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In 2014, a record-breaking total of $18.4 million was spent on lobbying the Kentucky General Assembly.  That’s a 3.2 percent increase over the previous spending record of $17.8 million, set in 2012, and a 34 percent increase in the 10 years since $12.1 million was spent in 2004.  
In the largest spending category, $16.8 million was spent last year by employers compensating lobbyists, a 5.7 percent increase over 2012, the previous even-numbered year with a 60-day legislative session.
With about 660 businesses and organizations lobbying in 2014, the top five spenders accounted for over $1 million of spending, and the 12 top-spending employers spent more than $2 million, or more than 11 percent of the year’s total.

As in four of the previous five years, the leading spender on legislative lobbying in 2014 was Altria Client Services and its affiliates, including Philip Morris USA and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco, which spent $323,097, including paying $234,000 to five lobbyists.  Altria’s spending increased 14 percent from the $279,009 the company spent on lobbying in 2012.


Other leading spenders for the year were:  Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, which spent $291,158, including $281,958 to six lobbyists; Kentucky Hospital Association, which spent $183,919; AT&T ($169,006); Kentucky Medical Association ($164,362); Anheuser-Busch Companies ($160,064); Kentucky Justice Association ($155,551); Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation ($133,174); Community Ventures Corp. ($127,855); and Buffalo Trace Distillery ($120,000). 

The rest of 2014’s top 20 lobbying spenders are: Hewlett-Packard ($120,000); Molina Healthcare ($120,000); Churchill Downs ($118,479); Kentucky League of Cities ($117,742); Anthem, Inc. ($111,250); Home Builders Association of Kentucky ($109,854); Norton Healthcare ($107,712); United Parcel Service ($107,341); EQT Corporation ($106,006); and Century Aluminum of Kentucky ($104,020).

For a complete list of lobbying spending by all businesses and organizations, and compensation paid to each of the 600+ lobbyists, see the website of the Legislative Ethics Commission:  http://klec.ky.gov/Reports/Pages/Employers-and-Legislative-Agents.aspx

At its January meeting, the Legislative Ethics Commission answered two questions that have arisen with respect to changes in the Code of Legislative Ethics made in 2014.

The first question relates to the change to KRS 6.821(4)5.a., which now requires an employer of a legislative agent to report on its updated registration statement:


“[t]he cost of advertising which appears during a session of the General


Assembly, and which supports or opposes legislation, if the cost is paid 

by an employer [of a legislative agent] or a person or organization 
affiliated with an employer.”
The specific question is whether the employer of a legislative agent is under a duty to report the cost of advertising expended by a person or organization affiliated with the employer, if the employer has not requested the affiliated person or organization to do the advertising, and the employer does not pay for the advertising or reimburses the affiliate for the advertising costs.  


It appears that the intent of this statutory provision is that an employer report the costs of advertising which it pays for, or which is made by an affiliate at the employer’s direction or request.  If the employer directs or asks an affiliate to do the kind of advertising described in the statute and the affiliate complies, the employer should report the cost of such advertising.  


If the employer reimburses the affiliate, either directly or indirectly, for the costs of such advertising, even if it were not done at the direction or request of the employer, the employer should also report the amount thus reimbursed as advertising costs.


The second question involves whether a change to KRS 6.811(5) which states that a legislative agent (lobbyist) “shall not directly solicit, control, or deliver a campaign contribution for a candidate or legislator” precludes a legislative lobbyist from serving as a host or co-host of a fundraising event for the campaign of a candidate for the General Assembly or a legislator.


 In OLEC 07-01, it was held that a lobbyist could serve as a co-sponsor or co-host of a fundraising event for the campaign of a legislator seeking election to a state office.  That opinion was based, in part, on prior opinions (OLEC 95-8 and 95-14) which held that a lobbyist could solicit a campaign contribution for a member of the General Assembly.  


