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As the 2015 General Assembly moved into its second month, a record 677 businesses and organizations are registered to lobby, including 25 registered in the past 30 days.  The new registrants include: AARP Government Affairs, the Washington, D.C. advocacy arm of the organization formerly known as the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), whose Kentucky chapter also employs lobbyists; Alzheimer’s Association; Americans for Prosperity, a Virginia-based organization whose website describes it as an organization that mobilizes citizens in support of lower taxes and limited government; American Suntanning Association, a Michigan-based coalition of tanning salons; Appian, an Indianapolis transportation consulting firm; Best Friends Animal Society, a Utah-based animal welfare organization; and Cal-Tex Protective Coatings, a Texas manufacturer of vehicle protection and anti-theft products. 
Other newly-registered lobbying interests include: CASA-Court Appointed Special Advocates; Celgene Corporation, a New Jersey pharmaceutical company; Charter Communications, a South Carolina telecommunications business; Cimarex Energy, a Denver-based oil and gas exploration company; Correct Care Solutions, a Nashville company that provides inmate health care; D&S Community Services, which provides community-based services to individuals; Educational Services of America, a Nashville company that contracts with school districts to provide special education programs; First Kentucky Securities Corp., a Lexington municipal finance firm; Green Turtle Bay, a resort and marina on Lake Barkley; Hopcat-Lexington, a Michigan-based chain of restaurants; and Kentucky Kingdom, a Louisville amusement park lobbying on ‘rider responsibility’ legislation.
The new registrants also include: Kentucky Life Sciences Council, an association of health-related organizations such as Amgen and Pfizer, lobbying to limit out-of-pocket costs for patients with chronic illnesses; Logan Economic Alliance for Development, a Logan County economic development group; Maximus, a Virginia company that operates state health insurance eligibility and enrollment services in support of the Affordable Care Act; Mothers Against Drunk Driving; Perry County; Perdue Farms, a Maryland-based food producer; Pharmaceutical Care Management Association - PCMA, a Washington, D.C.-based trade association for pharmacy benefit managers; and Teva Pharmaceuticals, an Israeli company lobbying on ‘opioid abuse deterrent technology’.
Several businesses and organizations terminated registrations and are no longer lobbying, including: Aleris International, Inc.; American Society of Landscape Architects - Kentucky Chapter; IBM; Self Storage Association; Stop Predatory Gambling; and Zenith Motors.

Although lobbying reports for January were due by February 16, and several weather-related extensions were granted, the following employers of lobbyists have not filed the required spending reports:  
Alpha Natural Resources; American Paint Horse Association; Brennan Center for Justice; Central Bridge Company; Eckman Freeman & Associates; FedEx Corporation; Fortress Capital Formation; I Drive Safely; International Sign Association; Kentucky Credit Union League, Inc.; Kentucky Partners L.P.; Kentucky Rent-A-Car Association; Lyft; Mulzer Crushed Stone; and Save The Children Federation.

Almost $1.8 million was spent on Kentucky lobbying in the first month of 2015.  Although the General Assembly met for only a few days to convene the 2015 session, many employers pay their lobbyists on a monthly basis throughout the year, so spending for those employers is relatively consistent over the 12-month period.  

The top spending employers in the first month of 2015 were: Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($32,235); Altria Client Services, Inc. ($27,544); Kentucky Hospital Association ($25,975); Ascential Care Partners, LLC ($20,000); Kentucky Medical Association ($18,870); Kentucky Bankers Association ($18,080); Wine Institute ($17,500); Anthem, Inc. and It’s Affiliates ($17,000); Norton Healthcare ($16,500); BSB Coalition (formerly Build Our Bridge Now) ($16,146); AT&T ($14,168); Kentucky Justice Association ($13,915); Anheuser-Busch ($13,822); Kentucky Beer Wholesalers ($12,748); and Swedish Match North America ($12,718).
Compared to one year ago, several of the top spenders are the same, but Ascential Care Partners, Wine Institute, Anthem, BSB Coalition; Anheuser-Busch, Kentucky Beer Wholesalers, and Swedish Match NA moved onto the top-spending list.  Dropping off the list of top spenders from one year ago are: Kentucky Retail Federation, Teachers Insurance and Annuity, Kentucky Association of Electric Co-ops, Lloyd’s America, United Parcel Service, CSX, and Kentuckians for the Commonwealth.

