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The recent ethics session for Kentucky legislators featured a guest speaker who believes the way Congressional campaigns are funded has led most Americans to lose faith in Congress – that democracy has been corrupted by the influence of money.


Lawrence Lessig, Director of the Safra Center for Ethics at Harvard, and author of Republic Lost: How Money Corrupts Congress – and a Plan to Stop It, told the legislators that as the public sees members of Congress becoming dependent on a small number of large donors who fund Congressional campaigns, public trust in Congress has sunk to record low levels.


Lessig said there are two elections in the United States -- the money election and the general election -- and to win the general election, candidates first have to do well in the money election by appealing to the people who contribute the most money to campaigns.  


“Members of Congress spend anywhere from 30 to 70% of their time raising money to get back into Congress and to get their party back into power,” Lessig said, citing a recent report describing how freshmen members were told they would be spending more than half their work day on the phone or in meetings to raise campaign funds.  


“Dependence on the funders at the federal level produces a subtle “bending” by Congress to keep those funders happy,” Lessig said.  “They develop a ‘sixth sense’ about how their (legislative) actions will affect their ability to raise money, and they constantly adjust their views in light of what they know will help them raise money . . . not on issues 1 through 10, but on issues 11 through 1000.”


Lessig said polling shows “75% of Americans believe ‘Money buys results in Congress’, and that belief erodes trust in the institution of Congress . . . so, today only nine percent of Americans have confidence in Congress.”  


According to Lessig, since Congress is the problem, and is unlikely to change the system in which its members are elected, state legislatures should call for a convention to recommend changes in the U.S. Constitution to alter the way federal campaigns are funded.  Any proposed change would require wide support since ratification by 38 states is necessary.  Historically, such calls for change have pushed Congress to act, even when Congress was the problem, as happened over 100 years ago when pressure from states caused Congress to propose the 17th Amendment, providing for the direct election of U.S. Senators.
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As the 2013 General Assembly prepares to re-convene, there are 636 businesses and organizations registered to lobby, and they are employing 617 legislative agents (lobbyists).  


The following  employers registered in late December or early January:  Adesa, which operates vehicle auctions; Aleris International, a Cleveland-based aluminum producer with facilities in Lewisport and Morgantown; Alpha Natural Resources, which mines and sells coal; Armor Correctional Health Services, a Florida-based company that provides contract health services in correctional facilities; Associated Builders and Contractors Kentuckiana, representing contractors and suppliers; Big Blue Reporters, a court reporting service; Boone County Education Association, representing teachers in Boone County; and Century Aluminum of Kentucky, lobbying on aluminum smelting issues.  


Other recent registrants include: Elite Professional Education, a Florida-based company that offers continuing education courses in several professions; Enhanced Capital Partners, a New York-based investment firm lobbying on the new markets tax credit program; First American Title Co., a financial services company; IVS, LLC, a Louisville-based voting services company that specializes in telephone voting; Kentucky Academy of Family Physicians, representing physicians engaged in the practice of family medicine; Kentucky Consumer Credit Co., affiliated with Ohio-based NCP Finance, which funds cash advances and other short-term loans for payday lenders; Kentucky Defense Counsel, an association of attorneys; Kentucky LECET (Laborers-Employers Cooperation and Education Trust Fund), whose website says it helps laborers and contractors get projects and jobs; and Kentucky Marina Association, representing privately-operated marinas and related businesses. 


Other registrants are: Kentucky Philanthropy Initiative, which promotes philanthropy and strategic grant-making; Kentucky Right to Work Committee, which supports ‘right-to-work’ legislation; Kentucky Tennessee Water Environment Association, an organization of water-related utilities and engineering companies; Mary Byron Project, an organization working to end domestic violence; National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, a Washington, D.C.-based lobbying group; Paul Davis Restoration and Remodeling, the Lexington-area franchisee of a national network; Preferred Care Partners Management Group, a Texas-based company that operates nursing homes; Premier Integrity Solutions, which provides drug testing and alternatives to secure detention; Rogers Group, a Nashville-based operator of crushed stone and asphalt plants; and SelfRefind, lobbying on substance abuse and treatment issues.
Employers No Longer Lobbying

