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658 businesses and organizations were registered to lobby in the first month of the 2016 General Assembly.  Together with their legislative agents (lobbyists), they spent over $2.3 million on their lobbying efforts in the first month of the session.
The top lobbying spenders for the month were:
Kentucky Hospital Association $33,714; Kentucky Chamber of Commerce $31,856; Kentucky Retail Federation $30,430; Altria $25,824; Kentucky Justice Association $23,926; Teachers Insurance and Annuity $23,332; Kentucky League of Cities $21,047; Legalize Kentucky Now $19,270; Kentucky Bankers Association $18,080; Wine Institute $17,500; Norton Healthcare $17,070; Anthem $17,000; Home Builders Association of Kentucky $16,503; Baptist Health $15,536; Kentucky Association of School Administrators $15,300; Century Aluminum $14,900.

Humana $14,285; Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation $14,251; Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives $14,244; Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities $13,126; Swedish Match North America $12,974; Kentucky School Boards Association $12,848; Kentucky Medical Association $12,739; Kentuckians for the Commonwealth $12,198; CSX $12,171; AT&T $11,473; and Kentucky Coal and Mineral County Coalition $11,139. 
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The Code of Legislative Ethics impacts legislative campaign fundraising, and includes several provisions that apply specifically during a regular session of the General Assembly.  Here’s a summary of key ethics law provisions as they apply to legislators, legislative candidates, lobbyists, employers of lobbyists, and PACs.

Legislators and Legislative Candidates

Relevant provisions from the ethics code and opinions of the Commission:

· KRS 6.767(2) and OLEC 05-01 prohibit a member of the General Assembly, his or her campaign committee, a caucus campaign committee (which is a group of legislators), and legislative candidates from accepting a campaign contribution during a regular session from a state-registered PAC, or from a business or organization that employs a lobbyist.  (This does not apply to candidates in special elections held during a regular session.)      

· KRS 6.767(1) prohibits legislators and candidates from accepting a campaign contribution from a lobbyist, but the Code does not prohibit a political party from accepting contributions from lobbyists. 

· KRS 6.731(3) prohibits a legislator from using or attempting to use “his official position to secure or create privileges, exemptions, or treatment for himself or others in direct contravention of the public interest at large.”  Based on that provision and on KRS 6.767, the Commission has consistently ruled that a legislator may not solicit the help of a lobbyist in raising campaign funds for the legislator or for other campaigns. 

The restrictions on legislators’ solicitations and acceptance of contributions apply to a small group of potential contributors:  lobbyists all the time, and acceptance of contributions during a session from employers of lobbyists, and state-registered PACs.  Legislators and legislative candidates may solicit and accept contributions at any time from all other individuals, organizations, family, and friends, consistent with campaign finance and other applicable law. 
A legislator may accept, at any time, an individual campaign contribution from a person who works for a business or organization that employs a lobbyist, as long as that person is not a registered lobbyist.  

There is often a danger of an appearance of impropriety if a legislator solicits contributions from an organization or person who has an interest in a matter before the General Assembly. Legislators are well-advised to take steps to avoid any appearance of impropriety. 

Lobbyists

A lobbyist is not allowed to make a campaign contribution to a legislator, legislative candidate, or legislative campaign committee.  KRS 6.811(6).  Similarly, a lobbyist shall not serve as a campaign treasurer or directly solicit, control, or deliver a campaign contribution for a legislator or legislative candidate.  KRS 6.811(5).
Although barred from making a campaign contribution to a legislator or legislative candidate, a lobbyist is permitted to express political views in many other ways, including speaking in favor of a legislator or candidate, displaying yard signs, or volunteering for a campaign in a capacity that does not involve providing services for which the lobbyist would ordinarily be paid, or raising or handling campaign contributions. 