All members of the General Assembly are required to file financial disclosure statements for the preceding calendar year.  The statements are available from the Legislative Ethics Commission, and all will posted by March 3 on the Commission’s website http://klec.ky.gov.  The statements of the candidates in the upcoming special election in Senate District 27 are also posted on the website.
         

States consider requiring shareholder approval for political gifts
NATIONAL – Center for Public Integrity -- By Liz Essley Whyte -- February 17, 2015

Lawmakers in at least four states are considering a back-door way to dampen corporate political spending: Require shareholders to approve it.

State legislators in Maine, Maryland, New York and New Jersey have introduced bills that demand that a majority of shareholders approve corporate gifts to political committees or candidates.
Maryland’s bill is set to get a hearing from lawmakers this week.  And more legislative buzz may be coming: The sponsor of the Maryland bill said he’s heard from about a dozen legislators from different states who are interested in the idea.

Supporters see the bills as a way to limit the influence of the landmark 2010 Supreme Court decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, which ruled corporations had a right to spend unlimited amounts of money calling for the election or defeat of candidates.  The decision affected laws in about half the states. 

Companies with deep pockets are now seen as major players in elections at all levels.  Top-spending business and trade groups gave more than $48 million to races for state-level candidates in 2014, and more than $211 million to state-level ballot measure campaigns, according to two recent Center for Public Integrity analyses. 

“The whole thesis of Citizens United is that the companies are just speaking for the shareholders,” said state Sen. Jamie Raskin who is sponsoring the bill in Maryland.  “If this is going to be anything more than a cynical fiction, then state legislatures need to act to make it real.”

Raskin’s bill would require corporations to get shareholders’ approval for an annual political budget and a slate of candidates or committees the money would support. It would only apply to businesses incorporated in Maryland.

Business crushed ballot measures in 2014;

Corporate interests pump more than $200 million into initiative fights

NATIONAL – Center for Public Integrity – by Liz Essley White – February 5, 2015

Anthem Inc. quickly mounted its defenses when consumer advocates pushed for a 2014 ballot initiative in California that would have made it more difficult for the nation’s third largest health insurer to raise rates.

The company, based in Indianapolis, Ind., shelled out $12.8 million to back television ads and a website that warned voters the measure would “give one politician too much power,” “create more bureaucracy” and “interfere with your treatment options.”  

Anthem’s money, combined with millions from other interested parties, swamped efforts by Consumer Watchdog, the advocacy group that spent four months gathering the signatures to put Proposition 45 on the ballot.  Opponents of the bill together gave more than $31.5 million — dwarfing supporters’ $2.6 million.

In November, Anthem and the other big business interests won at the polls, with nearly 59 percent of the vote.  Anthem, formerly known as WellPoint, was the second-biggest donor to groups fighting over ballot measures in the nation last year, according to a Center for Public Integrity analysis.  The donors gave the money to political committees that advocated for or against the propositions.  
Anthem’s victory on Proposition 45 was part of a pattern that played out across the country: Business interests poured money into ballot question fights, largely to protect their own revenue, with overwhelmingly positive results.

More than three-quarters of the $266 million given by the top 50 donors to ballot measure groups nationwide came from corporations or business trade groups, according to the analysis. They gave most of their money to defeat proposals and were almost always successful, winning 96 percent of the time.