Because the statute now prohibits a lobbyist from directly soliciting a campaign contribution for a legislative candidate or a legislator, and one who acts as the host or co-host of such an event is engaging in the solicitation of funds for a campaign, it is no longer proper for a lobbyist to act in such a capacity.
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Since February 15 is a Sunday, and February 16 is President's Day, legislators' financial disclosure statements are due by 4:30 p.m., Tuesday, February 17.
Newly-registered lobbying interests and terminations
Since January 1, the following businesses and organizations have registered to lobby the General Assembly: American Paint Horse Association; Arthritis Foundation Great Lakes Region; Baptist Health Madisonville; ePAD Council, Inc.; IGT - International Gaming Technology; Intrepid Brands LLC; Kentucky Nonprofit Network; Sanofi Pasteur; Sanofi 
US; Service Contract Industry Council; and Weber Merritt, a Washington D.C. public affairs company which is lobbying on behalf of Zogenix, a California-based pharmaceutical company.
The following have terminated registration and will not be lobbying in the 2015 General Assembly: Bullitt Trusts; Cash America International, Inc.; CorriSoft; Coventry First; Elevator Industry Work Preservation Fund; Jobathco Enterprises; Prison Fellowship Ministries; Saratoga Harness Racing, Inc.; and Westcare Foundation.



Top D.C. lobbying victories of the year

WASHINGTON, D.C. – The Hill -- By Megan R. Wilson – December 11, 2014


A legislatively lackluster year forced Washington’s influence industry to fight its battles on all fronts in 2014, as lobbyists grappled with congressional gridlock, and increasingly turned their attention to the executive branch.  Many of the year’s biggest lobbying wins came playing defense against bills, shaping regulations in the pipeline at agencies, and bending the ear of the White House.

Lobbyists, unions, trade associations and public interest groups of all stripes got into the action.  Here are some of the most prominent victories they scored in 2014: 

SECOND EMPLOYER MANDATE DELAY

In February, the Obama administration announced a second delay in the deadline for mid-size businesses to provide health insurance to their employees, while also easing some of the ObamaCare rules for larger companies.

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the International Franchise Association, Retail Industry Leaders Association and the National Retail Federation were among the business groups that lobbied heavily for the changes to the healthcare law.

Employers with 50 to 99 employees will now have until 2016 to provide their employees with health coverage.  Businesses that employ more than 100 people still have to comply with the regulations by 2015, but will only have to insure 70 percent of their workforce by that time, instead of the 95 percent that was originally required.

US EXPORT-IMPORT BANK RENEWAL

Support from Boeing, the National Association of Manufacturers and the Chamber of Commerce helped the U.S. Export-Import Bank (Ex-Im) overcome perhaps its toughest opposition in its 80-year history.


Combating conservative groups and Delta Air Lines — which called Ex-Im a fund for corporate welfare — proponents were even able to overcome strong reservations from House Financial Services Committee Chairman Jeb Hensarling of Texas.


Ultimately, Congress reauthorized Ex-Im’s charter through June 2015 within a larger stopgap government funding bill, setting up an even bigger battle over a multi-year extension next year.

CORPORATE POLITICAL DISCLOSURE 

Late last year, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) removed from its regulatory agenda an item that would require companies to disclose political donations to shareholders.


Koch Industries, the Chamber of Commerce, the Construction Industry Round Table, and other business groups lobbied the agency to abandon the rules, overpowering citizen watchdog groups, academics, investors and others who pressed the SEC to take up the issue.


Those pressures held firm in 2014, as an aggressive campaign from reformers to convince the agency to revisit the proposal fell short.  The SEC issued its latest rule-making agenda in November.  The controversial rule was not included. 

GENETICALLY MODIFIED FOOD 


The Grocery Manufacturers Association waged a counter-offensive to the growing push for labels on foods that contain genetically modified organisms (GMOs) — and has seen success on both the state and federal levels.


The group, with members that include Coca-Cola, Unilever, Starbucks and Monsanto, says that the labels could create an erroneous fear about GMOs.  Pro-labeling groups, such as the Center for Food Safety, charge that not enough is known about them and say consumers have a right to know what’s in them.

As part of the fight, members of Congress introduced an industry-backed bill creating a voluntary labeling system for GMO labeling.  The bill was the subject of a House hearing, at which lawmakers and a top Food and Drug Administration official defended the safety of GMO foods.

FLOOD INSURANCE REFORM 


Congress rolled back changes to the nation’s flood insurance program enacted only two years ago, in a victory for the National Association of Realtors, the Independent Community Bankers of America, the National Association of Counties and the National Association of Home Builders, among others.


Spurred by a spike in insurance premiums, lobbyists fought against fierce opposition from groups that said the subsidized rates from the National Flood Insurance Program could plunge the flood program that took a balance-sheet beating following Hurricane Katrina further into debt.


Lobbysists were able to permanently roll back flood insurance premium increases that Congress enacted to help keep the program afloat.

Mike Hubbard wins 2nd term as Alabama House Speaker

ALABAMA -- Montgomery Advertiser -- by Brian Lyman -- January 13, 2015

MONTGOMERY -- Auburn legislator Mike Hubbard was overwhelmingly elected to a second term as Speaker of the Alabama House of Representatives, a few months after his indictment on public corruption charges.

Hubbard, a 16-year veteran of the House, won 99 votes out of the 105 possible votes in the chamber.  There were no other nominees.

The Speaker was indicted in October on 23 charges of using public office for private gain. Prosecutors allege that Hubbard solicited investments in and business for a printing firm in which he holds an interest, and accuse the Speaker of lobbying the Governor's Office and the Alabama Department of Commerce on behalf of business clients.

Hubbard has pleaded not guilty to the charges and accused the Alabama attorney general's office of political motives in pursuing the case, which the office denies.  Mark White, an attorney for Hubbard, said in October that the transactions in the indictment were legal and ordinary.

In nominating Hubbard, House Majority Leader Micky Hammon of Decatur, called Hubbard "a man of honor, a man of integrity, a man of honesty."
House ethics measure addresses trio of scandals

INDIANA – Indianapolis Star – by Tom LoBianco -- January 16, 2015

House Speaker Brian Bosma said he will push sweeping ethics reforms designed to curb actions exposed in several ethics scandals in state government in the past few years.
Bosma, of Indianapolis, announced that ethics changes would require Indiana lawmakers to better disclose personal financial interests, list family members who are lobbyists and also state whether they, themselves, are out-of-state lobbyists.
He also said the legislation would target problems in the executive branch, including misuse of state resources for political campaigns and the extensive number of ethics waivers granted under the former administration of Gov. Mitch Daniels, without approval from the State Ethics Commission.
"We are taking action because it's the right thing to do," Bosma said, when asked whether recent scandals had harmed the public's trust in state government.
He said an ethics seminar with a National Conference of State Legislatures expert did help show lawmakers about problems raised by even the appearance of an ethics problem.

"We are worried about the reality of whether people trust their government," Bosma said.
The bill would also create a legislative ethics office in the Legislative Services Agency and mandate that lawmakers attend ethics training.
The sweeping ethics proposal comes in response to three scandals to hit the Statehouse recently, including one involving former House Speaker Pro Tem Eric Turner, of Cicero, who resigned in November, after The Associated Press reported he had millions of dollars on the line in a nursing home battle at the Statehouse. 
Turner said he did nothing wrong in privately fighting legislation that would have harmed his family nursing home business, but Bosma announced that he was removing Turner from the House leadership shortly after the sale of a Turner nursing home holding company (HealthLease Properties REIT) was announced for up to $2.4 billion.
U.S. Says N.Y. Assembly Speaker Took Millions in Payoffs, Abusing Office

NEW YORK – The New York Times – by William K. Rashbaum and Thomas Kaplan – Jan. 23, 2015 

Sheldon Silver, the speaker of the New York Assembly, exploited his position as one of the most powerful politicians in the state to obtain millions of dollars in bribes and kickbacks, federal authorities said on Thursday as they announced his arrest on a sweeping series of corruption charges.

For years, Mr. Silver has earned a lucrative income outside government, asserting that he was a simple personal injury lawyer who represented ordinary people.  But federal prosecutors said his purported law practice was a fiction, one he created to mask about $4 million in payoffs that he carefully and stealthily engineered for over a decade.

Mr. Silver, from the Lower East Side of Manhattan, was accused of steering real estate developers to a law firm that paid him kickbacks.  He was also accused of funneling state grants to a doctor who referred asbestos claims to a second law firm that employed Mr. Silver and paid him fees for referring clients.

“For many years, New Yorkers have asked the question: How could Speaker Silver, one of the most powerful men in all of New York, earn millions of dollars in outside income without deeply compromising his ability to honestly serve his constituents?” Preet Bharara, the United States attorney for the Southern District of New York, asked at a news conference with F.B.I. officials. “Today, we provide the answer: He didn’t.”

The investigation of Mr. Silver, right, picked up speed after Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo in March abruptly shut down an anticorruption commission. 

The arrest of Mr. Silver, 70, immediately upended state government, throwing the capital into convulsions just as this year’s legislative session gets underway.  The speaker since 1994, he was expected to play a large role in the coming weeks as lawmakers tussle with Mr. Cuomo over the budget and contentious proposals regarding public schooling and criminal justice.

It also cast new attention on Mr. Cuomo’s decision to shut down the Moreland Commission, an anticorruption panel that he appointed in July 2013 but abruptly ended last March.  
On Thursday, lawmakers and lobbyists confronted what had previously seemed like an unfathomable prospect: The Legislature’s most immovable and unassailable leader, who has weathered repeated scandals, had become the latest in an embarrassing march of Albany lawmakers accused of corruption.

“As we are reminded today, those who make the laws don’t have the right to break the laws,” Richard Frankel, the special agent in charge of the Criminal Division of the New York office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, said at the news conference.

A federal magistrate judge issued seizure warrants to block Mr. Silver from access to $3.8 million that the speaker had spread among eight bank and asset-management accounts.

In the criminal complaint, prosecutors outlined what they called two central schemes used by Sheldon Silver to obtain bribes and kickbacks. 

Scheme 1:
$700,000 in Bribes and Kickbacks

Mr. Silver was said to have persuaded developers who had business with the state to use a real estate law firm run by a former aide.  The firm paid him $700,000 in fees.

Scheme 2:

More Than $5.3 Million From Weitz & Luxenberg

Mr. Silver was said to have directed $500,000 in state money to an unnamed doctor, who in return sent possible asbestos victims to the law firm Weitz & Luxenberg.  He was paid $1.4 million in salary, and another $3.9 million in referral fees, and purported to work for the firm, but in fact “never performed any legal work whatsoever,” the prosecutors alleged.

The arrest put the spotlight back on the spate of corruption scandals in Albany and immediately overshadowed the ambitious second-term agenda that Mr. Cuomo laid out in his speech.  Several government watchdog groups responded to the arrest by calling for passage of new ethics measures.

Before Mr. Cuomo disbanded the anticorruption panel, it had sought to investigate the outside income of lawmakers; legislative leaders, including Mr. Silver, sued to block the inquiry.

The sudden closing led to a criminal investigation into the circumstances of the shutdown by Mr. Bharara’s office, which took over the commission’s cases and promised to continue its work.  The case against Mr. Silver began in June 2013 and was aided by the Moreland Commission’s work.

The five-count criminal complaint runs to 35 pages and lays out the schemes in detail. It charges Mr. Silver with honest services mail and wire fraud, conspiracy to commit honest services mail fraud, extortion “under the color of law” — using his official position to commit extortion — and extortion conspiracy.  If convicted, Mr. Silver faces a maximum of 20 years in prison for each count.

Mr. Silver’s profitable legal career — he reported earning more than $650,000 in 2013 — has long been viewed with suspicion in the capital, perhaps for good reason: Mr. Bharara’s office concluded that Mr. Silver received steady checks but performed no legal work for the money.

In one scheme described in court papers, he asked a pair of real estate developers to hire a small law firm, Goldberg & Iryami, which seeks reductions in New York City property taxes on behalf of its clients.

Mr. Silver received a slice of the legal fees paid to the firm, even though he did no work for the developers; prosecutors said he was paid about $700,000.  He did not report the income on his annual financial disclosure forms submitted to the state.

One of the developers was Glenwood Management, according to people familiar with the matter. Glenwood develops luxury apartment buildings in Manhattan, has been an enormous contributor to state politicians and has a significant interest in matters before the Legislature, such as measures dealing with real estate taxation.  While receiving fees from the real-estate law firm, Mr. Silver took actions that benefited the developers, prosecutors said.

The criminal complaint also suggested what many of Mr. Silver’s critics had long suspected — that he was hired at Weitz & Luxenberg for what was essentially a no-show job.  One of the firm’s founding partners told federal authorities that Mr. Silver was originally hired not to perform any legal work, but to boost the firm’s prestige.

Mr. Bharara was unsparing in his description of Mr. Silver’s conduct, saying the charges against him “go to the very core of what ails Albany.”

He added, somewhat ominously, that his office was in the midst of pursuing a number of other public corruption investigations.

“You should stay tuned,” he said.

Lobbyists, not just lawmakers, descend on Raleigh as new session begins

NORTH CAROLINA – Raleigh News-Observer -- by Lynn Bonner -- January 14, 2015  

RALEIGH -- The lobbyist for the city of Charlotte welcomed Gerry Cohen to the ranks of the professional influencers.
“Welcome to the dark side,” Dana C. Fenton said as he shook hands with Cohen, a former legislative employee who retired last year after nearly four decades working for lawmakers. 
Cohen moved around the legislative complex as a new lobbyist, shaking hands and handing out fresh business cards from his new employer: Nelson Mullins, a law firm with a lobbying arm.  He joked that he’d heard many other “dark side” references as the day wore on.  He started joking about it himself. 
Lawmakers filled the chambers of the Legislative Building for the start of a new session.  But the day also launched the intense work of lobbyists, who will spend the next months shaping new laws.  With 443 lobbyists registered with the N.C. Secretary of State’s office, the lobbyists outnumber lawmakers by a ratio of more than 2-to-1.  More will register as the session cranks up.
While the state’s part-time lawmakers get much of the attention and cast the deciding votes, many ideas for new laws come from the lobbyists and their employers, which cover all sorts of interests, large and small.  With permission from legislators, lobbyists can submit suggested bill language to legislative staffers – words that end up in bills and laws.
Cohen said many in the public likely are suspicious of lobbyists and he probably had it in his head – before he started working at the legislature – that lobbyists were evil. 
But he soon changed his view.  “I viewed lobbyists as a useful source of information as long as it was presented accurately and truthfully,” he said. 
Many are fixtures at the legislative complex. The audience of lobbyists watching legislative committees in action is often larger than the committees.  Early Wednesday morning, lobbyists crowded the hallways outside the House chamber, there to shake hands and congratulate new and returning members before the opening gavel fell. 
Prior connections to the legislature are an asset to lobbyists, with former politicians and former staff members swelling the ranks – and seen as among the most effective.  State law sets a six-month cooling off period for legislators who move from making laws to lobbying their colleagues.  
Former two-term House Speaker Harold Brubaker was named the most influential lobbyist in the latest ranking by the N.C. Center for Public Policy Research, which surveys legislators, other lobbyists, and reporters.  Toward the end of his 18 House terms, Brubaker mentored former House Speaker and now U.S. Sen. Thom Tillis.
Ranked second most influential was Dana Simpson, a former aide to Brubaker when he was speaker.  Other top-ranked lobbyists: Former Raleigh mayor Tom Fetzer; former House member Jim Harrell; Lori Ann Harris, an aide to Sen. Dan Blue when he was House Speaker; and former Sen. Richard Stevens of Cary. 
Oklahoma's budget hole could lead to greater scrutiny of tax incentives, dedicated funding

OKLAHOMA – The Oklahoman -- by Rick Green -- January 4, 2015 

A looming $300 million budget hole may lead to greater scrutiny of the $1.7 billion the state gives away each year on tax credits, incentives and exemptions, House Speaker Jeff Hickman said.


“We don’t have a problem in terms of revenue,” he said.  “We have a problem in terms of some expenditures.  We need to look at the billion plus we’re giving away.  If we ever hope to make significant reductions in the income tax you have to look at those things.”


He said it also may be time to create a fair system to determine whether an incentive is actually sparking economic growth and stability.

“Tax credits and incentives can be viewed as another form of investing the Oklahoma taxpayers’ money,” Hickman said. “It’s time to begin making those decisions based on reliable evidence and which incentives have the greatest immediate and long-term results.”


Pennsylvania lawmakers will be challenged to ban themselves from taking lobbyists’ gifts
PENNSYLVANIA – Associated Press – by Marc Levy – December 18, 2014


HARRISBURG -- Pennsylvania lawmakers' willingness to stop taking gifts from lobbyists, state contractors, and other people who want to influence state government is about to be tested.


Lancaster County Sen. Lloyd Smucker said he will introduce a sweeping bill to ban nearly all gifts to public officials and employees in Pennsylvania, including state and local government employees.


A comprehensive ban might cause heartburn in Pennsylvania's Capitol, where lobbyists routinely provide free meals, drinks and tickets to expensive sporting events and recreational opportunities, like ski areas.


But this bill has the added weight of testimony collected by Smucker's State Government Committee, a pledge by Gov. Tom Wolf to ban gifts to executive branch employees and officials and a fresh corruption scandal that produced bribery charges against two lawmakers.


"This is about rebuilding confidence in the institution and the public should be confident that their legislators are there to serve in the best interests of their constituents and not in their own best interest," Smucker said.


Smucker began working in earnest on the bill after The Philadelphia Inquirer reported in March that an undercover informant posing as a lobbyist had given cash to four House members, allegedly in exchange for promises to help his clients' pet legislation or projects.  Philadelphia District Attorney Seth Williams has charged Reps. Ronald Waters and Vanessa Brown with bribery and other counts.  

Pennsylvania has no limit on such gifts, while four out of five states impose some sort of limit, Smucker said.  A Smucker memo about his planned legislation to fellow lawmakers said his bill also would prohibit gifts to relatives of public officials and employees if it is given because of the official's or employee's position.
Ex-Sen. Ford pleads guilty
SOUTH CAROLINA – The State -- by John Monk -- January 14, 2015  

2015-01-15T01:25:09ZBy JOHN MONK The_State
Ex-Sen. Robert Ford pleaded guilty to misconduct in office, forgery and two counts of ethics violations.  The maximum prison sentence to which Ford is exposed is 15 years, but he likely will get little or no time when sentenced in April.  Prosecutors dismissed four charges against Ford in return for his plea on four other charges.

After leaving a court hearing, Ford, 66, from Charleston, told reporters at the Richland County courthouse he is “not guilty” but pleaded guilty to save money on attorneys’ fees.  “None of the allegations were true – not one.  Please understand that,” Ford said.

Minutes earlier, assistant deputy state attorney general Creighton Waters had summarized Ford’s crimes, telling Circuit Judge Robert Hood that Ford had committed some 350 separate violations of state law. The plea agreement had him pleading guilty to four counts, for violations between 2008 and 2013.

Those 350 violations included Ford converting an untold amount of campaign money to his personal use, forging copies of checks he gave to state investigators to cover up misdeeds and filing false statements in both his Senate disclosure forms and in his 2010 gubernatorial campaign, Waters said.  
Ford’s 2013 resignation, on the second day of the Senate ethics committee’s public hearings on alleged violations, saved him the embarrassment of being expelled by the Senate, Sen. John Courson of Richland, said at that time. 
House panel recommends Texas Legislature take action on dark money

TEXAS – Houston Chronicle – by David Saleh Rauf -- January 8, 2015

AUSTIN -- Texas lawmakers should take steps to increase transparency in the state’s campaign finance system by passing new measures to prevent politically active nonprofits from shielding the identities of their donors, a powerful House committee said Thursday.

Labeling so-called dark money spending a corrupting force in the democratic process, the House Committee on State Affairs released a series of recommendations in a report that suggests the Legislature take action to require disclosure of contributors to 501(c)(4) nonprofits.

House Speaker Joe Straus tasked the committee to dive into the topic during the interim.

“The ability to give and spend anonymously through highly sophisticated means, often by obtaining 501(c)(4) status, corrupts the free democratic process for everyone,” the report said.  “It is fundamentally vital that the legislature increase the transparency of our campaign finance system and protect the integrity of our elections, while providing for laws that meet constitutional scrutiny.”  Among the recommendations:

· Lawmakers should pass legislation that will “ensure that all entities spending substantial funds to influence elections have the same reporting standard” as political action committees, which are required to disclose donors.
· The legislature “should give individuals who donate to non-profit groups the ability to expressly opt-out of having their donations used for political purposes.”  This would entail providing a check box for donors to say if they approve of their money being used for politicking, a technique currently being used in Utah.  
· The legislature “should consider defining in statute, the phrase ‘a principal purpose’ and ‘acting in concert,’ a measure the committee explained would help bolster new dark money regulations passed by the Texas Ethics Commission.
· The legislature could enact: “statutes requiring the disclosure of the identity of persons funding direct campaign expenditures made by a person that does not meet the definition of a political committee.”
State Rep. