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Almost $1.8 million was spent on lobbying in the first month of the 2013 session, about 17 percent more than the $1.5 million spent in the same period in 2011, the previous odd-year session.  Although the General Assembly met for only a few days to convene the 2013 session, many employers pay their lobbyists on a monthly basis throughout the year, so spending for those employers is usually consistent over the 12-month period.  


The vast majority of spending by the largest spending employers goes to compensate lobbyists.  The leading spending employers in the first month of the 2013 session were: Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($32,372, including $2,773 on a Chamber Day Reception in Lexington); Altria Client Services ($24,331, including $3,804 on phone banking); Century Aluminum ($21,670); Swedish Match North America ($19,763); Kentucky Hospital Association ($18,190); Kentucky Bankers Association ($18,080); Molina Healthcare ($18,000); Kentucky Medical Association ($17,136); Kentucky Justice Association ($15,125); Wine Institute ($15,000); Paul Davis Restoration & Remodeling ($15,000); D-C Elevator Co. ($15,000); AT&T ($14,128); Baptist Healthcare Systems ($12,808); Build Our New Bridge Now ($12,500); Norton Healthcare ($12,475); Motion Picture Association ($12,000); CSX Corporation ($11,915); Kentucky League of Cities ($11,911); and Kentucky Association of Manufacturers ($11,846).

Other leading spenders include: Houchens Industries ($11,000); Kentucky Liquor Retailers Coalition ($10,500); Kentucky Retail Federation ($10,336); Humana Inc. ($10,176); AmeriHealth Mercy ($10,000); EQT Corp. ($10,000); Hewlett-Packard ($10,000); Kentucky Medical Equipment Suppliers Association ($10,000); and Yum! Brands ($10,000).
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The General Assembly convened for a week in early January, but several employers began lobbying after the first week of the session.  Among the recently-registered organizations are three which are lobbying on gambling-related issues: Stop Predatory Gambling, an anti-gambling group; Delaware North Companies Gaming & Entertainment, which is in a joint venture with Churchill Downs to build and operate a casino and racetrack between Cincinnati and Dayton; Caesars Entertainment Operating Co., which owns and operates Bluegrass Downs, a harness racetrack located in Paducah, and owns half interest in Turfway Park LLC, which is the owner of the Turfway Park thoroughbred racetrack in Boone County.  Turfway Park LLC also owns a minority interest in the Kentucky Downs racetrack located in Simpson County.

Two Lexington developments are now lobbying for tax increment financing: Bayer Properties, an Alabama company which intends to develop The Summit Lexington shopping area; and Centre Pointe, LLC, a proposed development in downtown Lexington, which registered 15 lobbyists.

Other newly-registered employers include: Ascential Care Partners; Coventry First; a Philadelphia-based financial services company; Jake's Cigar Bar & Lounge of Nicholasville, lobbying on a proposed smoking ban; Kentucky Association of Transportation Engineers; Kentucky Chapter of Community Association Institute, lobbying on condo and homeowner association issues;  Kentucky Household Goods Carriers Association; Louisville Free Public Library Foundation; May Commercial Group; Mallinckrodt LLC, a pharmaceutical business that is a subsidiary of Ireland-based Covidien; Mulzer Crushed Stone; National Safety Repair Association; Pain Management Group, an Ohio company which operates hospital-based pain management centers; Rudd Equipment Co.; Sallie Mae, Inc.; and Wexford Health Sources, which contracts to provide medical care to inmates.