Several businesses and organizations recently terminated registration and will not be lobbying.  Those include: American Institute of Professional Education; Atria Senior Living Group; Community Care Development and Management; Community Ventures Corporation; Creative Lodging Solutions; Deputy Sheriff’s Fraternal Order of Police Lodge 25; Geo Group; Hennessy Industries; Interventional Rehabilitation of Kentucky; Kentucky Coalition for Education Reform; Kentucky Farm Bureau Insurance Agents Association; Kentucky School Boards Insurance Trust; Magellan Health Services; Peabody Energy; RYO Machines; and Wipro Infocrossing.
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The Courier-Journal  
By Tom Loftus

Jan 20, 2013

FRANKFORT, KY. — In an unsuccessful push for a bill that would have relaxed regulation of telephone companies, AT&T increased the amount it spent on lobbying the Kentucky General Assembly to $138,641 last year, from $79,251 in 2011.


But AT&T was hardly alone, as 630 corporations and groups and their legislative agents spent a record $17.8 million lobbying the 2012 General Assembly, according to reports filed with the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission.


That is up from $15.1 million in 2011 and surpasses the previous record of $16.9 million set in 2008, according to commission records.


“It’s distressing to me because the vast majority of the groups that spend the most are big companies and associations which, naturally, are spending in their self-interest,” said Richard Beliles, chairman of Common Cause of Kentucky, a nonprofit that promotes open and ethical government in the state.  “It dilutes the influence of folks with little money.


“And these amounts are just lobbying spending,” he added.  “It doesn’t include the big amounts these groups give in campaign contributions.”


But Dave Adkisson, president and chief executive officer of the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, which ranks second on the 2012 lobby spending list at $300,407, disagrees.


“The chamber represents a broad array of businesses from the big corporations to the small hardware store on Main Street,” Adkisson said.  “But the vast majority of our members employ (fewer) than 20 people - small businesses that deserve representation.”


State ethics laws passed in the early 1990s after an FBI investigation of corruption in the legislature established the current Legislative Ethics Commission, as well as laws that require regular and full disclosure of spending by groups that hire and pay lobbyists.


Those groups filed spending reports last week covering the last four months of 2012, which the commission used to tally total spending for the year.  The Courier-Journal’s review of the reports shows that the 20 groups that spent the most include nine associations and 11 corporations.

Health spending

The leading spender was Consumer Healthcare Products Association — a group of drug companies that includes Bayer Healthcare, Glaxo​Smith​Kline and Johnson & Johnson — which spent a record-setting $518,053 in Frankfort lobbying costs for the year.


The group lobbies solely to continue over-the-counter sales of medicines containing pseudo​ephedrine, a key ingredient in cooking methamphetamine.


The group fought bills in 2012 and in earlier sessions aimed at reducing meth production by requiring prescriptions for medications containing pseudoephedrine.


The 2012 General Assembly rejected requiring a prescription, but it did pass a bill reducing the amount of medicine containing pseudoephedrine that could be bought over the counter.  CHPA spokeswoman Elizabeth Funderburk said the group’s goal was for Kentucky to pass an anti-meth bill aimed at criminals and not law-abiding consumers.


“We were working to ensure that those who are impacted by a prescription requirement had a platform to voice their position with their elected officials,” she said.


Unlike other lobbying groups whose expenses are nearly all the fees they paid to lobbyists, the ethics commission has reported that CHPA spent the vast majority of its money on “phone banking and website advertising” that allowed the public to send personal messages directly to lawmakers via email or fax.


The commission has ruled that expenses that result in a direct communication to a lawmaker are lobbying expenses and therefore must be reported.  But the commission does not require reporting of spending on advertising to the general public.  CHPA bought radio advertising last winter, directing listeners to contact their legislators through its website.  Funderburk declined to say how much CHPA spent on that radio advertising.

Chamber is second

Adkisson said the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ranked second in lobby spending because it is “a large organization and we make a solid effort to represent our members.  That means we must literally follow hundreds of bills on education, taxes, energy, health care and small business.”