Top 10 donors to ballot measure committees and amount contributed to 2014 ballot measure committees:

Mile High USA Inc. -- A subsidiary of Rhode Island-based Twin River Casino Company, which owns a Colorado racetrack and betting parlor -- $19.8 million

Anthem Inc. and affiliated entities -- One of the nation's largest health insurance companies, which is based in Indianapolis, Indiana -- $13 million

Kaiser Foundation Health Plan Inc. -- A subsidiary of California-based Kaiser Permanente, one of the nation's largest managed health care organizations -- $12.4 million

Table Mountain Rancheria -- A Native American tribe that owns a casino near Fresno, California -- $11.7 million

Norcal Mutual Insurance Co. -- A California-based medical malpractice insurance company -- $11 million 

Monsanto -- An agrochemical corporation based in St. Louis, Missouri -- $10.7 million

The Doctors Company -- A medical malpractice insurance company based in Napa, California -- $10.5 million

Cooperative of American Physicians -- A medical malpractice insurance company based in Los Angeles, California -- $10.3 million

American Beverage Association -- A national trade association based in Washington, D.C., that represents beverage producers -- $8.3 million

DuPont Pioneer -- An agricultural seed manufacturer and subsidiary of Delaware-based DuPont -- $7.5 million
Forum becomes campaign cash free-for-all

Liberals, conservatives use rare FEC hearing to air grievances with election funding system

FEDERAL -- Center for Public Integrity -- by Dave Levinthal – February 11, 2015
The nation’s top election regulator advertised a rare, daylong public hearing as an opportunity to address a recent Supreme Court ruling that allowed people to contribute money to an unlimited number of federal politicians.

Instead, liberals and conservatives used the Federal Election Commission’s forum to argue for their pet political money agendas while routinely, if politely, talking past one another.
Big money has become “a source of cynicism for our elections," argued Lisa Gilbert, director of Public Citizen’s Congress Watch project, who joined a host of other liberals and reformists in demanding that politically active groups be required to disclose their funders.
“We don't need less money in the political process, we need more,” said lawyer Dan Backer, who successfully represented plaintiff Shaun McCutcheon in the McCutcheon v. FEC case that was supposed to be the subject of today’s meeting.

Other conservatives and advocates of a laissez-faire campaign finance system expressed fear that the FEC will try to regulate political speech on the Internet and reveal the identities of donors to politically active nonprofit groups.

The forum, which began at 8:15 a.m. and lasted well into the afternoon, laid bare the vast divide in the public and on the commission between those who want more transparency and controls on political spending and those who believe spending money on behalf of political candidates is sacred free speech.

The forum turned into a debate about the Supreme Court's seminal Citizens United v. FEC decision, which allowed corporations and unions to spend unlimited amounts of money on advertisements that call for the election or defeat of candidates, nearly as much as the McCutcheon decision.

Committee: Lobbyists still can't donate during sessions
ARIZONA – Arizona Republic -- by Julie Shumway -- February 9, 2015
A state House committee has endorsed a bill allowing Arizona lawmakers to begin raising money earlier for office expenses, while striking language permitting lobbyists to contribute to sitting legislators.

House Bill 2529, authored by Rep. Bob Thorpe of Flagstaff, would allow lawmakers to receive money from officeholder accounts, which a handful of lawmakers use to cover job expenses, within two weeks of being elected. 
Many, including Rep. J.D. Mesnard of Chandler, use their campaign accounts to pay for expenses.  "There's very little we can do for constituent outreach other than dip into our own pockets from our stellar $24,000 salary or raise the money," Mesnard said.
The original bill would have also allowed lobbyists to donate to officeholder accounts while the Legislature is in session, but elections committee chair Rep. Michelle Ugenti of Scottsdale, amended it to keep an existing prohibition.   The amendment keeps Thorpe's bill in line with current law prohibiting lobbyists from making campaign contributions during the session, Ugenti said.
Groups like the nonpartisan Represent.Us, which leads charges to pass anti-corruption acts in local and state governments, fear lifting restrictions on lobbying activities could contribute to government corruption.

Lobbyists have First Amendment protected rights to convince legislators to support their causes, said Represent.Us communications director Mansur Gidfar, but "it is inherently corrupt when you use money to do that convincing."
Fundraising binge begins for lawmakers

FLORIDA – Sarasota Herald-Tribune – by Jeremy Wallace -- February 26, 2015 

Tallahassee -- Days before the Florida Legislature convenes for its annual 60-day session, state lawmakers already are busy and shifting into overdrive — raising money from special interests, that is.