Several businesses and associations have increased the number of lobbyists in the 2013 General Assembly.  For example, AT&T, which is lobbying on Senate Bill 88, a deregulation bill, added nine lobbyists since the session convened, giving the company 23 lobbyists working on its behalf.  Additionally, the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, the leading lobbying spender in this session, endorsed SB 88, and Citizens for a Digital Future, an AT&T affiliate, is paying for media advertising in support of the legislation.  According to records of the Registry of Election Finance, AT&T’s Kentucky Political Action Committee made 75 contributions in the last quarter of 2011 and in 2012 to House and Senate campaigns and caucus campaign committees.  Most of the contributions were for $300 or $500.  Build Our New Bridge Now, a group of Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky individuals, businesses and organizations supporting a new I-75 bridge across the Ohio River, added eight lobbyists for a total of 10; and EcoPower Generation, which has been approved for up to $15 million in tax incentives to build a renewable bioenergy project in Perry County, added seven lobbyists for a total of 15. 


Also, the Jefferson County Attorney added nine lobbyists for a total of 12; Kentucky Association of Circuit Court Clerks added seven lobbyists for a total of nine; Kentucky Association of Convention and Visitors Bureaus employed eight new lobbyists; Kentucky Association of Nurse Anesthetists hired five new lobbyists for a total of seven; Kentucky Liquor Retailers Association added three lobbyists for a total of four; Kentucky Optometric Association added four lobbyists for a total of 11; Kentucky Tax Lien Purchasers Association added six lobbyists for a total of seven; Kentucky Travel Industry Association added seven lobbyists for a total of eight; Louisville Free Public Library Foundation hired six lobbyists; Saint Elizabeth Healthcare added three lobbyists for a total of five; and Wine & Spirits Wholesalers of Kentucky added two lobbyists for a total of five.
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Spending reports for the first month of the 2013 General Assembly were due by February 15.  As of the end of February, the following employers have failed to disclose their spending on lobbying: Advanced Care Center (has also failed to file the 2012 year-end report due on January 15); American Massage Therapy Association, Kentucky Chapter; American Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals; Catamaran, Inc.; Community Health Solutions; DW Real Estate Holdings, LLC; Eastern Kentucky University; Environmental Resources Management Consulting Co.; Greater Cincinnati & Northern Kentucky Apartment Association; Kentucky Council of Churches; Kentucky Creditors Rights Bar Association; Kentucky Dental Association; Kentucky Home Care Association; Louisville Apartment Association; Northern Kentucky Youth Foundation (has also failed to file the 2012 year-end report due on January 15); People Advocating Recovery;  Preservation Kentucky, Inc.;  Sierra Club;  and Transit Authority of River City. 
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The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 
By Kristina Torres and Chris Joyner

February  4, 2013

What’s the price of a good baloney sandwich in the Georgia State Senate?  The chamber’s committee chairmen may be about to find out.


Fresh from a historic vote three weeks ago that set a $100 cap on lobbyists’ gifts to all state senators, lobbyists were asked Monday whether they would help pay for group lunches of the chairmen every Tuesday and Wednesday during the legislative session.


The solicitation came in an email from a legislative aide to Sen. Renee Unterman of Buford, who defended the practice.  It was a working lunch, she said, costing about $8 for each of about 25 chairmen.  About half that group meets one day; the other half meets the day after.


Up next?  A chairmen’s meeting Tuesday featuring a sandwich, cup of noodles and a cookie.


Essentially, the chairmen fill each other in on which bills have been assigned to their committees, what the bills mean and what happened once the committee acted.


This is not the first year the request for group lunch “sponsorships” has occurred.  During the session last year, state records show lobbyists spent more than $2,700 on chairmen lunches — including more than $430 spent on “lunch from Willy’s” by the Georgia Association of Realtors.


The sponsorships have come even as legislators receive per diem worth $173 a day to help with expenses such as food or lodging.


Some senators said continuing the lunches may not send the best message.


Democratic and Republican voters overwhelmingly supported a cap in nonbinding referendums during the July primaries.  Ethics watchdogs are pushing for a law that would make the Senate cap, and other restrictions, permanent.


The new Senate rule, which applies only to that chamber, does not allow a senator to accept an individual gift worth more than $100, including a private lunch.  Such gifts, however, may be made to an entire committee or subcommittee — a loophole that applies in this case because the group is technically known as the chairmen’s committee.


“Certainly, it’s something lobbyists would find interesting because it’s something that helps them build relationships,” Senate Minority Leader Steve Henson of Tucker, said of the lunches.  But, he added, “I think the spirit of the new rule is to assure the people of Georgia we’re being responsible.  This puts that into question.”
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Lobbyists Use Campaign-Style Opposition Research to Turn Tables on Rivals
Roll Call  -  February 15, 2013


If a lobbying campaign is war, then opposition research is the equivalent of elite special forces.  K Street deploys all sorts of quiet, behind-the-scenes tactics and troops to influence legislation and policy.  The most clandestine and high-risk is the use of political-style operatives to dig up dirt on foes.

 


Opposition research can discredit, distract, and neutralize an opponent.  That can be particularly dangerous when the target is a sitting member of Congress; leave too many footprints, and the effort can boomerang.

 


Perhaps that is why former state Rep. John Hancock of Missouri, president of the Strategy Group for Research, will not discuss any of his K Street clients.  He does not have to because his type of work is not covered by lobbying disclosure laws.  But the former lobbyist says it is a growing part of his business.

 


"Digging in trash cans, we don't do that," said Hancock.  "We've taken some of the principles on the research side that we have traditionally applied to political campaigns and made them available to the government relations industry."

 


Hancock and his team, for example, approach a congressional hearing the way they would a candidate debate.  After doing as much background digging as possible ahead of time on members and witnesses involved, they will dispatch a researcher to conduct real-time fact-checking and then search for ways to discredit opponents.  They look for inconsistencies from a witness’s previous statements. The opposition researchers then blast their findings to their K Street client’s lobbying or public relations team to get the message out instantly. 

 


Lobbyists who have relied on opposition research say they have tried to discredit lawmakers with congressional financial disclosures when those documents reveal a personal investment in a company that stands to benefit from a particular legislative outcome.  Lobbyists typically prefer to quietly share the information with a lawmaker from the other side of the aisle to keep their fingerprints off the story.

 


Opposition researchers, who often have backgrounds in politics, government, and law enforcement that may include the FBI or even the intelligence community, will also scan court documents, public records, campaign finance and lobbying disclosures, and reach out to their contacts on Capitol Hill, K Street, and in local communities. K Street intersects with the world of investigations for more mundane reasons, too.

  


Though lobbyists remain reluctant to discuss how they use their special forces, Jack Abramoff, who did jail time for his part in a corruption scandal, said when he was a K Street heavyweight, research was an important part of his efforts.  He would assign opposition work to junior lobbyists, he said, usually with two goals in mind.  One was to figure out opposing lawmakers’ other top priorities in case it became necessary to distract their attention to other matters.  The other was to uncover the lowdown on rival clients.

 


"Some of the opposition research involves finding out what else a congressman could become busy with or could be troubled with . . . and then we would exacerbate something else that’s already in play," said Abramoff.  "We did that."

 


Abramoff noted members and their aides have limited time and resources, so diverting an opponent’s attention to another matter could get him or her off their back.  When Abramoff's team was up against the Jena Band of Choctaw Indians in Louisiana on a gaming matter, his staff worked to uncover the tribe's vulnerabilities.  Often, much of what turns up from opposition research cannot even be used, but Abramoff said whenever he took on a project, he wanted to learn everything he could about the opposition "so we know where we can hit them."

 


"With a client where both are trying to present themselves as pure as the driven snow, then bringing out the dirt, well, it’s part of the whole game," said Abramoff.  "It's all nuances and shades and little teeny things that tip the scale."

 


Still, most lobbyists say they do not use opposition research and contend it contributes to dysfunction in Washington.  Mark Irion, a longtime lobbyist who recently joined the firm Levick as its president, said covert research does not fit with his goal of coalition building, bringing sides together to arrive at good public policy. Instead, such tactics result in a burned-down village, and “the village in ashes here is gridlock,” said Irion, who concedes the tactics can be effective.

 


"It's not that opposition research doesn’t work, but if you're in the business of communicating trust, building authentic conversations that result in good policy outcomes, then you don't even really consider that as a tool," said Irion.
Arizona Senators Look to Revamp Lobbying Gift Ban
Arizona  -  Arizona Daily Sun;  Associated Press  -  February 18, 2013


The cozy relationship between lawmakers and lobbyists could get a little less familiar under a proposed ethics overhaul that seeks to give the public a more detailed look into Arizona politics.

 


The bill advanced by the Senate Judiciary Committee expands the definition of legal and illegal gifts and would require lobbyists to file monthly expenditure reports detailing any gifts made to lawmakers.  The lobbyists would have to state which exemption applied to the legal gifts and list the retail value of the item.  They would also have to let lawmakers know the value of the gift.  Violators could face felony charges.

 


Sen. Michele Reagan said she is working with lawmakers, legal officials, and lobbyists to ensure some changes are made despite opposition from some legislators and lobbyists who benefit from the status quo.  "I asked them, 'how much can you stomach?'" Reagan told The Associated Press.

 


Reagan said the public is still reeling from a Fiesta Bowl report released in 2011 that disclosed numerous legislators had accepted free trips from the bowl in recent years.  Many lawmakers did not list the trips on their financial disclosure reports.  "The public really wants transparency on the interaction between legislators and lobbyists," said Reagan.

 


Lawmakers from both sides of the aisle said the proposed changes in Senate Bill 1332 were too broad and restrictive.  After legislators complained about a proposed ban on lawmakers soliciting for charitable organizations during the legislative session, Reagan said she would submit an amendment to remove that provision, despite it being one of her pet issues.  Last year, the Senate shot down an ethics overhaul that would have limited free meals, trips, and other contributions from lobbyists.
Senate Sweeping Ethics Reform Clears Final Committee Stop
Florida  -  Orlando Sentinel  -  February 19, 2013


A sweeping ethics reform that cracks down on political slush funds, "revolving-door" lobbying, and Florida's weak ethics enforcement unanimously cleared its last Senate committee stop.  Senate President Don Gaetz has made ethics reform one of his top issues.  The full chamber is slated to take up Senate Bill 2 when the 60-day legislative session starts on March 5.

  


Senate Bill 2 also cracks down on lawmakers who use political funds to spend lavishly on food and drink in Tallahassee and prohibits using their proximity to taxpayer dollars to land high-paying lobbying contracts immediately after leaving office, though the latter provision will apply only to lawmakers who depart after 2014.

Among other changes, the legislation would bar lawmakers from returning to lobby the governor, legislators, or state agencies for two years after leaving office.  Florida has seen a spate of recent lawmakers parlaying their official duties into lucrative outside jobs or lobbying contracts.

 


The bill's sponsor, Sen. Jack Latvala, has singled out former House Speaker Dean Cannon, who left office in November and immediately signed up powerful lobbying clients such as Walt Disney World and Sunshine State Health Plans, which recently won a lucrative contract to participate in the Medicaid managed-care reform that Cannon himself pushed to pass while in office.

 


Senate Bill 2 would protect lawmakers to some extent from politically motivated ethics complaints during election season.  At the same time, it would also allow the Florida Commission on Ethics to go after public officeholders who refuse to file disclosures and do not pay fines.  The bill lets the state garnish their wages or place tax liens on their property.

 

Cashing in on State Contracts Becomes Growth Industry
Florida  -  Miami Herald  -  February 9, 2013


Vendors compete for a piece of one of the biggest spending pies in the Southeast: the state of Florida.  The infusion of state cash into private and non-profit industries has spawned a cottage industry of lobbyists who help vendors manage the labyrinth of rules and build relationships with executive agency officers and staff so they can steer contracts to their clients. 

 


Lobbyist Brian Ballard has a talent for helping his clients land lucrative state contracts in Florida: $938 million this year alone, according to a Miami Herald analysis of contracts in the $70 billion state budget. 