The group that spent third most — Altria Client Services of Richmond, Va. — lobbied no specific bills, according to its disclosure reports.  Altria, the parent company of Philip Morris USA and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco, reported spending $279,009 on Frankfort lobbying last year.


“It’s more than just sharing our perspectives and positions related to tobacco,” said company spokesman Ken Garcia.  “Kentucky is a pretty important state, whether it’s tobacco we buy from thousands of growers in the state or the facility that we operate in Hopkinsville that takes in tobacco and makes Copenhagen and Skoal” smokeless tobacco.


AT&T’s 2012 lobbying cost placed the company as seventh-highest.   Critics said the deregulation bill it initiated and advocated threatened to allow it to end basic phone service to remote parts of its service area.


But spokesman Brad Rateike said in a statement that the “legislation was never about taking away service from anyone.”


Rateike said the company has clarified the proposal and added protections to a new bill that will be offered this year — for which AT&T’s lobbying team will be advocating.  “We intend to apply reasonable resources to advocate policies that promote investment, jobs and innovation in Kentucky,” Rateike said.

Top spenders

1. Consumer Healthcare Products Association, Washington, $518,053 
2. Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, Frankfort, $300,407 
3. Altria Client Services, (Philip Morris), Richmond, Va., $279,009 
4. Kentucky Hospital Association, Louisville, $199,320 
5. Kentucky Medical Association, Louisville, $189,847 
6. CSX Corp., Louisville, $146,367 
7. AT&T, Louisville, $138,641 
8. Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation, Louisville, $133,116 
9. Houchens Industries, Bowling Green, $132,000 
10. Kentucky Justice Association, Louisville, $127,595 
11. Hewlett-Packard Co., Palo Alto, Cal., $125,000 
12. EQT Corp., Pittsburgh, $123,726 
13. Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities, Louisville, $122,896 
14. AmeriHealth Mercy, Philadelphia, $121,643 
15. Kentucky Retail Federation, Frankfort, $120,301 
16. Peabody Energy, St. Louis, $109,382 
17. Churchill Downs, Louisville, $107,028 
18. Humana Inc., Louisville, $106,496 
19. Kentucky Optometric Association, Frankfort, $104,860 
20. Century Aluminum, Hawesville, $99,000 
Source: Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission
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The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 
By Aaron Gould Sheinin and Chris Joyner
January 29, 2013

Fancy steak dinners and box seats to ballgames paid for by lobbyists would go the way of Capitol spittoons under sweeping ethics legislation unveiled by House Speaker David Ralston.


Ralston’s plans to overhaul the state’s ethics regulations were long-awaited, but they have already drawn arrows from critics who claim his bills would stifle free speech without limiting special-interest influence.

Ralston’s proposals would ban most lobbyist spending on individual legislators while expanding the definition of a lobbyist to include many of the unpaid issue advocates who haunt the Capitol.  It also would restore rule-making power to the state ethics commission and increase reporting of campaign contributions.


“It’s going to be a different way of doing business around here, no question,” Ralston said. “It’s going to be a different culture.”  Ralston’s arrival at this moment marks an important shift in state government. Georgia is one of only three states in the nation that do not restrict lobbyists’ gifts to legislators.


Three years ago, Ralston led efforts to adopt the last major change in state ethics laws, boosting penalties for those who file reports late and increasing the disclosure of lobbyist gifts.  A champion of the idea that transparency is the key to ethics, he had long said that caps and bans don’t work.  Yet, he also found himself subject to the same criticism that prompted calls to limit lobbyists’ influence.  The Atlanta Journal-Constitution reported in 2011 that Ralston and his family had taken a $17,000 lobbyist-funded trip to Europe the previous Thanksgiving to research high-speed trains.


Ralston said Tuesday that a pair of referendums last summer convinced him the public wants change. Republican and Democratic voters in July overwhelming supported nonbinding referendums that called for limits on lobbyists’ largess at the Gold Dome.


But not everyone is onboard with the proposals.  William Perry, executive director of Common Cause Georgia, which has advocated for a $100 cap on lobbyist gifts to lawmakers, said Ralston’s ban isn’t really a ban.  “It’s just not a good bill,” Perry said.


