory dress codes suggest that the interns are lacking in quality, knowledge, or character and are in some way to blame for the harassment they experience,” Hirth and Hembree said.  “Additionally, it implies that those perpetuating this behavior are unable to control their own behaviors.”

Sen. McCaskill has previously told of being harassed when she was an intern in Jefferson City decades ago.  She has said she is working to create an advocacy organization to help victims of sexual harassment in Missouri’s Capitol after the spate of scandals involving interns.

What 22 Years of Lobbying in Frankfort Looks Like

KENTUCKY – Insider Louisville -- by Jonathan Meador -- August 26, 2015
A quarter of a billion dollars can still buy you a lot, even in these dusky economic times.  Villas and wait staff on every continent.  Your own private mercenary army.  Partially paying down your student loans.

For 22 years, Frankfort lobbyists have spent nearly a quarter billion dollars in order to influence state legislation, according to an Insider Louisville analysis of over 68,000 lobbying records maintained by the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission.  KLEC is a government agency tasked with enforcing all of the rules and regulations governing state lawmakers and lobbyists.

All told, lobbyists in Kentucky spent more than $232 million between 1993, the year KLEC began collecting such information, and April 2015.

By importing what otherwise would pose as an unwieldy dataset into Google Fusion Tables, we can easily visualize the spending in order to identify nifty-sounding emergent patterns made possible by the sheer volume of records feeding the visualizations. 

The data shows a couple of factors at play regarding how lobbying money flows over time: Long, gentle periods of uniform activity (reflecting an on-average total expenditure of $3,384), punctuated by a burst of spending.  The tendency of most groups to report a “common” amount renders outlier “big ticket” expenditures into veritable sore thumbs. 

There are more data points (i.e., more lobbying) the nearer we get to the present, suggesting lobbyists are spending more money to influence more laws than they ever have, with no real signs of abatement.

Because the data caps at $100,000, it does not plot even bigger outliers, include a series of 2010 and 2012 expenditures by the Consumer Health Care Products Association totaling over $500,000 that were so onerous they caught the attention of Mother Jones magazine.

Beginning in the spring of 2004, spending began to pick up in earnest with relation to what we might call “modern” levels.  Unlike federal lobbying spending, which plateaued in 2010. 

An example is the expenditures made by the natural gas lobby, which includes pipeline proponents, extractors, distribution companies and some utilities that have the fossil fuel as part of their energy portfolio. 

There were massive expenditures in 2013 and 2014, which on a chart look like back-to-back palpitations on a cardiogram.  Those sudden jumps represent some of the most expensive Hail Mary passes in state political history in an effort to use eminent domain to lay explosive pipes across 13 Kentucky counties, including through a 200-year-old convent.

Out of hundreds of lobbyist employers registered with KLEC, the top 25 biggest spenders have shelled out a combined $44 million — a figure just shy of 20 percent of the $232 million spent lobbying Frankfort in the past 22 years.  Like their Washingtonian counterparts, the breakdown of these big spenders includes powerful trade groups and large corporations at the top, and grassroots and nonprofits rounding out the bottom tier.
From a list of the top 25 biggest lobbying groups in Kentucky, ranked by spending levels, the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce is by far the biggest player in recorded Kentucky state lobbying history, according to KLEC records.

The Chamber has spent $4.09 million from 1993-2015 to advance a largely pro-big business agenda, which has in recent years grown to encompass traditionally conservative ideas, including public funding of private, for-profit charter schools and enacting right-to-work laws.

The Chamber’s combined expenditure is nearly $1 million more than Kentucky’s second largest lobbyist, tobacco giant Altria, which, along with the conservative pro-tobacco Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation, has lobbied heavily to defeat smoking ban measures that have only begun to emerge in the state House and Senate in the past five years.

The most dominant industries in Kentucky in terms of lobbying dollars have been, by far, the health care and health insurance sectors, comprised primarily of for-profit HMOs and to a lesser extent hospitals, many of which are listed in their own category within the larger dataset.

A couple of important caveats about compiling information on lobbying spending: For example, “nonprofit” can include everything from conservative anti-abortion groups to the progressive Kentuckians for the Commonwealth, and even well-heeled professional membership organizations like the Kentucky Medical Association. 

Before we wrap up, it’s probably a good idea to state an obvious, although not necessarily intuitive, fact:  The reason the data exists in the first place is a testament to at least some tangible level of transparency in state government.  For what it’s worth, good governance think tank The State Integrity Investigation gave Kentucky (and, by proxy, KLEC) a rating of “B+” in its latest ranking of state lobbyist disclosure laws.

Digging a little deeper in their review, however, and some weaknesses in lobbyist reporting disclosure requirements are red-flagged. Chief among them are slap-on-the-wrist penalties for breach of disclosure laws.

During last year’s legislative session, Altria and the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce led a banner year for lobbying in the General Assembly, which saw a record $18 million in expenditures for the odd-year January session — think of it as an “off season” in a sense that the state budget was not up for grabs, like a bowl ring, and the best paid players wear leather shoes in lieu of cleats. 

Despite record-breaking lobbying sums in the past several years, however, fines levied by KLEC against lobbyists and their employers only average a few thousand dollars annually.

The unceasing rise in lobbying in Kentucky, seen in the long view, reflects a strengthening of entrenched interests across a relatively narrow band of industries, if you believe that such spending influences policy.  

Strangely enough, there’s not a lot of empirical academic research to suggest either way; more often than not, extant studies suggest that at least on a federal level the net outcome of lobbying as a force maintains a kind of muddled status quo.  
With a quarter of all the money spent lobbying Frankfort since 1993 ($58 million) doled out since 2009, and most of that figure spent by employers who were already spending the most anyway, the price of political access in Kentucky is only as expensive as they make it.

(For the complete version of Jonathan Meador’s story, see this link to Insider Louisville:
http://insiderlouisville.com/metro/what-22-years-of-lobbying-in-frankfort-looks-like/)
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