 


"Is that all?" joked Ballard.  "A big part of my business is protecting contracts, and outsourcing. Outsourcing saves [the state] money."

 


Ballard is not alone. The lobbying offices that line the streets of Tallahassee have grown exponentially larger in the past two decades as governors and legislators have steered a greater share of the state’s budget to outside vendors. 

 


No one is keeping track of the total, but Chief Financial Officer Jeff Atwater last year estimated the total contract expenditure for Florida’s 2011-2012 budget cycle at $50.4 billon, 72 percent of the budget.  The bulk of it, nearly $42 billion, was for healthcare contracts and service sector grants that often are never competitively bid. 

 


There are now more people registered to lobby the governor, the Cabinet, and their agencies, 4,925, than there are registered to lobby the 160-member Legislature – 3,235.  Dozens of former legislators and their staff populate that industry, as well as former utility regulators, agency secretaries, division heads, and other employees. 

 


The most high-profile newcomer to the executive branch lobbying corps is former House Speaker Dean Cannon.  Even before he retired from office in November, he had set up a lobbying shop just a block from the Capitol and started signing up clients to lobby the executive branch. 

  


With the state using more and more outside vendors, transforming the state government as a broker of contracts, less attention is being given to managing those contracts.  As a result, say critics, all too often contractors and their lobbyists outwit and outman the state at the negotiating table.

But writing contracts to benefit vendors is the job of the legions of lobbyists.  Using last-minute amendments to the budget, lobbyists write narrowly crafted budget language into the "special categories" section in the back of the annual appropriations bill or tweak language in other bills. 

 


Former Senate President Mike Haridopolos used his influence to get lawmakers to insert millions of dollars into the budget at the final stage of the budget process to pay for a state law enforcement radio system the agencies did not ask for, a juvenile justice contract that agency did not seek, and the extension of a contract to expand broadband service in rural areas. 

 

A lobbyist close to former House Speaker Dean Cannon persuaded lawmakers to insert language allowing billboards on state lands, using language disguised as “public information systems,” into a must-pass bill to fund water management districts. 

 


Former Senate President Jeff Atwater, now the state's chief financial officer, as well as Scott, have both launched initiatives aimed at making the state’s contracting corps more professional.  Atwater recalled how he watched in dismay when, as Senate president, items appeared in the final budget that were intended to benefit individual companies without a public hearing.

  


Former Sen. J.D. Alexander said the blame also lies in the state’s largest agencies, each of which has their own procurement system, bid process, and overhead.  He said every time a company loses a contract, they hire someone to come back to the Legislature to write them back in.  "It works, so who wouldn't keep trying?" said Alexander.

 

In The Battle over Eye Doctors, Senators Take Lobbyist Out for a ‘Thank You Dinner’
Florida  -  Miami Herald  -  February 6, 2013


The setting was a private room at Shula's 347 Grill, arguably the swankiest venue in Tallahassee, and the dinner list included six senators and head of the optometric association and its lobbyist.  Sen. Garrett Richter, sponsor of a bill to give optometrists the ability to prescribe oral medications, joined five of his Senate brethren for what they described as a social "thank you" dinner. 

 


Lobbyist Dave Ramba and Dr. Kenneth Lawson, an optometrist and head of the Florida Optometric Association, joined Senate Majority Leader Lisbeth Benacquisto, and Sens. Andy Gardiner, Anitere Flores, Aaron Bean, and Denise Grimsley at the dinner.  

 


"This is just a legislative thank you for their fundraising," Benacquisto said when a reporter reminded her that any talk of legislative business would render it an open meeting.  "We do try to separate these things.  Before I came out, they were just talking about crème brûlée."

 


The dinner came before the first volley in the fight between Florida's optometrists and ophthalmologists.  The House Health Quality Subcommittee approved a bill to expand the power of optometrists to prescribe oral medications, a measure fought by the Florida Medical Association (FMA) and their eye specialists.

 


Last year, optometrists won a huge victory when the FMA agreed to a Senate deal to give optometrists the right to prescribe drugs in exchange for long-sought lawsuit protections.  The deal died in the House but not before the FMA head blamed the ophthalmologists for being outgunned and offered a rare and candid observation about the power of campaign money.

 


"Strength in the legislative and political arenas is measured by relationships," wrote Dr. Miguel Machado wrote in a letter to FMA members.  "In this case, the optometrists have far more political strength than the ophthalmologists.  The optometrists have raised $668,499 for their political action committee during the past year compared to $46,842 by the ophthalmologists."

 


The dinner meeting narrowly skirted the bounds of Senate rules.  At an ethics workshop senators were reminded that any time three or more of them meet in private to discuss legislative business, the meeting must be open.  And any time the majority of a committee meets to discuss legislative business, the meeting must be noticed. 

 


Of the six senators at the Shula's dinner, Bean, Flores, and Grimsley are members of the Health Policy Committee which will hear the optometrists bill in the Senate.  Bean is its chairperson.

New Lobbying Rules Would Prohibit Airfare Expenses
Georgia  -  Athens Banner Herald; Associated Press  -  February 14, 2013


Newly proposed rules would ban lobbyists from buying airfare for state officials under an amended plan released by Georgia House Speaker David Ralston.  The latest version of House Bill 142 would prevent lobbyists from paying the airfare of public officials when they travel to events.

 


Lobbyists could still cover other travel expenses, lodging, and food and beverage costs under the proposal.  While state officials could travel with staff, they could not bring family members other than a spouse.  In 2010, a lobbyist paid $17,000 to take Ralston, his family, and two others on a trip to Germany.

Indianapolis Speedway Increased Lobbying, Donations before Asking Legislature for Help
Indiana  -  Indianapolis Star  -  February 21, 2013


In the middle of 2011, with a decision to ask state lawmakers for financial help still months away, Indianapolis Motor Speedway (IMS) officials began donating tens of thousands of dollars to political candidates.  By the time the election campaign had ended, IMS had contributed more than $100,000 to Hoosier politicians and campaign committees, 12 times more than speedway officials had donated over the entire previous 10 years when such contributions totaled about $8,500.

 


"We made a strategic decision that it was time to be more than a passive observer," said  IMS spokesperson Doug Boles, adding that IMS' increased involvement arose from a general desire to become more politically active and came before it made specific plans to ask for state assistance.


Whatever the timing or motivation, the strategic decision seems to be working.  A bill pushed by IMS to create a taxing district to help fund facility improvements has cleared the state Senate and awaits action in the House.  The bill would set aside up to $5 million annually of the tax revenue generated in the district for 20 years.  The money would help IMS pay off bonds that would finance up to $100 million in improvements at its facility.

 


Experts said the giving has surely helped the company in its legislative push.  When an interest group wants change, it needs access to the government’s decision-makers, said Ray Scheele, political science professor at Ball State University and co-director of the Bowen Center for Public Affairs.  "And one of the best ways of getting access is obviously a campaign contribution," said Scheele.

 


Many groups donate money with the idea they may have specific policy proposals later on, said Andrew Downs, director of the Mike Downs Center for Indiana Politics.  Those contributions began to pick up in July 2011.  By that time, IMS had hired Bose Public Affairs Group, a government affairs firm, said Boles. Downs said Bose is well-regarded and well-connected in politics.  "If you're looking to get into the game, they are certainly one of the firms that would come to mind pretty quickly," said Downs.

 


In talking with Bose, IMS decided to "invest in the entire process," said Boles.  That meant supporting candidates at the state and local levels in both political parties.  Early on, IMS sent $450 in donations to Luke Kenley, the chairperson of the Senate Appropriations Committee, and $250 to Rep. Ed DeLaney of Indianapolis.

