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Over $1.9 million was spent on lobbying the Kentucky General Assembly in January, with the vast majority of the money - $1.67 million - spent by employers compensating lobbyists.


Altria Client Services and its affiliates, including Phillip Morris USA and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Co., was the spending leader in January, paying about $38,000 to its lobbyists.  Altria’s total spending for the month was $47,137, far eclipsing the $17,916 the company spent in January, 2009 and the $15,821 spent in January, 2008, during the last 60-day regular session.  

Altria reported its January lobbying efforts were focused on House Bill 296, which would tax moist snuff at the same rate as cigars, chewing tobacco, and other tobacco products, except cigarettes.

The Kentucky Retail Federation was January’s second-highest spending employer, totaling $31,765.  That total is more than four times greater than the $6,915 the Retail Federation spent last January, and considerably more than the $19,622 the group spent in January, 2008.

The Kentucky Chamber of Commerce spent $26,426 in January, slightly less than the $27,136 which was spent last January, but $2,500 more than the Chamber spent in January, 2008.  This year, the Chamber spent $2,426 on ‘Chamber Night’ at the Lexington Center, over $1,000 less than the group spent on that event in 2009.

The Jefferson County Fire Trustees Association spent $24,000 in January, compensating three lobbyists, and did not report lobbying on any bill or resolution.  The Trustees represent 18 suburban fire districts, and spent less than half that amount ($10,000) on one lobbyist for the entire year in 2009.    

The Kentucky Distillers Association spent $21,833 in January, lobbying on alcohol regulation and taxes.  This total included spending $7,900 on seven lobbyists and $11,802 on an event at the Woodford Reserve Distillery near Frankfort.  The Distillers spent $846 last January and $12,538 in January, 2008.


Other leading spenders for January include Kentucky Education Association ($21,422); Kentucky Association of Health Plans ($20,790); Kentucky Medical Association ($20,466); Kentucky Bankers Association ($18,080); and Kentucky Hospital Association ($16,956).  CSX Corporation spent $15,413 in January, including $3,241 for an event held in several rail cars parked on Broadway in Frankfort.

Most of the organizations mentioned above show increased spending from January, 2008.  Since lobbying spending in 2008 ($16.9 million) was the highest ever, the January numbers indicate that spending in 2010 could surpass the previous high.  
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Although the economy was in a recession, lobbyists and their employers in Frankfort and Washington, D.C. spent record amounts on lobbying last year, according to reports filed with the Legislative Ethics Commission and a report in The Hill, a newspaper which covers the U.S. Congress.  
According to final reports filed with the Legislative Ethics Commission, $15.2 million was spent on lobbying the General Assembly in 2009.  This is a record for a year in which a 30-day legislative session occurred, and 11% more than was spent in 2007, the previous high year with a 30-day session.
Over the past decade, there’s been a significant increase in lobbying spending in Kentucky.  In 2001, the first odd-numbered year in which there was a 30-day regular session, about $6.9 million was spent on lobbying.  In eight years, spending in odd-numbered years has more than doubled to $15.2 million.  Similarly, spending in even-numbered years with 60-day legislative sessions has grown from $9.3 million in 2000 to $16.9 million in 2008.  
Likewise, The Hill reports that more than $3.47 billion was spent on Congressional lobbying in 2009, about $170 million more than in 2008, and a five percent increase over the previous spending record.  For its numbers, The Hill relied on a report from the Center for Responsive Politics, a nonpartisan research group that maintains a public online database of its information.
 “Lobbying appears recession-proof,” said Sheila Krumholz, the Center's executive director, as quoted in The Hill. “Even when companies are scaling back other operations, many view lobbying as a critical tool in protecting their future interests, particularly when Congress is preparing to take action on issues that could seriously affect their bottom lines.”
The Center’s database shows that spending on Washington, D.C. lobbying has grown from $1.55 billion in 2000 to $3.47 billion in 2009, although the number of registered lobbyists only increased by about 10 percent.
Filing reminders for employers and lobbyists
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When filing updated monthly registration and spending reports, state law requires employers and lobbyists to list the specific bills or resolutions which were lobbied during the reporting period. 
Employers and lobbyists who use the electronic filing system will see a small but important change in the system.  When the form is completed, the filer will now click a button labeled “Submit”.  When the button was labeled “Confirm”, some filers were confused about whether the form was being transmitted and received at the Commission’s office.  The new label should clear up that confusion.
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"House Panel Clears Rep. King in Ethics Probe"
Colorado  -  Grand Junction Sentinel  -  Published: 2/12/2010