Finally, although legislators are prohibited from soliciting contributions from a lobbyist for a political party, a lobbyist is free to make a contribution to a political party so long as the contribution is to the party generally and is not earmarked for any particular legislative campaign or legislator.  A lobbyist may attend campaign and party fundraisers, as long as the lobbyist does not contribute to a legislator or legislative candidate. 
These campaign finance provisions of the Code are intended to address a specific aspect of the relationship between legislators and lobbyists that, in the past, has given rise to illegal activity in Washington, D.C., and in many states, including Kentucky. 

This is an informal advisory opinion of the staff of the Legislative Ethics Commission, has not been approved by a majority vote of the Commission, and is not binding on the Commission in any subsequent proceeding.
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As of late February, 675 businesses and organizations are registered to lobby during the 2016 General Assembly, and 586 people are lobbying on behalf of those employers.  More than 40 of the employers were not registered during the previous year.  
Employers not registered in 2015, and who registered in January are: 

Westcare Foundation; Newtown Springs; Agentis Management; Kentucky Smart on Crime; Kentucky Public Library Association; National Alliance on Mental Illness Kentucky; Assured Neace Lukens; Biotechnology Innovation Organization; Messer Construction; Sugar Creek Capital; Nucor; Legalize Kentucky Now; Superior Van and Mobility; Family and Children's Place; NCP Finance Kentucky; Leitchfield Grayson County Industrial Authority; SolarCity; Access to Justice Foundation; Teamsters Local 89; Excellence in Education in Action; Shelbyville Laundry; Cerner; Teamsters Local 783; Fiserv Solutions; Expedia; and Axcess Financial.
New employers registered in February are:

Laborers International Union of North America, Local 576; Independent Electrical Contractors of Kentucky/Southern Indiana; New Beginnings Family Services; HDR Engineering; Smart Transportation Division; RJ Corman Railroad; Westfield Capital Management; OpenGov; ACT; United Health Actuarial Services; Lockridge Grindal Nauen; Kentucky Wired Operations; AbbVie; Baxalta US; Commercial Specialty Truck Holding; Magellan Health; Elisabeth M. Goth; and Custom Data Processing.
St. Claire Regional Medical Center in Morehead and Kentucky Safe Vapor registered to lobby, then terminated their registrations on January 31.
Ethics and Lobbying News from around the U.S.


Former Juneau Lawmaker Fined $18K for Allegedly Helping Oil Companies While Seeking Oil Jobs

ALASKA – KTOO -- by Matt Miller -- February 17, 2016 660 

Former Juneau Rep. Bruce Weyhrauch has been fined $18,104 for asking for an oil company job while sitting as a state lawmaker who helped draft oil tax legislation.


But his attorney said the opinion released by a legislative ethics committee may not be the final word on the matter.


The House Subcommittee of the Select Committee on Legislative Ethics released their probable cause complaint and final opinion after 10 meetings on the case over the last nine years.  The ethics committee alleged Weyhrauch violated the Legislative Ethics Act by obtaining a promise of future employment with oil services company VECO for helping to draft the Petroleum Profits Tax bill that then-Gov. Frank Murkowski was pushing.


They also found that Weyhrauch agreed or implied that - in exchange for the potential job - he would make sure the bill benefited VECO.  The committee also determined that he exerted official influence on other lawmakers by encouraging them to vote the same way on the oil tax bill.


The committee determined that Weyhrauch had 51 amendments drafted for the bill as the legislature met in spring 2006.  That same year, he sent six letters soliciting clients and employment.  Of those, one each was sent to VECO, BP Exploration, and ExxonMobil.  He also offered his office space to an out-of-state VECO attorney.


The panel said Weyhrauch’s actions demonstrated a conflict of interest even though there was no evidence that he ultimately was employed by VECO.
Former State Sen. Leland Yee Sentenced to Prison

CALIFORNIA – San Jose Mercury News – by Howard Mintz – February 24, 2016
Former state Sen. Leland Yee, who once aspired to statewide political office, will spend five years in federal prison for trading his political juice for money.

In a courtroom packed with family, observers and media, U.S. District Judge Charles Breyer imposed the sentence on the defrocked Bay Area politician, rejecting Yee's bid for leniency and calling his sale of votes for money a "violation of the public trust."

"The crimes that you committed have resulted in essentially an attack on democratic institutions," Breyer told Yee, who nodded as the judge addressed him.  “This is a serious, serious injury to a governmental institution."  The 67-year-old Yee pleaded guilty last year to racketeering charges in connection with allegations he accepted bribes in exchange for his political influence.  

In the plea agreement, Yee admitted that he traded his political influence for bribes, typically offered by undercover FBI agents posing as potential campaign contributors.  
"Senator Yee abused that trust in the worst possible way," Assistant U.S. Attorney Susan Badger told the judge, urging punishment above federal sentencing guidelines. "It was to retain power as a public official."
Drug Company Lobbying has Doubled in Kentucky in Recent Years

KENTUCKY – Ky. Center for Investigative Reporting – by James McNair -- February 24, 2016

Drug companies and drug industry groups, flush with money to spend on lobbyists, are flocking to Frankfort like never before.

In just four years, the number of registered lobbyists hired by pharmaceuticals employers has nearly doubled, from 46 in 2011 to 83 today.  Their annual spending has more than doubled, to $824,196 in 2015.

“They fight hard at the federal level and they fight hard at the state level,” said Peter Maybarduk, director of global access to medicines at Public Citizen, a nonprofit public advocacy group in Washington, D.C.  “Collectively, the pharmaceuticals and healthcare industries spend even more on lobbying than the military industrial complex.  They’re tremendously powerful.”

What brings Big Pharma to Kentucky in 2016 is a bill that would allow pharmacists to dispense interchangeable versions of biologic drugs, or drugs made from living tissue. 

Name-brand biologics, used to treat arthritis, cancer and psoriasis among other things, are heavily advertised and can cost thousands of dollars per month.  Express Scripts, the pharmacy benefits manager, estimates that while biologics accounted for only 1 percent of all prescriptions in 2014, they accounted for 32 percent of all prescription-drug spending.

Interest in cheaper substitutes is high.  Already 18 state legislatures have passed biologics-substitution bills.  Another 11, including Kentucky, have bills before them.  The irony is that the U.S. Food & Drug Administration has yet to approve a single biologic substitute that meets the federal test for interchangeability.  In other words, a new Kentucky law would have no immediate benefit.

The drug industry is pushing for legislation anyway.  Brandishing its preferred legislative language and lobbyists, the industry appears anxious to see the bill enacted.  At least nine drug companies and groups have stated an interest in the Senate bill, according to the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission.  Three are interested in that alone.

One group making its lobbying debut in Kentucky is the Biotechnology Innovation Organization (BIO), which represents companies that develop new biologic drugs.  It has six lobbyists, including one of its own and five from Top Shelf Lobby in Frankfort.  BIO spokesman George Goodno said it hired Top Shelf to “keep an eye on” the bill.

“Generally speaking, BIO isn’t going to draft a piece of legislation and hand it to a legislator. That’s not really how it works,” Goodno said.  “We do provide them materials such as our principles document and say, ‘This is BIO’s position, and we feel that any bill that goes forward should represent these positions.”

As in other states, the Kentucky bill would give doctors and patients the option of sticking with name-brand drugs. Because they are made from living tissue, biologic drugs differ from conventional drugs.  Some of the most common are Humira and Remicade for arthritis and Enbrel for psoriasis. Biosimilar drugs are clinically similar to biologic drugs, but aren’t necessarily “interchangeable.”

While the FDA approves drugs, state laws let pharmacists dispense generic drugs.  The proposed Kentucky law would allow them do the same with interchangeables.  One of the main hangups, though, is an industry-backed requirement that pharmacists tell doctors that they’ve switched patients to biosimilars.  Opponents in other states say it would have the effect of casting doubt on the advisability of a switch.  