 


In the following months, IMS compiled a list of improvements needed at the facility.  In December 2011, company executives began talking more seriously with lawmakers about possible state assistance.  As they pushed forward with the possible proposal, IMS officials kept the donations coming. The company gave nearly $60,000 to candidates in 2012. 

 


IMS also registered as a lobbying organization for the first time since 2000, reporting it had given tickets, food, and drink worth $300 to $600 to 10 lawmakers.  IMS has long given away tickets to the big races to all state lawmakers, Boles said, but reported some of the 2012 tickets because they were invitations to a particular suite.

 


Interest groups will often give to both parties to hedge their bets, said Downs.  "You want to make sure you have access to whoever the winner is," said Downs.

 


Much of the money that went to lawmakers came in $250 or $500 chunks.  The $1,500 IMS sent to Senate President Pro Tempore David Long came in three donations of $500, for example.  That is not surprising either, experts said, and likely much of it came from fundraiser dinners and receptions.  Those events allow the company access to that lawmaker.  And even just a few minutes with someone can make a difference, said Scheele.  "Legislators have a lot on their platter every session," said Scheele.  "And so you've got to kind of breakthrough that if you want your particular interest to be on that same platter."

 


Several campaign veterans, though, said they hardly noticed IMS' new strategy.  Sen. Tim Lanane received three donations in June of last year totaling $1,000.  He said that’s about the time he had a fundraiser.  He remembers IMS sending money, but was not asked about any specific policy proposal.  Lanane said he voted for the taxing district simply because of the track's historical significance and its importance to the state.  And indeed, the Speedway's popularity is its own political force, said Scheele.

 


"It's not that they were trying to build something from nothing, but they had to get their views in so that they had a chance of getting this bill to move," said Scheele.
Senators Want to Stop Lobbyist Contributions during Session
Nebraska  -  Lincoln Journal Star  -  February 17, 2013


Sen. Bill Avery thinks it is time for Nebraska to join the 28 other states that prohibit lobbyists from making campaign donations to lawmakers while the Legislature is in session. 

 


"The essential issue is that this practice creates the public impression that we senators are too cozy with lobbyists," said Avery.  "[Legislative Bill 448] is designed to address a growing problem of lobbyist fundraisers held while the Legislature is in session, conducting business on issues that directly affect the clients of the same people who are writing the checks."

 


Nebraska Common Cause Chairperson Jack Gould has long criticized the practice of lobbyists hosting breakfasts on behalf of lawmakers.  Although lawmakers must report contributions of more than $250, the price of admission for the breakfasts is less than that so the money goes unreported.  Gould estimates some lawmakers are getting as much as $7,000 just for eating breakfast in a room full of people.

 


"Only lobbyists and senators are invited to these events, making them closed meetings in which money is changing hands hours before bills are being debated and voted on," said Gould.

 


"It is hard enough for office holders to inspire confidence in what we do," said Avery.  "This practice makes that task more difficult.  Citizens understand that lobbyists are a normal part of the legislative process, but they want us to keep them at arm's length."  Last year, Nebraska's top lobbying firms hosted 24 in-session fundraisers, said Gould.  Special interests spend some $14 million a year in the state on lobbying activity.

 


Although most of the money is spent on paying lobbyists, $346,731 went to entertaining elected state officials and their staffs in 2011, according to a Common Cause report.  Another $18,000 went to gifts, and $17,000 went to tickets of admission.  Food and beverages are exempt from disclosure, so it is difficult to estimate how much entertaining went on.

 


State law limits lobbyists to giving $50 in gifts per month per senator.  But senators have to report only gifts valued at more than $100.  Principals – the special interests that hire lobbyists – report only total expenditures.  And because food and beverages are exempt, things can get murky.  "Golf outings, luncheons, holiday gifts, birthday gifts, wedding presents, tickets to events, are all nearly impossible to track," said the Common Cause report.