Colorado Rep. Steve King got a slap on the wrist but was cleared of violating ethics rules over his handling of travel expenses. A House ethics committee ruled King did not intend to enrich himself by getting reimbursed for gasoline and a rental car from his campaign account and a state travel reimbursement at the same time. But the panel said King handled the matter poorly.

"He didn't think he was doing a bad thing," said Rep. Claire Levy. "I think he didn't understand or misinterpreted how we treat our travel to and from the Capitol, so I’m not comfortable saying that's unethical. I think it was wrong, erroneous, incorrect, but I don’t think it was unethical."

The rest of the panel agreed. It unanimously voted to dismiss the complaint and will send King a letter advising him to contact the secretary of state's office and Legislative Legal Services to get advice on what is appropriate.

Colorado Ethics Watch had filed a complaint against King, saying that during the 2009 legislative session he had "double-dipped" into his campaign finances and state mileage reimbursements for the same travel to the Capitol. King, however, said the whole matter was an attempt to hurt him politically, but it did teach him a lesson.

The matter raised questions about how King was getting reimbursed. Levy and Rep. Jim Riesberg said King was submitting receipts for auto repairs, gasoline, and a rental car, but the state's auto reimbursements are solely based on mileage, 52 cents a mile, which is meant to cover all of that. Paying his campaign back for some of those expenses indicated King was not trying to double-dip; it was just the way he did it that raised eyebrows, said the committee.

"It was a really bad idea and a really bad practice, and it can cause your ethics to be in question when you do those sorts of things," said Rep. Mark Waller. "But what it comes down to here is … we can't say he derived a financial gain from two sources because whether it’s a good practice or not, the money was returned."