In what has become an annual rite, most state legislators are in an all-out fundraising binge, collecting as many checks from special interest groups as possible before the legislative session formally starts on March 3.

That’s because House and Senate rules prohibit lawmakers from raising money during the session, in an effort to eliminate the appearance of votes being cast as a quid pro quo for checks from various interest groups affected by legislation.

In response, the special interest groups have turned to using the week before the session as their best chance to influence lawmakers.

Former state Sen. Mike Bennett of Bradenton said within the shadow of the towering Capitol building, lobbyists pack bars and restaurants on nearby Adams Street at this time of year, passing checks to seemingly anyone they think can help them get bills passed — especially on the day before the session starts.

“It is like a New York City ticker tape parade, but instead of confetti flying, there are envelopes with checks,” Bennett said.

Former State Rep. Keith Fitzgerald, a New College of Florida political science professor, said the week before the Legislature meets is “just plain awful” because of the sheer amount of money that trades hands at local bars and clubs. Fitzgerald said he told one lobbyist while he was in office that he would not support the desired legislation during the session, yet still received a check in the apparent hope he would change his mind.

The practice is not confined to Tallahassee.  Back in their home districts, legislators hit the fundraiser circuit just as hard during the week before session.

On Tuesday night, for instance, a Sarasota rum distiller hosted a fundraiser for state Rep. Greg Steube of Sarasota, who is sponsoring a bill that would allow the firm to sell more of its products.

“It’s the only time we can do it,” Steube said of the fundraising blitz.  “I can’t raise any money again until May.”  Steube said he had no problem holding a fundraiser at the rum distillery, even though his legislation would benefit the company if it passes.  Steube said he has been working on the legislation for years, long before Drum Circle Distilling offered to help his campaign.

Also on Tuesday, state Rep. Ray Pilon of Sarasota sent a mass fundraising email to potential donors with an explanation for why he needed money now.

“By law Legislators are prohibited from accepting contributions during session (March 3 to May 1), but our goal is still to have a good base by summer,” Pilon wrote.  “I am asking all of you who have supported me in the past to consider a contribution before the deadline.”

History shows why this week is so important to legislators.  In 2014, state Sen. Nancy Detert of Venice raised just under $52,000 for her campaign account for the whole year.  Almost $46,000 of it came in the two weeks before the session.  Of that, $23,000 came on the day before the session.

Similarly, Sen. Bill Galvano of Bradenton raised $82,000 in all of 2014 for his re-election. About $60,000 came in the four weeks before the Legislature started — $20,000 on the day before the session.
House approves ethics bill requiring more financial disclosure

INDIANA – Indianapolis Business Journal -- February 16, 2015

Indianapolis -- The Indiana House passed ethics legislation that would require lawmakers to be more transparent about their finances and strengthen laws meant to keep elected officials from using state resources for political gain.  The bill passed unanimously.
House Bill 1002 – which is now headed to the Senate – is a reaction in part to ethics questions involving a former lawmaker and state superintendent of public instruction.  The bill’s author, House Speaker Brian Bosma of Indianapolis, said the bill is all about “buttressing the public trust.”

The bill mandates ethics training for lawmakers and creates an ethics office within the nonpartisan Legislative Services Agency.  It sets new requirements for legislative statements of economic interest.  Lawmakers would have to disclose active business investments of at least $5,000. Current law doesn’t require disclosure until investments reach $10,000.
House Minority Leader Scott Pelath of Michigan City, a co-author of the bill, called the changes “common sense and manageable” for lawmakers while strong enough to protect the public interest.

The proposal comes just months after Rep. Eric Turner of Cicero, resigned after he was accused of advocating privately for a bill that helped him and his family financially.  Turner said he was leaving the legislature to pursue mission work but Bosma had said he would strip him of his leadership position.
Free meals, rooms for Maine lawmakers not always disclosed under ethics laws

MAINE - Maine Center for Public Interest Reporting – by Naomi Schalit - February 18, 2015

Augusta — The recent two-day conference that corporate giant Time Warner put on for Maine legislators has revealed loopholes in the state’s ethics laws that make it difficult for voters to know if their elected representatives took part.