Tea Party activists, who together with Common Cause have become formidable allies for ethics changes, agreed with Perry that Ralston’s lobbyist definitions amount to a “First Amendment tax.”  Atlanta Tea Party Chairwoman Julianne Thompson said the bill would require volunteer activists to pay $300 to register as lobbyists. “This legislation is a slap in the face to citizens,” she said.


An impassioned and occasionally angry Ralston, while acknowledging that his proposals are needed to ensure public trust, defended the character of his fellow House members, whom he described as “good, decent, honorable men and women.”
_________________________________________________________________________________


The Atlanta Journal-Constitution has covered the push for ethics reform every step of the way with investigative reporting looking into how our public officials interact with lobbyists, where the system fails and how other states have done it better.  As the Legislature wrestles with how to overhaul the system, the AJC will continue to provide in-depth coverage you will not find anywhere else.
Highlights of House Speaker David Ralston’s ethics legislation 

· It would ban lobbyist spending on individual members of the General Assembly.

· The restrictions would apply to all elected officials in the state, including mayors and school 
boards.

· It would allow lobbyists to continue to spend on committees and caucuses, and lawmakers 
could be reimbursed for trips to conferences and meetings.

· Lawmakers would have to pay for entertainment expenses, such as golf.

· It would restore rule-making authority to the state ethics commission.

· It would create a new reporting period for campaign contributions and expenses.  All lawmakers 
would be required to file a disclosure report within the first five days of the legislative session.

· It would broaden the definition of a lobbyist in an attempt to force those who regularly try to 
influence the Legislature to disclose their activities and identify themselves as lobbyists.
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New York Times

By Andrew Pollack

January 28, 2013


In statehouses around the country, some of the nation’s biggest biotechnology companies are lobbying intensively to limit generic competition to their blockbuster drugs, potentially cutting into the billions of dollars in savings on drug costs contemplated in the federal health care overhaul law.

The complex drugs, made in living cells instead of chemical factories, account for roughly one-quarter of the nation’s $320 billion in spending on drugs, according to IMS Health.  And that percentage is growing.  They include some of the world’s best-selling drugs, like the rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis drugs Humira and Enbrel and the cancer treatments Herceptin, Avastin and Rituxan.  The drugs now cost patients — or their insurers — tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars a year. 

Two companies, Amgen and Genentech, are proposing bills that would restrict the ability of pharmacists to substitute generic versions of biological drugs for brand name products.  Bills have been introduced in at least eight states since the new legislative sessions began this month.  Others are pending. 

The Virginia House of Delegates already passed one such bill last week, by a 91-to-6 vote.  The companies and other proponents say such measures are needed to protect patient safety because the generic versions of biological drugs are not identical to the originals.  For that reason, they are usually called biosimilars rather than generics.

Generic drug companies and insurers are taking their own steps to oppose or amend the state bills, which they characterize as pre-emptive moves to deter the use of biosimilars, even before any get to market.

“All of these things are put in there for a chilling effect on these biosimilars,” said Brynna M. Clark, director of state affairs for the Generic Pharmaceutical Association.  The limits, she said, “don’t sound too onerous but undermine confidence in these drugs and are burdensome.”

Genentech, which is owned by Roche, makes Rituxan, Herceptin and Avastin, the best-selling cancer drugs in the world.  Amgen makes Enbrel, the anemia drugs Epogen and Aranesp, and the drugs Neupogen and Neulasta for protecting chemotherapy patients from infections.  All have billions of dollars in annual sales and, with the possible exception of Enbrel, are expected to lose patent protection in the next several years. 


The trench fighting at the state level is the latest phase in a battle over the rules for adding competition to the biotechnology drug market as called for in the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010. 

Dr. John O’Bannon III, a delegate who introduced the bill that was passed last week in the Virginia House, said he did so because as a practicing neurologist, he was familiar with biologicals.  Then he added, “The Amgen folks actually did come and talk to me.”

Amgen gave $22,000 to Virginia state legislators in both 2011 and 2012, more than double the $11,000 it gave in 2010, according to the Virginia Public Access Project.  Dr. O’Bannon received $1,500 over the last two years. 