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
“On eve of ethics trial, Ray Sansom resigns”
Florida – Miami Herald – Published: 2/22/10
Former Florida House Speaker Ray Sansom resigned from the Florida House of Representatives Sunday night, a dramatic decision on the eve before his colleagues were to begin an ethics trial over his dealings with a Panhandle college. 
The move, rendered in a letter hand-delivered by Sansom's attorney to the Capitol shortly before 8 p.m., ends a legislative career that once put Sansom near the apex of Florida politics but unraveled in scandal as he took a job at Northwest Florida State College on the same day in November 2008 that he was sworn in as House speaker.  Sansom did not acknowledge wrongdoing, but said he was stepping down out of love for the House. The resignation was effective immediately. 
``Let me state that this decision should not be received as an admission of any wrongdoing,'' he wrote in a letter to Speaker Larry Cretul, who took command last spring when Sansom was ousted. ``On the contrary, I have steadfastly maintained that I am innocent of any wrongdoing and I will never relent from that position.'' 
The chairman of the House disciplinary panel called it the right move.  ``This is a resolution that's in the best interest of everyone involved. He is no longer a member of the Florida House,'' said Rep. Bill Galvano.  ``We are his colleagues, and that makes it heart-wrenching,'' Galvano said. 
Sansom, 47 and a father of three, will lose his health insurance benefits but still be eligible for a pension for his time as a public servant.   He insisted he acted properly despite signs that he used his power as House budget writer in 2007 and 2008 to funnel tens of millions of taxpayer dollars to the small college, including $6 million for an airport building that a private developer had wanted to use for his corporate jet business. 
``This is not the Ray Sansom we thought we knew,'' said state Sen. Don Gaetz, who had been a close friend and whose son was already running for Sansom's seat.  Sansom was in his eighth and final year in the House due to term limits.  ``This is not how the people of Northwest Florida thought it would end when Ray rose to a position of great trust,'' Gaetz said. 
The prospect of a messy public ethics investigation was something few legislators wanted to endure, and it had the potential to embarrass current and former lawmakers who would have been called to testify, including U.S. Senate candidate Marco Rubio, a former speaker who had picked Sansom as his budget chief. Rubio had said he delegated authority and was unaware of the extent of Sansom's dealings.
The panel of Sansom’s peers was to review over the next few days the millions of dollars he quietly steered to the college before taking an unadvertised $110,000 job with it.  It was to look at legislation Sansom worked on behind the scenes with his future boss. And it was to examine the airplane building that Sansom friend and major campaign donor Jay Odom wanted to use. 
There were also allegations about a meeting of the college board of trustees that Sansom helped set up at a private club at Florida State University, far from the college campus in Niceville.   The ultimate question to be decided this week was, did Sansom damage public faith in the House?
The House had spent months and more than $234,000 on lawyers to investigate Sansom, who has his own mountain of legal bills.   Sansom’s troubles are far from over.  He has been indicted in connection with the airport deal (he says it was for an emergency operations and training center only) and faces grand-theft charges. 
The Florida Commission on Ethics had also been investigating, though the resignation could throw that into doubt. Federal authorities, including the FBI and IRS, have looked into related issues as well.  As part of the criminal case, it was revealed that Sansom used a party-issued American Express card to rack up at least $173,000 in expenses, including a trip to Europe.
The now-defunct House inquiry began after Susan T. Smith filed a complaint alleging her faith in the legislative body had been diminished by Sansom's actions.  ``It shows that ordinary citizens can demand accountability,'' Smith said. But she added that it was unfortunate that the rest of the issues -- including a broader examination of a state budget process that rewards a handful of powerful lawmakers -- did not come under scrutiny. _____________________________________________________________________________________________
"Gifts Go Unreported as Influence Seekers Skirt Disclosure Laws"
Georgia -  Atlanta Journal-Constitution  -  Published: 2/12/2010

Under state law, all Georgia lobbyists are supposed to register with the state and report their expenses. The policy goal is to let the public see who is trying to influence their elected officials and how they are doing it. But lobbyists and legislators say loopholes and lack of clarity in the law have made it impossible to tell when clandestine meetings cross the line. 
The issue of ethics is in the spotlight after a scandal involving former House Speaker Glenn Richardson, whose former wife said he had been having an affair with a lobbyist for Atlanta Gas & Light while co-sponsoring a bill that benefited the company.

Richardson's resignation rocked Georgia politics and has everyone re-examining how legislators and lobbyists interact. Critics say unreported lobbying is common and are calling for more transparency about what gifts elected officials receive. Many of those complaining the loudest are registered lobbyists. Legal experts, however, say regulating lobbying is complicated and requires careful consideration of the constitutional right of everyone to petition their government.

Lobbyist Trip Martin said unreported lobbying is hurting his business because others are not playing by the rules. "My focus is on what I call unregistered agents who are being compensated to impact public policy decisions, be that legislation, state contract procurement, or state rules and [regulations], yet they refuse to register," said Martin, who founded of Georgia Link Public Affairs Group.

In Georgia, any lobbying trip costing more than $250 is supposed to be reported to the Georgia Ethics Commission, and anyone lobbying is supposed to be registered. The ethics law, however, does not explicitly prohibit lobbyists from entertaining state department heads without disclosing the expenditure unless they are meeting about a specific rule or regulation. If they talk about business issues or specific cases, it is not considered lobbying under the law.

Lobbyists and legislators told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution of instances in which state officials and legislators were entertained by corporation executives who picked up the check so lobbyists would not have to disclose them. They also told of corporate jets being used to send legislators to golf outings, college bowl games, even European vacations. The public hears about such trips only on rare occasions. Georgia Common Cause Executive Director Bill Bozarth estimates about half of all lobbying now taking place is not being reported.