Doctors, meanwhile, would like more than mere notification of switches to interchangeables.  The Kentucky Medical Association, in a letter to the General Assembly, said pharmacists should be allowed to dispense a substitute only when doctors authorize it or don’t forbid it.

Maryland Lawmakers Run Afoul of Fundraising Ban on Online Donations

MARYLAND -- The Washington Post -- by Fenit Nirappil -- February 11 

Nearly 1 in 10 Maryland state lawmakers has solicited donations online during the current legislative session, records show, a possible violation of a state ban on fundraising during that 90-day period.

Lawmakers described the situation as an inadvertent oversight rather than illegal fundraising, and none reported actually receiving any contributions after the session began Jan. 13.
The State Board of Elections prohibits having active contribution links, such as PayPal accounts, on campaign websites.   Lawmakers running for local or federal office are exempt from the fundraising ban.

The issue has drawn some attention in the State House in recent days, after Sen. Roger Manno of Montgomery was criticized for leaving up a contribution page on his website.  Manno, who has introduced legislation to make it easier to penalize lawmakers who attempt to fundraise during the session, said his campaign hasn’t “received any contributions or sought any.”
The public criticism sent other lawmakers scrambling to scrub their online presences of references to donations.

The Washington Post this week reviewed campaign websites for all 187 Maryland state lawmakers, along with cached versions, for signs of fundraising.

Six lawmakers have online forms for campaign contributions, and at least 11 others had donation pages that were active during the session but have been taken down.  Another eight had listed an address to send in campaign checks, which is not as clear-cut of a violation.

Government ethics advocates say the fundraising ban is in place for good reason.

“Legislators cannot accept donations with one hand and vote on issues related to that donor with the other,” said Jennifer Bevan-Dangel, director of Common Cause Maryland.  “Even if the delegate or senator does return it, there is still a transaction where a donor’s name came into the legislator’s possession, and that can influence a legislator’s vote.”

Joyce’s Role in Solar Project Probed

MASSACHUSETTS – Boston Globe – by Andrea Estes -- February 25, 2016 

Federal prosecutors are looking at state Senator Brian Joyce’s involvement in a massive solar project at Stonehill College in Easton as part of a wide-ranging investigation into possible criminal wrongdoing by the Milton legislator, according to two people with knowledge of the probe.

Joyce, whose law office was raided by FBI agents last week, represented Stonehill and the company that recently installed about 9,000 solar panels at the college, according to legal documents filed with state regulators.  Meanwhile, as a state senator, Joyce pushed legislation to make it easier for clean energy projects like Stonehill’s to connect to electric utilities’ power lines.
U.S. Attorney Carmen Ortiz’s office convened a grand jury to hear evidence about Joyce’s conduct, according to four people who received subpoenas to appear before or bring documents to the panel.

Joyce, who this week announced he would not run for reelection, has denied he ever used his public position for personal gain or did anything wrong.  
Joyce has repeatedly drawn scrutiny for blurring the lines between his public duties and his private affairs.  The state Ethics Commission is investigating whether Joyce improperly lobbied state insurance regulators on behalf of another private law client, Energi of Peabody, according to Joyce’s Senate colleagues.

Specialists in ethics law say that lawmakers are allowed to represent private law clients while in office - and several Massachusetts legislators do.  But they have to be careful to avoid even the appearance that their private business is influencing their votes or that they are using their clout as a legislator to secretly advance their law practice. 

“You’re allowed to represent paying clients,” explained Stephen Huggard, a former head of the U.S. Attorney’s public corruption unit and now a lawyer at the private firm Locke Lord.  “What you’re not allowed to do is take anything that influences your vote or receive any benefit that causes you to act differently than you might otherwise have acted.”
At Stonehill College, Joyce represented both the school and the solar power developer, a company called Solect, in sometimes-testy negotiations with National Grid to connect a planned 15-acre field of solar panels to National Grid’s power system.  Stonehill estimated the project could save the school an estimated $3.2 million over 15 years.

Joyce filed a brief with the state Department of Public Utilities in March 2013, arguing that it was not a significant problem to connect panels directly to Stonehill College.  State regulators ultimately did not make a ruling, urging the two sides to negotiate a deal.  
But, as Joyce was sparring with National Grid, in his other job as a state senator, he filed legislation that would have weakened utilities’ exclusive rights to supply power in their service areas. 

A measure, filed in January 2013, would have allowed clean energy producers such as Stonehill easier access to the power system even if the utility objected.  He filed similar legislation in 2014.  The state’s utilities, including National Grid, opposed the measure and it never advanced in the Legislature.

One state official said the bills filed by Joyce appeared to give him leverage in his negotiations over the Stonehill project by threatening National Grid’s control over its service area, known as franchise rights.

“Franchise rights are the gold standard,” said one state official. Electric utilities “will do anything not to give them up.” 
Ex-State Reps. Courser, Gamrat to Face Felony Charges

MICHIGAN – Detroit News – by Chad Livengood -- February 27, 2016
LANSING — Attorney General Bill Schuette said warrants have been issued for the arrest of former state Reps. Todd Courser and Cindy Gamrat on felony charges of misconduct in office related to their failed attempts to cover up an extramarital affair that rocked the Capitol last summer.

If convicted on all counts, Courser would face a maximum of 30 years in prison.  If found guilty, Gamrat could be sentenced to up to 10 years in prison.

Courser, from Lapeer, will face four felony charges, Schuette said.  They include:

■ A perjury charge for lying under oath while testifying before a special House committee about letting an aide forge his signature on a bill he wanted to file before other representatives could.  “Only legislators sign legislative proposals,” said Schuette, a former state senator.

■ Three counts of misconduct in office for allegedly lying to the House Business Office, which investigated the two lawmakers.  “When you lie under oath, those are ingredients for charges of perjury,” Schuette told reporters.

Courser’s perjury charge carries a maximum penalty of up to 15 years in prison and there is up to five years for each charge of misconduct in office, Schuette said.

Gamrat, of Plainwell, will be charged with two counts of misconduct in office, punishable by up to five years in prison or a $10,000 fine for each charge, Schuette said.

Gamrat’s misconduct charges are for giving false information to the House Business Office and instructing a staff member to forge her signature to speed up the filing of draft legislation, Schuette said.

“This is our system of democracy,” Schuette told reporters.  “And when you hold the public trust, and there’s questions of misconduct in office and that you lied under oath, I think those are serious.  Those are real.”  Courser and Gamrat have to turn themselves in to Ingham County District Court in Lansing or face arrest, Schuette spokeswoman Andrea Bitely said.

In the early morning hours of Sept. 11, Gamrat became the fourth legislator in state history to be expelled from office for her misconduct. Courser resigned to avoid an expulsion vote.

Courser and Gamrat face other legal troubles.  Schuette said he will refer to Secretary of State Ruth Johnson “potential evidence of campaign finance violations involving doing political work on state time.”

The House’s expulsion charges included the use of House employees by Courser and Gamrat for political tasks.

Schuette also said he will notify the Michigan Attorney Grievance Commission of the charges against Courser, a Lapeer attorney.

Missouri Lawmaker: Sex with Lobbyists is a 'Gift'
MISSOURI – CNN -- by Gregory Krieg -- January 8, 2016 

A Missouri lawmaker has introduced a bill that would require lobbyists to report "sexual relations" with state legislators as a "gift" in their disclosures to the state ethics commission.

"We've already got a lobbyist gift reporting requirement and so that's how I worked it in there, by treating it as a definition of gift," Rep. Bart Korman of High Hill, told CNN.  "I hope it deters any of that activity, but if that activity does occur, it's at least transparent."

In 2015, two Show-Me State legislators left office after being accused of sexual misconduct. The House speaker resigned in May following a Kansas City Star report he sent illicit text messages to a teen intern.  Over the summer, a state senator faced with allegations he sexually harassed two interns left office in what Gov. Jay Nixon called "a necessary step." 

Asked why he didn't create a separate reporting requirement for sex between consenting adults - married couples and those in relationships before one was elected or began lobbying are exempted - Korman said he "didn't want to create a larger bureaucracy or a lot of additional extra laws."

"I just put it as the gift section because it's the closest thing I could come up with," he explained.  There is however, one important distinction between Korman's tweak and other noteworthy expenditures, like tickets to a ballgame.  In the new bill, "the reporting of sexual relations for purposes of this subdivision shall not require a dollar valuation." 
Lobbying Gift Ban Approved in House

MISSOURI – St. Louis Post-Dispatch – by Kurt Erickson – January 27, 2016


JEFFERSON CITY -- Despite concerns it could lead to new kinds of ethical abuses, the Missouri House signed off on a plan to ban politicians from accepting nearly all gifts from lobbyists.


On a 147-12 vote, lobbyists would be barred from providing freebies like baseball tickets, drinks and meals to elected officials.  House Bill 2166 would allow lobbyists to buy meals when all members of the General Assembly and all statewide officials are invited.

State Rep. Justin Alferman of Hermann said the measure he sponsored will help polish the image of lawmakers after a 2015 legislative session that ended in scandal.


“Whenever we send representatives to Jefferson City, we’ll know they are serving the people and not serving themselves,” Alferman said.


The action in the House is part of an effort to address ethical questions that were raised after two lawmakers resigned last year amid allegations they had improper relationships with college students serving as interns in the Capitol.


Gov. Jay Nixon used his annual State of the State address last week to also call for an ethical makeover.


State Rep. Caleb Rowden of Columbia urged lawmakers to act quickly in order to move on to bigger issues facing the state.  “Does it solve all the problems?  No.  You can’t make bad people good,” Rowden said.


Supporters said the change will simply mean they don’t get free stuff from companies and special interest groups that are seeking changes in state law.  “The people in my district expect me to pay my own way,” said state Rep. Cloria Brown of St. Louis.


“It might mean a little bit more money coming out of our pocketbooks here and there,” added state Rep. Shamed Dogan of Ballwin. “Just getting away from that mentality will be beneficial.”

Missouri Rep. Don Gosen Abruptly Resigns Under Cloud of Suspicion 

MISSOURI – Kansas City Star -- by Jason Hancock – February 17, 2016

JEFFERSON CITY -- A lawmaker from St. Louis County has resigned from office, although the reasoning behind the move remains a mystery. 

Rep. Don Gosen issued a statement that he was resigning in order to “focus on my family.” Moments later, House Speaker Todd Richardson of Poplar Bluff issued a statement of his own that hinted at some sort of inappropriate behavior, but was not specific. 
He did, however, make reference in his statement to the scandals that forced two lawmakers to resign and sparked an overhaul of the House’s sexual harassment and intern policies.  
“At the beginning of this year, I said the actions of this body would not be defined by a few.  I was serious then, and I am serious now,” Richardson said.  “That’s why when I was made aware of the situation, I asked him to resign last night.”

Gosen left the Capitol shortly after officially submitting his resignation letter and did not respond to requests for comment by The Star.  However, he told The Associated Press his resignation was over “some personal issues.” 
“There’ve been some rumors, stories floating around the Capitol the last week — some true, some not true,” Gosen said.  “And with those come some personal issues that I’m addressing at home — none of those related to legislative duties, legislative activities.”

Rumors that he was going to resign have been floating around the Capitol for days.  The announcement comes less than a year after former House Speaker John Diehl, also from St. Louis County, was forced to resign after The Star revealed he’d been exchanging sexually charged text messages with a 19-year-old House intern.  Former Sen. Paul LeVota of Independence resigned months later amid sexual harassment allegations from a pair of former interns.  And over the course of the summer, dozens of women — current and former interns, staff, lobbyists and lawmakers — told The Star that a culture of sexual harassment was pervasive in the Capitol. 

Since those scandals, the House has approved new sexual harassment and intern policies that include a ban on romantic relationships between lawmakers and staff or interns.  Additionally, a series of ethics reform bills have quickly made their way through the legislative process, clearing the House last month and expected to be debated in the Senate potentially this week.
Preet Bharara, U.S. Attorney, Takes a Victory Lap in Albany After Winning Corruption Cases
NEW YORK – New York Times -- by Vivian Yee and Jesse McKinley – February 8, 2016 


ALBANY -- He was hailed as a man of “tremendous courage” by one interviewer.  He was trailed, everywhere he went, by a flock of reporters and cameras.  He made a packed audience of government watchdog supporters “weak-kneed,” as one spectator posted on Twitter.


It was the prosecutorial equivalent of the victory lap, the going-to-Disney World moment after the Super Bowl, if comparisons can be made between household-name football stars and federal law-enforcement officials.  Preet Bharara, the soft-spoken crusader had come to Albany.


Mr. Bharara, the United States Attorney for the Southern District of New York, enjoyed an admiring reception on his first trip to the scene, so to speak, of the crime.  He urged a conference of New York State mayors at the Hilton hotel to be watchful for corruption in city contracts.  

Mr. Bharara, 48, had a somewhat more equivocal greeting for the city that has provided him fodder for some of his highest-profile triumphs, including, most recently, the convictions of the former speaker of the State Assembly, Sheldon Silver, and the majority leader of the State Senate, Dean G. Skelos.


Publicizing his afternoon speech on Twitter, Mr. Bharara chose a quote from Edward R. Murrow:  “A nation of sheep will beget a government of wolves.”


In his speech, Mr. Bharara repeatedly hammered the complacency and implicit collaboration of other lawmakers, whom he called “enablers,” in the “rancid culture” of Albany.


“What’s been going on in New York State government lately is simultaneously heartbreaking, head-scratching and almost comic,” he said, echoing remarks he made last month in front of the Kentucky Legislature.

Mr. Bharara rejected complaints about prosecutorial overreach.  “Blaming the prosecutors is not leadership,” he said.  “Whining is not leadership.”
Former Reading Politician Gets Prison in FBI Probe
PENNSYLVANIA – The Morning Call – by Peter Hall – February 1, 2016

PHILADELPHIA -- Calling his crime repulsive, enraging, and the "ultimate betrayal" to the public, a federal judge sentenced former Reading City Council President Francisco Acosta to two years in prison for accepting a bribe to repeal an anti-corruption law.

Speaking before U.S. District Judge Juan Sanchez in federal court, Acosta apologized to the residents of Reading who elected him, saying he's ashamed of his actions and that he accepts the consequences of his crime.
Emily Opilo of conspiracy to commit honest services wire fraud and is scheduled to be sentenced April 19. She admitted to working with a high...
Acosta, 40, misused his office, the government charged, by directing a $1,800 contribution to the district judge campaign of his wife, Rebecca, in exchange for his effort to repeal part of Reading's ethics code.

Questioned by Sanchez about his motivation, Acosta said he took the bribe out of fear that refusing would mean the end of his political career.

"In taking the bribe, the defendant showed he could be bought and that it did not take an extraordinary amount of money to do so," Sanchez said before handing down his sentence.

Ethics Committee Orders Former House Speaker Bobby Harrell to Repay Misused Campaign Funds, Pay Fine

SOUTH CAROLINA – Post & Courier – by Maya T. Prabhu – February 9, 2016 


COLUMBIA -- Former House Speaker Bobby Harrell has 180 days to pay more than $113,000 in campaign money he’s been accused of using improperly to pay for legal fees during his criminal ethics-related case, a panel of lawmakers said. 


On the recommendation of House Legislative Ethics Committee attorney Deborah Barbier, the group ruled Harrell must repay the $113,475, as well as pay a $1,000 fine.  Barbier also recommended the panel publicly reprimand Harrell. 


“I’m disappointed,” Harrell said after the ruling.  “I don’t agree with the decision that’s been made, but I do very much appreciate the committee finally giving us an opportunity to come up and state our side publicly.” 


Barbier said regardless of how the investigation began, Harrell admitted wrongdoing in court. 


“Once he’s made those admissions in court, and admitted to that personal misconduct, he had the obligation - in my opinion - to repay his campaign account,” she said.  “As part of his plea agreement, he agreed to forfeit all of his campaign account to the state of South Carolina.  So this committee’s action requiring him to repay those amounts that were paid in attorney’s fees is consistent with that plea agreement.”  
Tennessean Investigation Finds Inappropriate Text Messages

TENNESSEE – The Tennessean – by Dave Boucher and Jill Cowan -- January 24, 2016


NASHVILLE -- Tennessee legislative leaders were told of a potential sexual harassment complaint about House Majority Whip Jeremy Durham’s behavior about a week before an unprecedented House caucus meeting to decide the fate of his leadership role, but the specific concerns were never disclosed to his fellow legislators, lawmakers confirmed.


The news comes amid a Tennessean investigation into inappropriate text messages from Durham to three women who worked at the statehouse.  Durham said he does not remember sending the messages.


The incidents point to a legislative sexual harassment policy experts have said is mired in secrecy and contributes to an environment where sexual harassment by the state’s elected leaders can go essentially unchecked.


The three women who told The Tennessean about text messages from Durham they felt were inappropriate said they never considered filing a formal complaint. 
They said they feared retribution and spoke to The Tennessean only on the condition of anonymity.  They worried that a complaint would be useless, even though officials have encouraged anyone with concerns to come forward.


Two women provided copies of texts they received from Durham.  The Tennessean verified the texts were sent to the women from Durham’s cellphone number.  The third described the text messages she received.

One woman in her mid-20s, who worked in various capacities at the statehouse, said during the 2013 legislative session, Durham repeatedly sent text messages and Facebook messages, sometimes late into the night.


One text message, after 10 p.m., says he misses her.  In another text, at about 1:30 a.m., Durham asks her for pictures.  She said she never felt comfortable to tell another lawmaker or human resources about Durham’s behavior.

A second woman, in her early 20s whose work required her to be at the statehouse, also said she received dozens of text messages from Durham during the 2013 session and after.  A text from Durham, sent at about 1 a.m., asks the woman for pictures.
 

“For me, I was just trying to engage professionally, from one professional to another.  And he crossed the line: You don’t text and constantly message on Facebook and ask to meet up at bars in the evening,” the woman said.  “He would come up with these ideas and I would just be like, ‘Are you crazy?’ ”

People who have worked at Tennessee’s statehouse say the General Assembly, for some, is a party atmosphere.  “There are a lot of people who go to the legislature, leave home and act like they’re on their college trips,” said a former lawmaker. 


A longtime lobbyist said that the environment is better than it was when she started in the early 2000s.  But it’s still a culture that’s tolerant of at times boorish, eyebrow-raising behavior.  
“There aren’t any rules and it’s a boys club,” she said.  “I sort of consented to that by working down there.”

Tennessee’s caucus meeting came after colleagues said several of Durham’s past actions reflected poorly on the 32-year-old lawmaker’s judgment. 
He was investigated for prescription drug fraud in 2013, though a grand jury declined to indict him.  And in 2014, he wrote a letter seeking leniency on behalf of a former youth pastor who admitted to statutory rape and possessing child pornography.

Just after the caucus meeting, Durham spoke to a scrum of reporters.  His voice quiet, his head bowed slightly, he said the controversy was fueled by the “liberal media” but called it a “learning experience.”
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