In North Dakota, a bill has cleared a committee in the State Senate, though it was amended to remove some restrictions.  “Genentech was the one that brought the bill to me,” said State Senator Dick Dever, who introduced the bill.

In Indiana on Monday, the House Public Health Committee approved a bill, but lawmakers, responding to objections from the generic association, removed the requirement that patients consent to any substitution.  Ed Clere, chairman of the committee and author of the bill, said the bill “doesn’t do anything to prevent or discourage the use of biosimilars.”  He said the bill had been brought to him by Genentech and supported by Eli Lilly, which is based in Indiana.

This is not the first time drug companies have turned to states to try to blunt generic competition.  In the late 1990s, DuPont Merck Pharmaceutical pushed for laws that would restrict substitution for its blood-thinning drug Coumadin, known generically as warfarin, on the grounds that the drug was extremely difficult to use safely. 
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New York Times

By Paul Sullivan
January 25, 2013


If there is one thing most small-business owners have in common, it is that they have far less ability than big corporations to affect what happens to them politically.

Few small-business owners — the kind of people who accumulate wealth through a service or manufacturing business and are working at it every day — have the deep pockets of a major corporation.  Consider what Amgen, the world’s largest biotechnology company, did to help win an exemption in the so-called fiscal cliff bill to extend its patent on a profitable dialysis drug for two more years at a great cost to Medicare.  It sent its 74 lobbyists in Washington to meet with — and direct contributions to — a host of politicians who worked in its favor. 

But even if small businesses can’t buy the kind of influence that a huge company like Amgen can, that does not mean they cannot buy influence at all.  Still, as in other aspects of life, you get what you pay for. 


Entrepreneurs would want to hire a lobbyist for a fairly straightforward reason: they have an issue they want addressed or changed and they have reached the point where they feel they need to act.  What is more difficult is acting on that impulse effectively, knowing it could cost a lot of money. 

Lawrence E. Scherer, a founder of State and Broadway, a lobbying firm in New York, said a typical retainer for a small-business client would be around $5,000 a month, but the assignment could last for a year or more.  Suri Kasirer, once an aide to former Gov. Mario Cuomo of New York and president of Kasirer Consulting, said her typical retainer was $10,000 to $20,000 a month, with a three-month minimum. 

“For small-business owners, the idea of having a lobbyist interact with a government is so novel and so out of their scope that $5,000 a month could seem daunting,” Mr. Scherer said. “But as government has more issues in front of it, it could be a cheap date.”

People who have success lobbying state and local governments — since the federal government is beyond the budget of individuals — tend to fall into three categories: they want something changed, they want something new or they want access. 

Avik Kabessa, chief executive of Carmel Car and Limousine Service in New York City, said he became part of a group of livery car owners in 2008 that lobbied the state to establish a workers’ compensation fund for livery drivers and to repeal a sales tax on livery fares.  He said it took a year and a half for the lobbying effort to work.  The costs were split among members of the group, called the Livery Round Table. (Livery companies fall between higher-end black car and limousine services and city taxis.) 

“I wish we had the expertise, knowledge and contacts to have been able to do this ourselves,” he said.  “But just as you would go to a doctor when you’re sick, you go to a lobbyist for your legislative affairs.” 


For small-business owners, forming an ad hoc group and putting aside any competitive business interest to get something greater for their industry is important.  So, too, is having the patience and the willingness to accept something short of their goal and then go back for more.

Domenic Rom, a senior vice president at Technicolor, a postproduction company for film and television, became part of a group of similar companies that wanted to lobby for a tax credit. While New York offered tax credits for shooting a film or television show in the state, it did not offer similar credits to the postproduction part of the industry, which includes editing, sound design and adding computer-generated effects.

Mr. Rom said the 14 companies created the Post New York Alliance and each paid $5,000 in dues. They began lobbying in 2009, working with Mr. Scherer.  By the next year, they received a 10 percent tax credit for postproduction work.  He said it did little to increase the number of films and shows coming to New York, so the next year they went back to the Legislature.  “We said thank you so much for the 10 percent,” Mr. Rom said. “We said it wasn’t really moving the needle.  We said 30 percent would be better.”

