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More than $2.2 million was spent on lobbying during the first month of the 2012 General Assembly.  About $1.8 million of that total was spent by employers compensating their lobbyists.  Of the remainder, $182,474 was spent by Consumer Healthcare Products Association (CHPA) on consulting fees, phone banking, and on a website which allows citizens to contact legislators.  CHPA represents manufacturers and distributors of over-the-counter medicines, and is lobbying on issues relating to the methamphetamine problem, including Senate Bills 50 and 79, and House Bills 79 and 80.

For the first month, the top 10 spenders on lobbying were: CHPA ($194,958); Kentucky Hospital Association ($36,120); Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($33,347); Kentucky Retail Federation ($24,262); Kentucky Education Association ($23,620); AT&T ($23,233); Altria Client Services ($22,306); Kentucky Medical Association ($20,773); Kentucky Justice Association ($18,119); and Kentucky Bankers Association ($18,080). 


The next 10 top spenders were:  Swedish Match North America ($17,771); Kentucky Optometric Association ($17,250); Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives ($16,499); Kentuckians for the Commonwealth ($15,871); CSX Corporation ($15,337); Kentucky Association of Manufacturers ($15,096); Hewlett-Packard Company ($15,000); Kentucky Bluegrass Association of Club Executives ($15,000); Wine Institute ($15,000); and Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities ($14,124).
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There are 630 employers registered for the two-year period which began on January 1, and 621 legislative agents (lobbyists).


Twenty-two employers recently registered to lobby in Kentucky.  Those include:  American Cleaning Institute, representing producers of cleaning products and chemical distributors to the cleaning product industry; American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), which works to rescue animals from abuse and pass humane laws; AMEX Assurance Company, a New York-based company that is part of the U.S. Travel Insurance Association; ADP - Automatic Data Processing, a New Jersey-based company which provides human resources, payroll, tax and benefits administration services; and Children Inc., a Covington-based non-profit provider of child care centers, preschools and early childhood learning programs. 

Other newly registered employers include: Creative Lodging Solutions, a Lexington-based corporate lodging service company; Day Spring, a Louisville-based provider of residential housing and support services for adults with intellectual disabilities; FedEx, the Memphis-based package delivery company; International Dairy Foods Association, representing dairy foods processors, manufacturers and marketers; Kentucky Medical Equipment Suppliers Association, representing home medical equipment dealers; Kentucky Paint Council, representing the paint and coatings industry; Kentucky School Boards Insurance Trust, the self-insurance pool of coverage owned by school districts. 

Other new registrants are: Louisville Galleria, a downtown Louisville commercial real estate development; Louisville & Jefferson County Metropolitan Sewer District; McDowell Stromatt & Associates, a law firm lobbying on disability legislation and Medicaid; Thomas P. Miller & Associates, which is promoting its consulting services; National Football League, lobbying on House Bill 281, which would require interscholastic coaches to complete training on recognizing and treating concussions and head injuries; Newport on the Levee, the northern Kentucky riverfront development; Outdoor Life Coalition of Kentucky, lobbying on House Bill 273, which enhances penalties for animal cruelty;  Pain Treatment Center of the Bluegrass; Recreation Vehicle Industry Association, a Virginia-based organization for RV manufacturers and suppliers; RYO Machines, an Ohio-based machinery company; and Phyllis Sparks, a northern Kentuckian whose lobbyists are working on issues regarding school services for children with dyslexia.
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The following employers have not filed the January, 2012 spending report which was due by February 15:  American Automotive Leasing Association, Brotherhood of Maintenance Way Employees, Kentucky Credit Union League, and Kentucky Home Care Association.
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Employers spent $30,000 on receptions and events in the first month of the General Assembly.  The railroad companies CSX, Paducah and Louisville Railway, and Norfolk Southern spent $10,161 on a reception on rail cars parked in downtown Frankfort.  Last year, the three companies spent $17,208 on a similar reception, and over $15,000 on a reception in the 2010 session. 

Kentucky Association of Manufacturers, Kentucky Beverage Association, and Kentucky Retail Federation spent $7,700 on a reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel; Kentucky Rural Water Association spent $4,803 on a legislative breakfast at Capital Plaza Hotel; Kentucky Chamber of Commerce joined with Baptist Healthcare System, Kentucky Medical Association, and Louisville Chemistry Partnership, an association of chemical companies, to spend $3,700 on Chamber Day at the Lexington Center.
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Jack Abramoff Has Unlikely Second Act as Watchdog
Federal  -  Chicago Tribune  -  Published:  2/3/2012


The latest muckraker digging into the outsized influence of money in politics is well-versed in the darkest corners of K Street – former lobbyist and convicted felon Jack Abramoff, who served three-and-a-half years in prison for corruption of public officials, tax evasion, and fraud.  He emerged last fall as an unlikely advocate for curbing the influence of special interests in Washington, D.C., first in the form of a tell-all memoir and a subsequent media tour pressing for ethics reform.  Now, the latest manifestation of Abramoff's ethics push was his recent debut on Republic Report, a newly-launched blog dedicated to exposing corruption in politics.
 


Abramoff’s said he anticipates contributing analysis and breaking news.  The job pairs the former lobbyist with a team of investigative reporters, like those who dogged Abramoff during his K Street scandals.  "The people who were attacking me while I was a lobbyist, I don't hold that against them in any way," said Abramoff.  "Frankly, I agree with them at this point.  It is I who had a journey, not them."
 


One of Abramoff's former adversaries in the press is now his de facto boss: Nick Penniman, the president of United Republic, the non-profit that runs the Republic Report blog.  He covered Abramoff's exploits as a reporter, and was surprised to learn of his change of heart when they met a few months ago.  "His name is toxic, right?" said Penniman.  "He automatically elicits that kind of reaction.  But you sit down and meet him, you realize he's really different."
 


Penniman likened the hire to the CIA drafting hackers to boost the agency's understanding of cyber-security.  "Who better to talk about this world?" asked Penniman.
 


The power of money in Washington is the big story of our era, Penniman said, and it is the focus not just of the Republic Report blog, but of the entire non-profit United Republic group as a whole.   As for his most high-profile contributor, Penniman said he finds Abramoff's conversion sincere.  "People are calling this a redemption tour," said Penniman.  "But [Abramoff's] not just trying to redeem himself.  He's genuinely on a reform mission." 


"I'm not certain I'm here to convince [skeptics.]  I'm here to talk about what's going on," said Abramoff.  "Either you think I'm saying things that are true and believable, or you don't.  I'll let my actions speak for that."

Ex-South Florida Politician to Plead Guilty to Tax Charges in Federal Corruption Probe
Florida  -  Miami Herald  -  Published:  2/7/2012


Former Florida lawmaker Mandy Dawson, the only elected official charged in a federal public corruption probe of Tallahassee's "pay-to-play" politics, has decided to plead guilty to tax-evasion offenses.  Dawson, who served in the Legislature for 16 years, signaled her intention to change her plea in court papers.  Dawson, who had a March trial date, faces up to five years in prison on each of the two tax-evasion counts and one year on each of the three charges of failing to file a tax return.

 


Dawson's decision will bring to a close the U.S. Justice Department's five-year-old investigation into influence peddling in Tallahassee, which revolved around now-imprisoned physician Alan Mendelsohn, who doubled as a lobbyist and fundraiser.  Mendelsohn admitted he funneled $82,000 to Dawson through her former legislative aide, who was paid for a no-show job by one of the physician’s PACs.  The reason was so Dawson would not oppose legislation supporting the medical profession.

 


The corruption investigation dragged on for years after Mendelsohn bragged in a 2007 FBI-recorded conversation he improperly influenced former Gov. Charlie Crist and other top state officials on behalf of a Ft. Lauderdale businessperson who was under investigation for financial fraud.  Crist and up to a dozen others in his office and the state Attorney General’s office were eventually cleared.  In the end, the only two people charged were Dawson and Mendelsohn.

  

Opponents Trap Florida Senate Ethics Bill in Committee
Florida  -  Tampa Bay Times  -  Published:  2/6/2012


A proposal to ban state lawmakers from influencing bills that could earn or cost them money is headed to the cutting-room floor for the fifth consecutive year. Senate President Mike Haridopolos effectively defeated the ethics bill for 2012 by assigning it to five different committees.
 


The ethics proposal sponsored by Sen. Paula Dockery would prevent senators from proposing, participating in debate, or voting on bills that could provide special, private benefit for themselves, their families, their employers, or their colleagues. Rules that ban conflict-of-interest voting exist in the Florida House and in 44 other state Legislatures. 

"There used to be a feeling of shame up here where you wouldn't want to propose something from which you would personally benefit … [but] I don't see that anymore," said Dockery.

 


Senate rules require members to disclose conflicts-of-interest within 15 days but place few other restrictions. Conflicts are inevitable because lawmaking is a part-time job that usually pays about $30,000 per year, and most legislators have other jobs and businesses.  "If you're an insurance agent, and you do a bill that impacts all insurance agents, that's okay," said Dockery.  "It just can't benefit you personally."

New Details on Legislator’s DUI Arrest
Georgia  -  Atlanta Journal-Constitution  -  Published:  1/20/2012


Georgia Rep. Kip Smith spent the hours before his recent DUI arrest with two other state lawmakers being entertained by three lobbyists, including one for Anheuser-Busch, show state records. 


Lobbyist spending disclosures for January 12 show Smith and fellow House members Ben Harbin and Jason Shaw had dinner at Alfredo's Italian Restaurant in Atlanta.  Smith was arrested hours later by police on charges of driving under the influence.

 


According to the police report, Smith recorded a .091 blood alcohol level on a Breathalyzer test. The officer reported Smith claimed to have had "a single beer."  The arrest report does not mention Alfredo’s, but one of the lobbyists at the dinner said the meal included wine.

   


The lobbyists who paid the tab at Alfredo’s were Georgia EMC's Travis Bussey; David Raynor of the Georgia Chamber of Commerce; and Chuck McMullen, a managing director of the Atlanta office of McKenna Long and Aldridge.  McMullen is lobbyist for a number of clients, including Anheuser-Busch and private prison operator Corrections Corporation of America.

Hawaii May Ban Fundraisers during Session
Hawaii  -  Honolulu Civil Beat  -  Published:  1/30/2012


Hawaii lawmakers would be banned from holding political fundraisers during the four months the state Legislature is in session under a new proposal.  The bill, co-introduced by Sens. Les Ihara and Suzanne Chun Oakland, aims to remove any perception that donations have an influence on policymaking.

 


Senate Bill 2562 would ban fundraising by lawmakers during the regular legislative session, which typically runs from mid-January to early May.  Lawmakers would still be able to accept contributions, just not from an organized fundraising event.

  


More than two dozen states restrict their lawmakers from soliciting or receiving contributions during legislative sessions, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL).  Fifteen states ban any contributions to lawmakers during sessions.  Another 14 states ban lobbyist contributions during legislative sessions.

 


"The reason states do that is because they want to put a clear line of demarcation between the making of public policy and any perceived influence on policy making," said Peggy Kerns, director of the NCSL's Center for Ethics in Government.  "No one is saying there's an obvious quid pro quo, but it's the public perception of it, and that's important."

 

Lawmaker Resigns amid Criminal Probe
Maine  -  Kennebec Journal  -  Published:  2/1/2012


Maine Rep. David Burns resigned his House seat as the state attorney general's office prepared to file criminal charges alleging he misused public campaign money.  Burns last year was the subject of a random audit by the Maine Commission on Governmental Ethics and Election Practices, which found he routed clean election funds to his private bank account, used the money for personal expenses, and provided investigators with false documents. 
Ethics Commission Recommends Maryland Sen. Currie Censure, Apology for Payments He Received
Maryland  -  Washington Post  -  Published:  2/16/2012


An ethics panel has recommended unanimously that state Sen. Ulysses Currie be censured and apologize for failing to disclose more than $245,000 in payments from a grocery store chain between 2003 and 2008.  If Currie is censured by the full chamber, it would be the first time a Maryland senator has faced any sort of chamber discipline since a member was expelled 14 years ago.

 


The report by the Maryland General Assembly's Joint Ethics Committee recommends that Currie be removed immediately and permanently as a member of Senate leadership.  It also says he should be removed as chairperson of any committee or subcommittee.  

 


The committee determined Currie used his position as chairperson of the Budget and Taxation Committee for his own private gain and the gain of Shoppers Food Warehouse.  In its report, the committee said Currie’s relationship with the company created a conflict-of-interest that disqualified him from participating in legislation to transfer a liquor license that benefited the company during the 2005 legislative session.

Eldridge Eyes Several Limits on Campaign Donations with Ethics Bills
Massachusetts  -  The Sentinal and Enterprise  -  Published:  2/1/2012


Massachusetts Sen. Jamie Eldridge is looking to make Beacon Hill a more ethical place.  He has filed two bills he said will fight the public perception that campaign contributions taint the legislative process.  One would ban legislators from holding fundraisers during budget deliberations.  Another would limit campaign contributions from those who do business with the state, a practice Eldridge said damages public confidence. 

 

"We all need to raise money in order to compete for elections," Eldridge told a legislative committee.  "But let's move away from the perception that during budget time, fundraising is done in order to influence what does or doesn't happen in the budget." 

 


Eldridge is also seeking to address public concerns that politicians award state contracts and tax breaks and pass legislation as favors to campaign donors.  His proposal would prevent lobbyists from soliciting campaign donations and ban contributions from business executives, along with their immediate families, who have a state contract or are applying for one. 

 

DiMasi May Testify to U.S. Panel
Massachusetts  -  Boston Globe  -  Published:  2/7/2012


Barely two months after starting his federal prison sentence in Lexington, Kentucky, former House Speaker Salvatore DiMasi is returning to Massachusetts to testify before a federal grand jury in Worcester, raising the possibility he may soon provide evidence against his former legislative colleagues in a public corruption probe.  The specific focus of the grand jury could not be confirmed, but lawyers for U.S. Attorney Carmen Ortiz have been presenting evidence to a grand jury for months in her investigation of rigged hiring and promotion practices in the state Probation Department.

 


"People are in a state of shock that he's coming back to testify," said one Beacon Hill lobbyist, who asked not to be named for fear of damaging business relationships.  "There are a lot of nervous people around."

 


DiMasi, who served as speaker from 2004 until he was forced to resign in 2009, was one of the main beneficiaries of favoritism in the Probation Department, according to an independent counsel's report, obtaining jobs or promotions for at least 24 candidates he supported.  

  


Current and former elected officials were stunned by the news that DiMasi could testify and perhaps provide new firsthand details about the cozy relationship between the Legislature and the court system.  Beacon Hill has been abuzz for months with rumors the probation grand jury may soon indict a dozen or more people, including several current and former legislators.

 


DiMasi was in the middle of a bitter 2008 fight to succeed him when supporters of the losing candidate charged that the winner, Robert DeLeo, used probation jobs to persuade legislators to back him.  Supporters of Rep. John Rogers said DeLeo, then chairperson of the House Ways and Means Committee, helped get money added to the probation budget, allowing O'Brien to hire supporters of DeLeo allies in the speakership fight. DeLeo denied jobs were traded for votes.

 


A lot would be at stake in any grand jury testimony for DiMasi, who continued to maintain his innocence after he tearfully pleaded for a federal judge's mercy when he was sentenced.  If he is unable to negotiate a reduced sentence, the Bureau of Prisons projects he will not be free until November 17, 2018, when he will be 73 years old.
Representative Told to Repay the State $346,000
Mississippi  -  Jackson Clarion-Ledger  -  Published:  2/3/2012


Mississippi Rep. Kevin McGee has been ordered to repay the state $346,554 from public printing contracts that went to his family business (McGee Service Printers), and pay a $50,000 fine for the dealings. 

 


After receiving a complaint from an anonymous source, the Mississippi Ethics Commission ruled there is clear evidence that 258 contracts between state agencies and Service Printers violated state ethics laws.  The law prohibits legislators from doing business with state government because the Legislature dictates how the state's money is spent through appropriations.
  


From January 2008, when McGee took office, to August 2011, Service Printers did business with 26 agencies, said the commission.  The order says McGee told the commission he disassociated himself from the business in August, but he offered no evidence to that.  

 
Former NJ Sen. Wayne Bryant Begins Fraud Trial
New Jersey  -  Bergen Record  -  Published:  1/31/2012


Already serving four years in prison on federal bribery and fraud charges, former New Jersey Sen. Wayne Bryant went on trial on additional charges of reaping nearly $200,000 in bribes for allegedly propping up the failed EnCap housing project at the Meadowlands.  In his opening argument in U.S. District Court in Trenton, Assistant U.S. Attorney Paul Krieger said the once powerful state lawmaker was engaged in a "carefully crafted bribery scheme" with Eric Wisler, an attorney for EnCap developer Cherokee Investment Partners of North Carolina, for more than two years.

 


Bryant’s firm, Krieger said, had done no work for Cherokee.  But during those two years, Bryant collected $8,000 a month from Cherokee, ostensibly for performing legal work but actually for peddling his influence over legislation benefiting the Meadowlands development, said Krieger.  "Nobody gets paid for nothing, not even Wayne Bryant," said Krieger.

  


Charged with 22 counts of bribery and mail fraud, Bryant is more than two years into his 2009 sentence for accepting hundreds of thousands of dollars for a no-show or low-work job at University of Medicine and Dentistry.  But this case deals with allegations Bryant received the $192,000 between 2004 and 2006 to support legislation providing millions of dollars in loans to EnCap for a controversial plan for a housing development atop the trash dumps at the Meadowlands, a project that did not come to fruition.

 
Public Corruption Measure Passed
New Mexico  -  Albuquerque Journal  -  Published:  2/14/2012


Legislation that could require public officials convicted of corruption-related crimes to repay taxpayer-funded salaries and forfeit state pension benefits is on track for New Mexico Gov. Susana Martinez's signature after unanimously passing the Legislature.  Public demand for increasing corruption penalties dates back at least to 2006, when former state Treasurers Robert Vigil and Michael Montoya were arrested for extortion and taking kickbacks in state contracts.

 


A year later, former Senate President Pro Tem Manny Aragon added to the state's reputation for corruption when he and former Albuquerque Mayor Ken Schultz were caught in connection with a scheme to skim millions of dollars from the construction of the Metropolitan Court Building in Albuquerque.
 


Senate Bill 197, which cleared both the House and Senate floors without a single negative vote, is expected to be signed into law after Martinez praised the legislation as a deterrent to public corruption in New Mexico.  The bill would allow a judge in criminal court to fine elected officials or their political appointees up to their total salary dating back to when the corruption began and the total value of their state pension. "I think it will definitely have a deterrent effect," said House Majority Leader Ken Martinez. 

 


The reform effort has been under consideration for more than four years as a way to fight the theft of millions of dollars from state coffers. "The important thing here is we’ve sort of established a history here … of corruption in government, and I think this is a major step in changing the perception of New Mexico," said House Minority Leader Tom Taylor.

Plea in Hospital Payment
New York  -  Wall Street Journal  -  Published:  1/19/2012


The final defendant in a wide-ranging corruption indictment that ensnared two prominent New York politicians pleaded guilty to funneling bribes to one of the lawmakers as part of an influence-peddling scheme.  Solomon Kalish, the owner of a health-care consulting firm, withdrew his original not guilty plea and told a federal judge he had knowingly broken the law when he accepted $197,005 in payments from hospital executives that he later turned over to former state Sen. Carl Kruger.

  


The plea also marked the end of a case first brought in March 2010, charging seven people, including Kruger, Assemblyperson William Boyland, Jr., several hospital executives, and a lobbyist with bribery and corruption.  All, except Boyland, were convicted at trial or pleaded guilty. 

 


Boyland was acquitted of charges he received bribes, in the form of a no-show hospital consulting job, in exchange for help with legislation.  Less than 20 days later, he was indicted in U.S. District Court in Brooklyn for allegedly soliciting bribes for his legal defense in the Manhattan matter, and for accepting kickbacks connected to carnival and real-estate deals. He has pleaded not guilty and denied those charges.

 


Kruger admitted soliciting and accepting at least $1 million in bribes, which prosecutors said subsidized a life of luxury that included a Bentley and an expansive mansion in Brooklyn.  He resigned from the seat he held for 17 years.  Prosecutors have recommended Kruger serve nine to 11 years in prison when he is sentenced on April 26.

 


The probe grew from a separate investigation into former Assemblyperson Anthony Seminerio, who was convicted of accepting more than $1 million in bribes from a hospital executive.  Seminerio died of natural causes during the first year of a six-year prison sentence.

Group Pays Lawmakers' Traveling Expenses
Ohio  -  Columbus Dispatch  -  Published:  2/8/2012


Ohio lawmakers created a loophole years ago that now allows them to reap corporate money to pay for out-of-state trips.  The law was written to allow such involvement by corporations and lobbyists when legislators are attending a gathering of any organization to which the General Assembly pays dues. So when the Legislature paid $2,000 in dues to the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) to cover 2011 and 2012, the standard rules about travel expenses were off the table for ALEC events in such locales as New Orleans.

  


"[ALEC and the other groups] are for policy not fundraising, not campaigns and not political," said Mike Dittoe, spokesperson for House Speaker William Batchelder.  "The organizations exist to assist state legislators regardless of party with thoughtful discussions on policy, which each group offers."

 


But unlike ALEC, the National Conference of State Legislatures has bipartisan leadership, does not issue state “report cards” in areas such as education, does not draft model legislation, and does not hold in-state fundraisers to pay for lawmakers to attend meetings.
 

FBI Created Fake Company during Investigation of Oklahoma Legislature
Oklahoma  -  The Oklahoman  -  Published:  2/5/2012


The FBI created a fake company in 2008 to secretly investigate the Oklahoma Legislature for corruption.  An FBI agent posed as a company executive.  Undercover with him was another man, believed to be a retired agent.  They eventually hired an unsuspecting Oklahoma lobbyist, Andrew Skeith.  They also tried to hire another lobbyist, Bobby Stem, but he turned them down.

 


Stem said he found out about a year ago that the company was an FBI front.  "I remember going, 'Wow.  I can't believe I was that close to a couple of guys looking for blood,'" said Stem.

 


The bogus company's address was an office suite in Alpharetta, Georgia.  To look legitimate, it filed organizational paperwork with the Georgia secretary of state, created a Web site, printed up promotional material, and paid $750 to join an Oklahoma association.

 


The existence of the undercover operation came to light after Skeith, former Senate President Pro Tem Mike Morgan, and prominent Oklahoma City attorney Martin Stringer were indicted last year.  Morgan is accused in the federal indictment of taking more than $400,000 in bribes from three companies seeking to influence legislation.  Skeith and Stringer are accused of conspiring in crimes involving two of the companies.  All three have pleaded not guilty.
  


The FBI has used fake companies before to develop public corruption cases.  In an undercover sting known as "Operation Tennessee Waltz," the FBI set up a fictitious company that supposedly recycled surplus electronic equipment to Third World countries.
Trial of Ex-Oklahoma Senator, Two Co-Defendants Starts
Oklahoma  -  CanadianBusuiness.com;  Associated Press  -  Published:  2/11/2012


The former leader of the Oklahoma Senate is scheduled go on trial on federal charges he accepted more than $400,000 in illegal payments from three companies that sought his influence. Former Sen. Mike Morgan was one of the most powerful people in state government while he served as president pro tem or co-president pro tem of the Senate from March 2005 until he left office in November 2008.

 


Federal prosecutors will air allegations before a jury that Morgan conspired with a lobbyist and an attorney to use his leadership role to steer bills on behalf of two of the companies he allegedly received payments from.  Morgan, lobbyist William Skeith, and attorney N. Martin Stringer are charged with conspiracy, extortion, and mail fraud.  Morgan also faces a bribery charge.  They have all pleaded not guilty.

 


In court papers, Assistant U.S. Attorneys Scott Williams and Vicki Zemp Behenna said they will prove Morgan accepted more than $400,000 from the companies when he knew that, in exchange, the firms expected him to help them in his official capacity as a state senator.

"Mr. Morgan, who happens to be an attorney, accepted all of the payments in the guise of monthly retainer fees, although he performed virtually no legal services for any of the three companies," wrote prosecutors.  "His pretense of acting as a legislator on behalf of the public while acting simultaneously for private pay goes directly to his fraudulent intent.  The mere fact that an attorney is paid to perform certain services does not convert those services into legal work."

 


An indictment returned by a federal grand jury against Morgan and his co-defendants alleges Skeith and Stringer arranged $141,000 in payments to Morgan over three years from a company that wanted to build a solid waste landfill in northern Oklahoma.  It also alleges Skeith arranged a $250,000 payment to Morgan from a company wanting to build a power plant, and Morgan took another $12,000 from a company seeking to limit the state Health Department's regulation of assisted-living centers. Morgan's attorney, David Ogle, has said he did legitimate legal work for the payments.

 


The indictment did not identify the companies involved, but legal papers filed by defense attorneys have identified two of them as Dilworth Development and Tenaska, a large, privately held corporation headquartered in Omaha, Nebraska.  Prosecutors allege Morgan struck language from legislation that would have blocked the proposed Dilworth landfill and added language to another bill that would have aided a joint power plant venture between Tenaska and the Grand River Dam Authority.

  

If convicted, each of the three face up to 20 years in prison and a $250,000 fine on each count of conspiracy, extortion, and wire fraud.  Morgan faces an additional penalty of up to 10 years in prison and a $250,000 fine if convicted on the bribery count. The indictment also seeks forfeiture of the alleged illegal payments to Morgan.

DeWeese Convicted of Theft, but Vows to Stay
Pennsylvania  -  Philadelphia Inquirer  -  Published:  2/6/2012


Even after the guilty verdicts, Pennsylvania Rep. Bill DeWeese was defiant.  After a jury convicted him of theft, conspiracy, and other charges, the former House leader professed his innocence and said he would not give up his seat just yet.  "I certainly feel I did nothing wrong," DeWeese told reporters moments after the Dauphin County jury delivered guilty verdicts on five of six charges brought by the state attorney general's office.
 


The case against DeWeese grew out of the "Bonusgate" investigation, prompted by news reports that House aides were getting state bonuses for political work.  Prosecutors said DeWeese directed, and in some cases even forced, legislative staffers to do campaign work while on taxpayers’ time.

 


In all, 25 defendants have been swept up in "Bonusgate" and its related cases.  They include former legislators and staffers from both parties.  Six, including DeWeese, have been convicted; two were acquitted; 15 have pleaded guilty; one had charges dropped against him; and one defendant, former state Rep. Steve Stetler, who later served as state revenue secretary, is to be tried later this year. 

 

Former Pennsylvania Lawmaker Gets Prison in Corruption Case
Pennsylvania  -  Allentown Morning Call  -  Published:  2/11/2012


Brett Feese, a one-time local prosecutor who became a rising star in the Pennsylvania House, was sentenced to four to 12 years in state prison and fined $25,000 for his role in a state corruption scandal.  Dauphin County Judge Richard Lewis also ordered Freese to pay $1 million in restitution and serve two years of probation.

 


Feese was among 25 people connected to the House GOP and Democratic caucuses who were arrested after a five-year investigation of the Legislature by the state attorney general's office.  A jury convicted Feese of all 40 counts in a case that involved the misuse of millions of taxpayer dollars by hiring out-of-state consultants and diverting legislative employees to develop customized computer software to help elect people to the state Legislature.

 

Top 35 Biggest Spenders on Smith Hill
Rhode Island  -  GoLocalProv.com  -  Published:  1/23/2012


A sugary beverage tax, pension reform, and gambling were among the issues special interest groups spent millions of dollars on as they attempted to influence Rhode Island lawmakers in 2011, according to a GoLocalProv review of lobbying reports filed with the secretary of state's office.  In total, the top 35 biggest spenders paid more than $6 million to lobbyist organizations in 2011.  A dozen companies spent at least $100,000 during the year.

 


According to the secretary of state’s office, more than 400 companies filed lobbying reports, which leaves some questioning the influence of lobbyists at the statehouse.  Rhode Island Common Cause Executive Director John Mario, who is a registered lobbyist, said he has no problem with lobbying, but once groups start donating to political campaigns, problems can arise.