 


Avery's bill also would apply to legislative candidates who are not senators.  A database run by the National Institute on Money in State Politics shows in 2010, the last election year for which the database has complete numbers, 51 legislative candidates in Nebraska received a total of some $1.6 million in donations, an average of more than $31,000 each.  More than $1 million of that came from four special interest groups: public sector unions, commercial banks, conservative policy organizations, and the insurance industry.
Sexual Harassment Case against Lopez Sent to Legislature
New York  -  New York Times  -  February 14, 2013


State regulators referred ethics violations in the sexual harassment scandal surrounding New York Assemblyperson Vito Lopez to the Legislature, but did not specify what charges had been made in the case.  Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, who has admitted making mistakes in his handling of the harassment charges, does not face charges in the report, said people with knowledge of the findings. There was widespread doubt the Joint Commission on Public Ethics (JCOPE) would take any action against Silver, since his appointees to the commission's board have effective veto power over its investigations. 


State law prohibits members of JCOPE from discussing much of its work.  But several people, including his lawyer, said it was Lopez's case.  The violations were referred to two legislative bodies, the Legislative Ethics Commission and the Assembly Ethics and Guidance Committee. 

 


The scandal unfolded last August, when the Assembly released a letter censuring Lopez, finding he had verbally harassed, groped, and kissed two of his staff members.  The next day, The New York Times reported Silver had authorized a secret payment of $103,080 earlier in the summer to settle previous allegations by two other women.  Lopez was stripped of his legislative titles and perks, and had his salary cut.

 


Lopez declined to testify in JCOPE's investigation and does not plan to testify in a parallel criminal investigation being conducted by a special prosecutor in New York City.  Gerald Lefcourt, Lopez's attorney, said he had advised his client not to testify in either inquiry because of the criminal investigation.  Lopez, who was re-elected in November, said he did not plan to resign. 

 


"I won my district after a huge barrage of attacks and allegations," said Lopez.  "I got over 90 percent, and I have a strong mandate to come here and represent the district."

Judge Sentences 4 in El Paso Corruption Case
Texas  -  Houston Chronicle;  Associated Press  -  February 19, 2013


A federal judge sentenced three people accused of participating in a public corruption scheme in El Paso to prison terms and gave a fourth defendant probation. 

 


U.S. District Court Judge Frank Montalvo sentenced attorney David Escobar and former Ysleta School District board member Milton Duntley to three years and five months in prison for their role in a scheme to fraudulently give more than $100 million in health insurance contracts to other defendants.  Escobar also must pay a $10,000 fine and $42,077 in restitution.

 


The two were part of an indictment involving 11 public officials and lawyers from the El Paso area.  Prosecutors say public officials were bribed with money, campaign contributions, and other favors like providing jobs for their relatives in exchange their support for giving Access, a third party health insurance administrator, more than $100 million in contracts in El Paso County and the El Paso, Ysleta, and Socorro school districts.

 


Along with Escobar and Duntley, former county commissioner and El Paso City Council member Larry Medina received a one year and four month sentence and will pay a $100,000 fine along with $56,700 in restitution.  Former Ysleta school board member Linda Chavez was sentenced to five years of probation and $9,000 in restitution.

 


Duntley, Escobar, and Medina had been charged with racketeering conspiracy and conspiracy to commit mail fraud, while Chavez was charged with conspiracy to commit fraud. All four pleaded guilty last summer.

 


According to the indictment, Medina requested "a lot of money" from Marc Schwartz, the president of a firm specialized in acquiring businesses and handling crises.  Its clients included Access. Schwartz then offered to raise $10,000 and a campaign contribution in exchange for Medina's vote on the contract, say court documents.  Escobar was one of the people charged with making offers and promises to Duntley.  He and an associate then received kickbacks in the form of payments to a local law firm that had a contract with the Ysleta school district but did not actually perform any legal services for it, said the indictment.
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Lobbying Spending Continues to Rise	





New Employers Sign Up to Lobby





Some Employers Have Failed to Disclose Spending





Lobbyists Asked to Sponsor Georgia Senate Lunches
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