When that was approved, 19 new projects worth some $30 million came to New York to do postproduction work, he said.  “People have to understand that the Legislature is an incrementalist institution,” Mr. Scherer said.  “It takes time to move your initiative forward.” 


That patience is certainly needed for someone trying to sell a product or service to a government agency.  “There’s a huge market opportunity for lobbyists in New Jersey to work with clients who have a product or service that they want to sell, whether it’s solar, information technology, engineering services,” Dale J. Florio, managing partner at Princeton Public Affairs Group in Trenton, said. “You name it, counties are buying it.”


Small-business owners become stymied, he said, by not knowing where to turn or how to distinguish themselves from other businesses doing similar work. 

Betty Crea Davidson is in this position now.  She is trying to raise awareness of a software program she developed based on a difficult and costly technique to treat autism that she used with her son.  She has turned to a lobbying firm to get her company, Apex Spectrum Guide, in front of state departments of education.

“We don’t know what door to knock on,” she said.  But the lobbying fees, she said, were a cost of doing business and an investment in her company. 


While a small-business owner is going to have the best chance of success on the local and state level, some will naturally fail and be out a lot of money.  Lobbyists said business owners had to be prepared to ask themselves what they were trying to accomplish and then be ready to put in a lot of effort.  “You want more than a meeting,” Ms. Kasirer said.  “You want the correction.  You want the contract.  You need the next step.” 


She said business owners needed to ask themselves a series of tough questions: What are legislators going to be interested in?  How are you going to make the case that this makes sense?  How does government benefit?  Who loses?  Are more people going to be paying taxes if this gets done? 


Then comes the effort the business owner has to put in.  “A lot of times, a small business thinks they have you on retainer and they don’t have to do any more,” Mr. Florio said.  “They have to be an equal marketing partner.  They have to do more to make it a success.” 


And lest anyone forget, lobbying is a business, with its share of false prophets.  “The less scrupulous could give you a lot of hope and not much else,” Mr. Florio said.  “It’s clearly buyer beware when you look into the market for retaining a lobbying firm.  It helps to understand local politics.” Register at NYTimes.com
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Lawmakers in Southeast Call for Ethics Reform
Center for Public Integrity - January 18, 2013

As lawmakers in three Southeastern states prepare for the 2013 legislative session, they are finding bipartisan agreement on an unlikely agenda: ethics reform.  Leaders in South Carolina and Florida have begun work that lawmakers and watchdogs say could lead to the states’ first meaningful reforms in decades.  And in Georgia, proponents of stronger rules are rallying behind a slate of measures they hope may finally pass in what has long been a recalcitrant Legislature.

 


The initiatives all seek some regulation of money and influence.  The proposals take aim at independent political spending, asset disclosure, and gifts from lobbyists in an effort to bolster transparency and rein in the spiraling costs of running campaigns.  In some cases, the reforms could go deeper as lawmakers try to attack the roots of corruption by strengthening ethics oversight and enforcement.

Lawmakers in several other states – Missouri and Idaho among them – have said they may push reform in the 2013 session.  But nowhere does it appear as likely as in the Southeast, where several factors, including a series of scandals, have pushed the issue onto the public agenda.  

 


But critics caution this is not the first time politicians in these states have called for change, and much of the talk could prove to be just that.  Apart from a narrow rule change in Georgia, policymakers have taken few actions beyond voicing grand but general commitments to reform and creating several commissions to examine the issue.

 

Oklahoma Ethics Commission Proposes Blackout Period on Complaints
Oklahoma -  The Oklahoman  -  January 12, 2013


No complaints alleging ethical or campaign violations could be filed against legislative, statewide, or judicial candidates several months before the November general election, according to a rule recommended for approval by the Oklahoma Ethics Commission.  The rule is intended to prevent unsubstantiated complaints from influencing elections. 

Under the proposal, no complaints could be filed in even-numbered years between the candidate filing period in April and the November general election.  The rule allows the commission to expose frivolous complaints and identify the people who file them.  Commissioner Karen Long said complaints have been filed "to embarrass and humiliate somebody else for no good reason."