 


"People and organizations have every right to lobby their government," said Marion. "However, when it's combined with a system whereby they also finance the campaigns of those officials they are lobbying, there is a toxic mix of influence and money."

 


Marion pointed to an October “60 Minutes” piece on Jack Abramoff, the former Washington, D.C. lobbyist who wound up in jail for mail fraud and conspiracy, to illustrate how the system of lobbying, when combined with the ability to give gifts, campaign donations, and even jobs for former legislators and staffers, can become legalized bribery.

 


"[Even though Rhode Island has strong laws when it comes to what lobbyists can do], we still fund our campaigns in a way that allows those lobbying government to donate to the campaigns they are trying to influence," said Marion.
 

Virginia Legislators Accepted $246,000 in Gifts Last Year
Virginia  -  Washington Post  -  Published: 2/7/2012


Nearly half of the gifts state legislators accepted last year came from Virginia Uranium, a company that is lobbying to mine what is thought to be the largest deposit of uranium in the U.S.  That is not surprising since the company treated legislators to trips to France and Canada.  In all, the 140 members of the General Assembly accepted 533 gifts worth $245,393, according to the Virginia Public Access Project, a nonpartisan tracker of money in politics.  Virginia Uranium spent $120,000. 

 

Lobbyists, companies, and trade associations doled out tickets to Washington Redskins football games and the U.S. Open, flowers, books, and meals.  A majority of gifts were offered during last year's 45-day legislative session, when donors often lobby lawmakers after treating them to dinners and receptions.

 


Many of last year's gifts came from the state’s largest and most influential companies and groups.  In addition to Virginia Uranium, top givers by amount were Dominion Resources, which runs the largest electric company in the state ($15,106); Virginia Trial Lawyers Association ($7,646); Taiwan; and the American Turkish Friendship Association ($7,225).  Three legislators got trips to Turkey; two went to Taiwan.

 


The American Legislative Exchange Council, a conservative group that ghostwrites bills on a variety of subjects that are pushed by its members, spent $6,679.  The group’s most common gift was transportation to its meetings and conferences.

 


The top five recipients all had one thing in common – they went to France: Delegates John Cosgrove ($15,775), James Massie ($13,036), Lionell Spruill ($11,920), David Englin ($11,420), and Mamye BaCote ($11,367).  Fifteen lawmakers reported receiving no gifts.

 


In Virginia, lawmakers have toughened disclosure requirements but have not limited gifts.  While the state does not cap the gifts lawmakers can receive, it requires legislators to disclose items valued at more than $50.

Ethics News from Natl. Conf. of State Legislatures (NCSL)
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ALABAMA  --  The federal corruption trial of six legislators and lobbyists who were indicted in a scheme to trade votes on gaming for cash contributions continued.  A state legislative staff member was also indicted, but passed away before the trial began.  Montgomery Advertiser, February 16, 2012. http://www.montgomeryadvertiser.com/article/20120216/NEWS02/202160331/Gambling-corruption-trial-Gilley-testifies-14M-loan-from-McGregor?odyssey=tab|topnews|text|Frontpage
ARKANSAS  --  A citizen committee is proposing ethics changes.  Among the ideas:  a gift ban on lobbyist spending on public officials, a longer revolving door prohibition, and various campaign finance changes.
Arkansas Times, February 5, 2012. http://www.arktimes.com/ArkansasBlog/archives/2012/02/05/committee-aims-to-toughen-arkansas-ethics-law
MISSOURI  --  Opinion:  What others say: Cash rules Missouri’s odious political culture.
Columbia Missourian, February 17, 2012. http://www.columbiamissourian.com/stories/2012/02/17/what-others-say-cash-rules-missouris-odius-political-culture/
WISCONSIN  --  Legislators unveiled an ethics reform package, which largely centers on fundraising during recall campaigns, conflicts of interest in the court system, and increased transparency in government.  Other members claim the proposals are “hypocritical” and “valueless.”
The Badger Herald, February 17, 2012.   http://badgerherald.com/news/2012/02/16/ 
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