On Jan. 22-23, Time Warner, the leading cable TV provider in the state, invited a select group of Maine House and Senate members to a “Winter Policy Conference” at the luxurious Inn by the Sea in Cape Elizabeth.  The conference included meals and rooms.
A major topic was the growing movement by communities to build high-speed broadband networks themselves, bypassing the service offered by companies like Time Warner.

As of Feb. 17, neither Time Warner nor legislative officials would release more than a handful of the names of those who were wined and dined, and there are few, if any, legal disclosure requirements to do so.

Time Warner has interests at stake before the legislature this session, including one that could cost the company part of its market.

The frustration with the state’s slow Internet speeds has surfaced at the Legislature, where dozens of broadband bills have been submitted.  At the Time Warner event, legislators were given two sessions where presenters told them that community-sponsored high-speed broadband was a bad idea or one that would be unpopular with the public.

Some legislators say that they didn’t go because they thought it wouldn’t look ethical to their constituents.

“This just adds to the cynical attitude when legislators are going to one of the most expensive hotels in Maine for an all-expenses-paid junket, and we’re supposed to believe that Time Warner isn’t going to be looking for something in return,” said Rep. Jeffrey Evangelos, an independent legislator from Friendship.  Evangelos did not attend the event.

Which lawmakers got the most free lunch?  Michigan lobbying topped $37M in 2014

MICHIGAN - MLive Media Group – by Jonathan Oosting - February 18, 2015

Lansing -- Michigan lobbyists spent more than $37 million last year, up about four percent from 2013 but about even with record spending in 2012, according to a new report by the Michigan Campaign Finance Network.

But Rich Robinson, who heads the non-profit watchdog group, said the state's lax disclosure laws don't shed much light on the nature of efforts to lobby lawmakers.

"You don't know who's really spending the money in lobbying, and you don't know what they're advocating for or against," Robinson said.

"Our reporting thresholds keep us from knowing how successful legislators are from trolling for free lunches, and it prevents us from really knowing what we should about the policy making process."

What we do know is that lobbyists spent at least $80,000 on food and drink for individual state lawmakers in 2014, according to an analysis of public records by MCFN, and at least $17,000 on travel and hotels.
Among meals and drinks that were itemized last year, former Senate Majority Leader Randy Richardville was the largest beneficiary.  He received free consumables worth $5,136 in 2014 before he was forced out of office by term limits.

State Rep. Aric Nesbitt of Lawton, former Rep. Frank Foster of Petoskey, Rep. Scott Dianda of Calumet and Sen. Rebekah Warren of Ann Arbor round out the top five list of lawmakers who got free lunches in 2014, having each received at least $2,300 worth of food and drink.

Lobbyists are required to itemize spending, but public records rarely include specific dates or locations, and firms with multiple clients are not required to indicate which one they were representing at a specific meeting.

Michigan lags behind other states when it comes to lobbying disclosure, according to Robinson, who said the federal government might provide a better model.  Lobbyists who meet with U.S. House members are expected to detail issues or bills they discussed, for instance.
Committee advances bill to ban lobbyist-paid travel outside Missouri 

MISSOURI – Columbia Tribune – by Rudi Keller – February 24, 2015The Columbia Daily Tribune 
Jefferson City — A Senate-passed bill banning lobbyist-paid travel outside the state and proposing changes in laws policing the ethics of public officials won unanimous approval from a House committee.

The bill’s provisions, more limited than many critics would like, were not changed in the House Government Oversight and Accountability Committee, but that does not mean members, including Chairman Jay Barnes of Jefferson City, are pleased with every aspect of it.  “You have to start sometime,” Barnes said.  “On this and other subjects, I try not to let the perfect be the enemy of the good.”[image: image3.png]+1]
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Missouri lawmakers are under increasing pressure to address laws governing the conduct of public officials.  Part of the pressure is public embarrassment after news reports of lawmakers attending unreported parties sponsored by lobbyists, meals costing $3,000 to $5,000 for small groups of lawmakers with no individual legislator identified, and campaign contributions of up to $1 million.