 


Commissioners expressed concern last year when several ethics complaints were filed in the days before the June 26 primary.  Commission members and staff are prohibited from commenting on complaints, and commissioners, who meet monthly, are hard pressed to take action on complaints filed a month before an election.  All the complaints filed against candidates in the days before the June primary were dismissed, but not until three days after the election. 

Lawmaker Seeks to Restrict Campaign Fundraising
Rhode Island  -  WPRI - January 16, 2013


Rhode Island lawmakers would be prohibited from accepting campaign contributions during the General Assembly session under legislation introduced by state Rep. Spencer Dickinson.  The bill, Dickinson said, is designed to curb public perception that legislation is too often influenced by fundraising.

 


"Fundraisers, especially the big leadership fundraisers right around budget time look bad, and they are bad," said Dickinson.  "This bill is something the people want.  And I wouldn't be surprised to see support for this bill coming from a few lobbyists."  Fifteen states already restrict lawmakers from accepting campaign contributions during the legislative session, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.

 


Dickinson's bill was met with opposition from House Speaker Gordon Fox, who said it would not stop lawmakers from building their campaign war accounts when the session ends or just before it begins.  "Lobbyists and supporters attend these events regardless of the time of year," Fox said. 

  


Common Cause Rhode Island Executive Director John Marion said the best way to eliminate the influence of money in the General Assembly would be to publicly finance campaigns, but he said his organization would support Dickinson’s bill.  "It doesn't make sense to mix lawmaking and fundraising the way we do in this state and this could be a first step in fixing things," said Marion.

SC House Speaker Accused of Using Influence to Help His Company
South Carolina  -  The State  -  January 23, 2013


House Speaker Bobby Harrell has abused his legislative power by trying to aid his pharmaceutical business, said the head of a think tank, arguing that abuse is another sign the state needs tougher ethics rules.  South Carolina Policy Council President Ashley Landess said ethics reform efforts must remove conflicts-of-interest.  "We're not headed for a place where one politician with extraordinary power can set himself above the law – we're there," said Landess. 

 


Harrell, who has been speaker since 2005, denied any wrongdoing and accused Landess of seeking revenge for his decision not to reappoint her to a state commission.  Landess provided reporters with copies of e-mails from 2006 by then-state Board of Pharmacy member Bobby Bradham, who wrote to agency officials about his concerns over Harrell seeking permission for his business to sell repackaged prescription drugs.

 


"[Harrell and a business partner] are not happy that they have invested all this (sic) energies, time, and monies," wrote Bradham.  Subsequently, Harrell received clearance from federal and state authorities for his business to sell drugs to doctors, according to the e-mails.

 


Landess also provided a copy of a handwritten note on the speaker's office stationery that was sent to the Pharmacy Board with the state application.  "We would appreciate your urgent attention to this request," said the note, which was signed "Bobby Harrell."

 


"[The e-mails] suggest the [state's] most powerful politician used his office to benefit his personal company," said Landess, adding she does not think Harrell is alone in improperly using his elected office.

 


Harrell said he was not trying to influence the Pharmacy Board and sought to follow state rules. "I said clearly to them that I didn't want to be treated any differently than anybody else," said Harrell.  "I'm a small business owner and a part-time legislator and, like any small-business owner, I talk to the agencies that are involved where the business is concerned."  

Harrell did not dispute the authenticity of the e-mails.  But he said he did not write the note sent on his office stationery; he said a staff member wrote the note at his request.  Harrell also said he did not recall getting upset over questions about his business, Palmetto State Pharmaceuticals.  The company sells non-narcotic drugs it repackages into smaller packages for dispensing at doctor’s offices.

 

 
Harrell's involvement with Palmetto State Pharmaceuticals has been questioned before. In 2008, The State published a lengthy article saying Harrell had asked the state Department of Health and Human Services to allow a Medicaid managed-care company to use repackaged pharmaceuticals. 

 


That company contracted with doctors, some of whom purchased drugs from Palmetto State Pharmaceuticals. State officials wrote each other e-mails saying "Speaker Harrell [was] asking for expedited approval."  Harrell denied any wrongdoing, saying he was advocating for the managed-care company because it was a constituent. 

 


Landess said the Policy Council is considering filing an ethics complaint against Harrell with the House Ethics Committee.
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