Richardson's career implosion last fall led to calls to tighten rules on lobbying. Some proposals now being considered by the Legislature call for more transparency or limiting gifts. Other states and Congress require elected officials to report gifts, trips, and dinners they receive. Elizabeth Bartz, president of State and Federal Communications, an Ohio company that tracks state ethics legislation for companies nationwide and also consults on ethics issues, said Maryland, California, and other states now require elected officials to disclose gifts and trips.

Sen. Dan Moody, who co-chairs a joint ethics committee, said the lobbying rules are complicated by the fact that Georgia has a part-time Legislature, so most lawmakers also have full-time jobs. "Our ultimate goal is to have a very open and transparent reporting system," said Moody.
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
"Ethics Bill on Path to Passage"
Indiana  -  WIBC (www.wibc.com)  -  Published: 2/15/2010

An ethics bill appears to be on the path to passage at the Indiana Legislature. The Senate Rules Committee voted unanimously in favor of the House version after hearing testimony from supporters. The bill would require lawmakers to wait for one year before becoming lobbyists after their terms expire. It would also require lobbyists to report gifts worth $50 or more, instead of $100.

"All 50 senators are sponsors of House Bill 1001," said Sen. Patricia Miller. "I think that speaks volumes that all members of the Senate have chosen to be a part of ethics reform, and I'm most appreciative of that."

The Senate version of the bill has similar provisions and has also received widespread, bipartisan support. It will be assigned to a House Committee for consideration.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
"Kansas House Member Calls for Speaker to Step Down over 'Conflict'"
Kansas  -  Kansas City Star  -  Published: 2/5/2010

The debate over Kansas House Speaker Mike O'Neal's legal clients intensified as Rep. Marti Crow called for him to step down as speaker. O'Neal represents a coalition of business organizations upset over a 2009 legislative move that took money from funds that oversee the groups' professionals to prop up the state budget. The so-called fee sweeps raided funds the professionals pay into with annual dues. The class-action lawsuit brought on their behalf by O'Neal seeks $5 million from the state.

Crow said lawmakers should recuse themselves when voting on issues that directly impact their income. But the speaker does more than vote – he manages the flow of legislation through the House, assigns bills to committees, and oversees the membership of committees, noted Crow.

"I think it's a conflict," said Crow. "We [lawmakers who are also lawyers] all represent businesses and individuals. But taking a lobbying group as my client and suing the state that I’m an official in … that would make me very uncomfortable."

O'Neal disputed any conflict-of-interest, noting he voted against the fee sweeps last year. "My goal is to reverse the sweeps and to prevent sweeps in the future," O'Neal said in a statement.

Top legislators stopped short of calling for O'Neal to step down as speaker. But Senate Minority Leader Anthony Hensley and House Minority Leader Paul Davis said O'Neal needed to answer questions about how much he stood to earn from the suit. They also said his choice of clients cast a bad light on the Legislature.

"Who does Mike O'Neal serve?" asked Hensley. "Does he serve the people of Hutchinson, or does he serve the Kansas Restaurant and Hospitality Association? … If it’s not a violation of law, it's certainly a violation of the public trust."

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Former State Sen. Derrick Shepherd Sentenced to 37 Months in Prison"
Louisiana  -  New Orleans Times-Picayune  -  Published: 2/11/2010

A federal judge sentenced former Louisiana Sen. Derrick Shepherd to 37 months in prison for a 2008 federal money laundering conviction. The penalty imposed by U.S. District Court Judge Carl Barbier was at the top end of sentencing guidelines, which called for 30 to 37 months. Barbier also fined Shepherd $45,000 and sentenced him to three years of probation after his release from prison. Shepherd resigned his Senate seat and pleaded guilty in October 2008 to conspiracy to commit money laundering after helping thrice-convicted bond broker Gwendolyn Moyo launder $141,000 from the sale of bogus bonds, keeping nearly half the money for himself.

John Reed, one of Shepherd's attorneys, asked for leniency, saying his client had displayed courage in pleading guilty and cooperating with investigators in the ongoing case, which includes former U.S. Rep. William Jefferson and his sister, Betty, a New Orleans assessor, as unindicted co-conspirators. Reed also said Shepherd, a former judge advocate general in the Army Reserves, had been wounded in the Persian Gulf War. Barbier said Shepherd's good deeds and his rise from humble beginnings as outlined in 14 letters from the former lawmaker's family and friends had been overshadowed by his "reprehensible criminal conduct," including lying to the FBI, and fabricating documents after being confronted with the evidence against him.