Outside groups are also applying pressure, with initiative campaigns ready to begin if no changes are made this year.  Missouri has no limit on lobbyist gifts to public officials or campaign donations.

The bill approved Monday, sponsored by Senate Majority Leader Ron Richard of Joplin, does not impose limits on lobbyist-paid meals, gifts or entertainment except to ban out-of-state travel. Richard’s bill also would end the “revolving door” of legislators leaving office to work as lobbyists by requiring them to wait two years after leaving office; the change would only affect lawmakers who take office for the first time after Jan. 1, 2017.

Barnes has sponsored a bill that would cap the value of lobbyist-provided meals or gifts at $30.  He also has proposed a bill requiring officials to wait for one year after leaving office before working as lobbyists; Barnes’ bill would apply to all current officials.

Richard’s bill would ban lawmakers from working for other legislators as paid political consultants, a provision some reformers have sought since former House Speaker Rod Jetton accepted payments from several lawmakers while holding life-and-death power over their bills.

Rep. Gina Mitten of St. Louis reluctantly voted for Richard’s bill.  “I don’t think the bill goes far enough,” she said.

Mitten supports strict limits on campaign donations.  Before 2008, donors could give no more than $1,375 to statewide candidates and smaller amounts, adjusted annually for inflation, to House, Senate and local candidates.

“At the end of the day, campaign finance is the real issue in this building,” Mitten said.

Sheldon Silver, former Assembly Speaker, is indicted

NEW YORK – New York Times – By William Rashbaum -- February 19, 2015 

A federal grand jury in Manhattan voted to indict Sheldon Silver on the fraud and extortion charges that were the basis of his arrest last month, and led to his ouster as speaker of the State Assembly.

Mr. Silver was arrested on Jan. 22 on a five-count criminal complaint that detailed two alleged bribery and kickback schemes in a case that has upended Albany. The three-count indictment, handed up in the United States District Courthouse in Manhattan, charged him with mail fraud, wire fraud and extortion under the color of official right.

The indictment of Mr. Silver, 71, a Lower East Side legislator who served as the powerful speaker for two decades, suggests there is little prospect of plea discussions at this stage in the case, and moves the matter toward a possible trial.  He remains a member of the Assembly.

The indictment claims that Mr. Silver steered real estate developers to a small law firm that paid him kickbacks disguised as “referral fees.”  It also alleges that he directed state grants to a doctor who referred asbestos claims to Weitz & Luxenberg, a law firm where Mr. Silver was listed as “of counsel.”  Mr. Silver was entitled to receive 33 percent of the firm’s share of any recovery on behalf of those clients.

The indictment also noted that Mr. Silver moved to block a state corruption commission from obtaining information about his outside income.  The panel, the Moreland Commission, was created in 2013 by Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, who shut it down nine months later before it had completed its work.

Mr. Silver has run afoul of a state ethics panel, which last week issued a warning that it would fine him if he failed to amend his financial disclosure filings for 2011, 2012 and 2013.  His filings included his work with Weitz & Luxenberg, but did not list his income from Goldberg & Iryami.  Mr. Silver could be fined up to $40,000 for each improper filing, and the panel could refer the matter to a local prosecutor, who could bring misdemeanor charges.

Pushing ethics reforms, Cuomo wants lawmakers to reveal income or lose it

NEW YORK – New York Times – by Alexander Burns and Susanne Craig – February 2, 2015

Declaring that New York’s government faces a crisis of public trust, Gov. Andrew Cuomo challenged the Legislature to pass a thorough clean-government program in the aftermath of Speaker Sheldon Silver’s arrest and vowed not to sign a budget this year that lacks a full slate of ethics reforms.

Scarcely a month into his second term as governor, Mr. Cuomo said it was time for Albany to make a choice: either ban outside income for lawmakers and force the Legislature to work full-time, or enact new rules for disclosing outside pay.  And he called for stricter limits on legislators’ use of expense allowances and of their campaign funds.

“This has been a difficult month for the state of New York, the reputation of the state of New York,” Mr. Cuomo said at the New York University School of Law.  Alluding to the death of his father on New Year’s Day, he said former Gov. Mario M. Cuomo would have been “outraged and angered” by developments in the capital.

Mr. Cuomo called public corruption a decades-old dilemma for New York, and he laid down a list of demands before the Legislature.  He urged lawmakers to stop using campaign funds and no-questions-asked per diem allowances to pad their personal incomes, and to pass a constitutional amendment barring all those convicted of felonies from collecting government pensions.

Most of all, Mr. Cuomo said he would insist on total disclosure of the work lawmakers do outside of their legislative offices, including naming all of their legal clients and the clients’ interests before the government.

“The bottom line is that New Yorkers will never trust the government’s authenticity until they know the who, what and where of outside employment,” he said.  “Either end it entirely or thoroughly disclose it.  There is no middle ground.”

He also affirmed his support for public financing of elections, and at the very least, for more frequent and extensive disclosure of political contributions.

Without action now, Mr. Cuomo warned on Monday, corruption could hang over yet another generation of New Yorkers.
Watson wants more disclosure of wining and dining

TEXAS – Texas Tribune -- by Jay Root -- February 16, 2015 

Austin -- The public would know a lot more about which lawmakers are getting wined and dined under legislation filed by state Sen. Kirk Watson of Austin.

Watson filed three bills that would effectively shut down a giant loophole that allows lobbyists — often under pressure from legislators — to avoid naming names when they fill out their mandatory spending and entertainment reports with the Texas Ethics Commission.

Watson said he’s not casting “aspersions” on anyone but hopes his legislation will increase public confidence in state officials as they interact with lobbyists representing various interests at the Capitol.  “Anything we can do to assure confidence in that and assure that it’s being done in the appropriate way, we should,” Watson said.  “And that is generally best served by better reporting, better disclosure and more knowledge.”

Under current law, lobbyists are supposed to disclose their wining and dining activities to the Texas Ethics Commission.  But there’s a catch.  They can spend up to $114 on a single legislator or state official — for items such as meals, lodging and transportation — without having to disclose the details to authorities.  Anything over that is supposed to be itemized and include the name of the official.

In practice, though, lobbyists get around the threshold by spreading bigger bills out over several lobbyists — creating a sort of buddy system whereby lobbyists band together and each spend $114 or less on a tab that runs far higher.  That way the raw figures are reported to the state but no one knows who’s getting entertained, so there’s no meaningful disclosure.  

Lobbyists often complain privately that legislators pressure them to work around the disclosure because they don't want to be the subject of unflattering news coverage about lavish lifestyles funded by specials interests.
Virginia House and Senate panels take up ethics bills

VIRGINIA – Washington Post – by Rachel Weiner and Jenna Portnoy -- February 5, 2015 

Richmond -- Virginia lawmakers moved to tighten the laws meant to govern their behavior, but their proposals still lack the oversight Gov. Terry McAuliffe has argued is necessary to restore the tarnished state’s good name.

In a state that for decades was governed by some of the loosest gift laws in the nation, part-time lawmakers are again struggling to balance a desire to keep restrictions from getting too onerous with a concern over impropriety in the wake of the conviction of a former governor on corruption charges.

New rules agreed to in a unanimous House committee and Senate subcommittee would limit gifts to lawmakers and immediate family members to $100 rather than the $250 limit set last year.  A major loophole allowing “intangible gifts” such as vacations, event tickets and meals to remain unlimited will be closed.  

Neither proposal contains something McAuliffe has deemed critical: an ethics panel with subpoena power.  The governor defunded the state’s new ethics advisory council last year, saying it was too weak.  He already has imposed a $100 limit on gifts to members of his administration and urged lawmakers to follow suit.
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