Shepherd's guilty plea came just four days before he was to stand trial with Moyo, who was convicted on 41 counts of fraud, conspiracy, and money laundering. She was sentenced in April to 20 years in prison, the maximum allowed. 
James Zoucha, who acted as the bogus president of one of Moyo's fraudulent companies, pleaded guilty to conspiracy to commit mail and wire fraud and was sentenced to three years of probation in April. U.S. Attorney Jim Letten said convictions of several public officials in recent years are changing the New Orleans area's culture of corruption.

"Corruption won't ever go away entirely; it's part of the human condition," said Letten. "But these convictions have helped fuel an incredible demand by the public for transparent and honest government. Our job is to keep up the pressure."

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Missouri Senator Sees Link between Killed Bill, Donation"
Missouri  -  Kansas City Star  -  Published: 2/3/2010

The federal government's "pay-to-play" investigation of the Missouri General Assembly gained momentum with the grand jury testimony of state Sen. Matt Bartle. He said the focus of his appearance before the grand jury in Kansas City was a bill he introduced in 2005 that aimed to crack down on the adult entertainment industry. "They are interested in the manner in which the bill died and why it died in the House of Representatives," said Bartle, who is not a target of the inquiry.

The legislation easily passed the Senate, but was defeated in the House when it was sent to an unfriendly committee whose chairperson opposed it. But four days before the bill was assigned to that committee, strip club owners gave $35,000 to a fundraising committee with ties to a top adviser to former House Speaker Rod Jetton, who has denied any wrongdoing in connection with the handling of the bill. Bartle said his bill would have easily passed the House and become law. "The receipt of that money looks horrible, and I think there is a link between that money and my bill dying," Bartle told reporters after his testimony.

Also testifying before the grand jury was Jackson County Circuit Court Judge David Byrn. He served as treasurer of the Committee for Honest Campaigns, which accepted the $35,000 from strip club owners. Campaign finance reports show the committee paid Jetton's adviser, House General Counsel Don Lograsso, for fundraising and consulting work. Lograsso took an indefinite leave of absence from his House post on the same day The Kansas City Star reported a former lawmaker had been interviewed by the FBI about the adult entertainment bill.

The investigation has been ongoing since at least last March. That was when several lawmakers said the FBI had interviewed them about the connection between campaign donations and actions by the House. In January, former state Rep. Bob Johnson said FBI agents had interviewed him about Bartle's measure and Jetton's role in it. Johnson, who disliked many provisions of the bill, was the chairperson of the House Local Government Committee, where it was assigned. Johnson, who noted he was not a target of the inquiry, said FBI agents were particularly interested in Jetton, who was House speaker from 2005 to 2009.

The $35,000 donation that appears to be a focal point of the federal inquiry came from a PAC known as People for Private Enterprise, whose treasurer was a Kansas City strip club owner. In April 2005, Jetton assigned the measure to Johnson's House panel. At the time, Johnson said the measure would not make it out of his committee without major changes. One problem was the way the bill also would negatively affect women's clothing stores selling lingerie, as well as mainstream video rental businesses, noted Johnson.

Although Bartle's original measure never reached the House floor, he successfully added anti-adult entertainment language to a drunken-driving bill that eventually became law. But a Cole County judge in August 2005 struck down that law, ruling it violated a section of the Missouri Constitution that required bills to deal with only one subject.
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Lawmaker to Get Letter of Caution"
New Hampshire  -  Manchester Union Leader  -  Published: 2/12/2010

The Legislative Ethics Committee voted to end its investigation of complaints against a New Hampshire lawmaker. The panel voted to send Rep. Peter Leishman a letter cautioning him to be more careful in declaring potential conflicts-of-interest whenever his railroad business begins to mix with government affairs.

The owners of railroad operator Pan Am Systems, David Fink, filed complaints against Leishman last fall, alleging he improperly used his position as a lawmaker to influence a bill regarding railroads and that he used his influence to win a 10-year lease of state rail line. Leishman, who sits on the House Finance Committee, owns the Milford-Bennington Railroad. He filed a bill in 2009 calling for study of a state takeover of private rail lines. One area of Fink's complaint was that Leishman did not fully disclose the possible conflict the bill posed with his own company.

The complaint also alleged Leishman told state Transportation Commissioner George Campbell the bill "would go away" if Pan Am would convey a small stretch of rail line to his company. Leishman denied that charge, calling it a complete fabrication.

Leishman agreed to accept the committee's letter of caution, an informal settlement that should end the matter. But Fink said he is reviewing other legal options. He said his main aim is to have a full open hearing to get all the facts out, even if Leishman is exonerated.

The committee said it found a lack of clarity in rules on who needs to file conflict disclosure forms and when they are required. The panel’s report notes Leishman and Fink have had a "long-standing unfriendly commercial relationship." It said that fact should prompt Leishman to be even more cautious and to make special efforts to avoid any conduct that could be perceived as the use of his official position to advance his personal interests.

Leishman said after the committee meeting that he erred in thinking the House bill posed no conflict because it only called for a study, one the Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority recommended as a first step toward establishing commuter rail. "I guess this sends a message that everybody should be super-cautious," said Leishman.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Former Jersey City Assemblyman Indicted on Corruption, Money Laundering Charges"
New Jersey  -  The Jersey Journal  -  Published: 2/10/2010

A grand jury indicted former New Jersey Assemblyperson L. Harvey Smith on charges he accepted $15,000 in bribes from a government informant. Smith served until last January; he did not seek re-election last year. He was among the dozens of people arrested and charged in the massive federal political corruption and international money-laundering sting in July.

Smith is accused of accepting $5,000 in bribes from the informant, Solomon Dwek, through Edward Cheatam, a former Hudson County affirmative action officer and Jersey City Housing Authority commissioner. Cheatam has already pleaded guilty to accepting bribes from Dwek, a failed developer who was caught trying to cash bogus $25 million checks. Dwek secretly recorded his meetings with officials during which he offered them cash for their assistance in furthering a Jersey City housing project he said he was planning to build.

Smith allegedly asked Cheatam to convert the $5,000 into contributions to his "Smith Team" campaign fund. Smith ran unsuccessfully for mayor of Jersey City in May. According to the indictment, Smith offered to help Dwek determine the status of environmental issues with the proposed site and said he could "get the ball rolling."

The indictment charges Smith with one count of conspiracy to commit extortion and two counts of conspiracy to commit extortion under color of official right, each of which carries a maximum 20-year prison sentence and $250,000 fine. He is also charged with two counts of receiving corrupt cash payments, and one count of money laundering.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Ex-Assemblyman from Queens Gets Six-Year Term for Influence Peddling"
New York  -  New York Times  -  Published: 2/5/2010

Former New York Assemblyperson Anthony Seminerio, who prosecutors said took more than $1 million in payments from people and organizations doing business with the state, was sentenced to six years in prison. Seminerio resigned last June after 30 years in the Assembly and pleaded guilty to a single fraud count. Federal prosecutors said that from 1999 to 2008, he lobbied legislative colleagues and government officials on behalf of clients of a company he created called Marc Consultants.

Seminerio is among more than a dozen state lawmakers who have been forced to resign in recent years over ethical issues or have been convicted of crimes. In December, former Senate Majority Leader Joseph Bruno was convicted of concealing hundreds of thousands of dollars in payments from a business executive who sought help from the Legislature.

In pleading guilty, Seminerio admitted that in 2008, he promoted the interests of Jamaica Hospital Medical Center in connection with state business and did not divulge receiving payments – exceeding $300,000, prosecutors said – from the hospital. Prosecutors said Seminerio had abused his office for a decade, soliciting a stream of payments, exerting his influence to benefit clients, and sometimes threatening people or organizations who resisted his demands for work from them. In return for payments from the hospital, prosecutors said Seminerio helped it get state funding and lobbied state officials on behalf of its effort to take over other hospitals.

The sentence exceeded the five years recommended by the probation office but was less than the 11 to 14 years the judge had decided Seminerio could receive. Seminerio's lawyers had initially argued for home confinement, but simply asked for leniency at the sentencing hearing, citing his years of service and health problems.

A hearing in October to establish sentencing parameters included recordings of wiretapped conversations in which Seminerio talked with hospital executives, government officials, and an undercover FBI agent, who paid $25,000 to Seminerio while posing as a developer looking for his help in securing tax credits and inserting language into legislation. The evidence presented a vivid portrait of Seminerio, who was known for providing free coffee and doughnuts for lobbyists in his Assembly office. At one point, Seminerio told FBI agents that he saw himself as a "godfather."
During a meeting in 2007 that was secretly recorded by Brian McLaughlin, a former assemblyperson and union official who pleaded guilty to racketeering charges, Seminerio explained the origins of his consulting work, saying he had tired of helping people without charge. In another conversation, Seminerio explained to McLaughlin how he ran his consulting company and the two toasted, exclaiming "Take your wallets there!"

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Paterson Signs 'Bruno Gap' Ethics Bill"
New York  -  Binghamton Press & Sun-Bulletin  -  Published: 2/12/2010

Gov. David Paterson signed legislation prohibiting public officials from using government resources for outside, private businesses. The legislation closes what has been dubbed the "Bruno gap," referring to former Senate Majority Leader Joseph Bruno, who was found guilty on two of eight counts of mail and wire fraud in connection with receiving nearly $3.2 million from companies that had business or were pursuing contracts with the state. Bruno is appealing the verdict.

Paterson recently vetoed an ethics reform bill passed by the Senate and Assembly, saying it did not go far enough to improve ethics laws and address issues that have led to the public's mistrust of government. He had proposed his own bill, but the Senate and Assembly passed their own version. The Legislature failed to override his veto.

The new law, which takes effect immediately, makes it illegal for lawmakers, the governor, and certain other public officials and state government employees to use or obtain state property, services, or other resources for private business or other compensated, non-governmental purposes. The law sets the bar for defrauding the government at depriving the state of $1,000 or more through the use of state resources.

In the Bruno case, there were a number of incidents in which government resources, staff, and offices were used for private business, said Sen. Daniel Squadron, who sponsored the bill along with Silver. For example, a long-time staff member testified at trial she had done personal shopping and handled financial and business matters for Bruno. She admitted to stealing money from him.

"This isn't about calling your wife or making a doctor's appointment or even checking your e-mail – it's about using government resources for government business and keeping outside business separate," said Squadron. The legislation fills a gap in state law that never should have existed, but the state still needs comprehensive ethics reform, including stronger requirements for income disclosure, independent oversight of ethics, and stronger campaign finance laws, added Squadron.

The Legislature's ethics reform bill would have set up three boards – one to oversee the executive branch, one for the Legislature, and one for lobbying activities. It would have stepped up enforcement of campaign finance violations and required lawmakers to disclose the income ranges of what they earn in outside employment. The governor's compromise bill would have set up an independent commission to oversee the executive branch and one for the Legislature, reduced allowable campaign contributions by 50 percent, and eliminated one-party dominance at the state Board of Elections.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Travel Limits Grounded"
South Dakota  -  Sioux Falls Argus Leader  -  Published: 2/11/2010

A South Dakota House committee defeated an effort to temporarily eliminate taxpayer-funded out-of-state travel by lawmakers. The same committee killed two bills that would have cut lawmaker salaries. The travel measure would have cut virtually all trips outside of South Dakota for the next two years, although it contained a provision that allowed the Legislature's Executive Board to authorize trips by a two-thirds vote.

Lawmakers spent $900,000 on 575 trips in the past four years, according to a Sioux Falls Argus Leader analysis. The money went for airfare, hotel bills, food, and conference registration fees. The 13 committee members who voted on the reform bill spent more than $90,000 since July 1, 2005.

Rep. Shantel Krebs, the bill's sponsor, said businesses have cut travel during the recession, and lawmakers should do the same in light of the fact that state programs are coming under the budget ax. Rep. Bernie Hunhoff argued that lawmaker trips are not priorities in a year in which education and other programs are being cut.

But others on the House State Affairs Committee said travel already has been reduced. Last year, they spent $150,423 on trips outside the state, a drop of more than 50 percent over two years. A new policy also largely restricts members to only two trips per year.
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Ethics Review Measures Pass Virginia House, Senate"
Virginia  -  The Virginian-Pilot  -  Published: 2/17/2010

After some contentious debate in the House, both chambers of the Virginia General Assembly passed an ethics reform bill. The measures are in large part a response to the scandal that engulfed a veteran lawmaker last year. Del. Phil Hamilton was defeated in November after more than two decades in the House following revelations he had negotiated a job for himself at Old Dominion University while he was securing the state funding for the position.

Hamilton's actions were the subject of a state ethics inquiry. It ended before reaching a conclusion when he resigned from office after losing his re-election bid. The legislation would prevent that scenario from being repeated, making it clear an investigation must continue to its conclusion even if a lawmaker resigns or is not re-elected. The changes also would open up the proceedings of the ethics panel to the public once a preliminary inquiry establishes there is a sound basis for the allegations of misconduct. Under existing law, those proceedings are shrouded in secrecy unless the lawmaker under investigation asks that they be made public.

The sponsor of the bill, House Minority Leader Ward Armstrong, urged his colleagues to act while the memory of the Hamilton scandal is fresh. "It is our responsibility to instill public confidence in this process … that we are down here doing the people's business with the people's best interest in mind, and that we are not subject to being bought," said Armstrong.

The scene was much more placid in the Senate, where the primary measure, Senate Bill 186, passed unanimously with no discussion.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

"Assembly Speaker Says He Broke Up with Lobbyist"
Wisconsin  -  Wausau Daily Herald  -  Published: 2/17/2010

Wisconsin Assembly Speaker Mike Sheridan said his relationship with a payday lending industry lobbyist is over and he is trying to put a painful chapter in his life behind him. Striking a contrite tone, Sheridan apologized for inconsistent earlier statements about the nature of his relationship with the lobbyist, Shanna Wycoff. He said he was uncomfortable talking about his personal life. He initially described Wycoff as a friend but later acknowledged a more romantic relationship.

"I'm sorry if you thought I was trying to mislead you," Sheridan told reporters. "That wasn't my intent, but I understand that was the perception."

Sheridan, who is going through a divorce, faced intense scrutiny in the last few weeks since he acknowledged dating Wycoff while lawmakers were debating regulations on the industry she represents. Wycoff was lobbying for Cincinnati-based Axcess Financial, which owns the payday lending chain Check 'n Go.

The Assembly passed a bill that he said would clamp down on abusive payday lending practices. The legislation would allow borrowers to take out one loan at a time at a cost of $600, including interest. It also would ban auto title loans. Sheridan helped defeat an amendment that would have capped interest rates the lenders could charge at 36 percent, which some consumer advocates said was crucial to protecting the poor. Payday lenders say that rate would drive them out of business.

Sheridan had supported the cap during the 2007 legislative session, but he said he switched his position in 2008, long before his relationship with Wycoff. He said he told colleagues then that lawmakers should regulate the industry first and impose a cap later if that does not work. Sheridan said he formed a group of lawmakers to develop the compromise that was approved, and he was not involved in any of the details.

"I would never let my personal life impact the work I do here as speaker," said Sheridan. "If my caucus didn’t believe in that, I probably wouldn't still be the speaker. But they showed me overwhelming support through this entire process and I’m truly humbled on that."

Sheridan did not say when the relationship with Wycoff started and ended, but he has acknowledged attending two conferences in Georgia and California where she also was present late last year. He paid back the state $631 in expenses related to the California trip, including $320 for airfare in which he was improperly reimbursed both by taxpayers and his campaign. Sheridan said the mistake was a clerical error that was corrected immediately.
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Almost $2 million spent on January lobbying
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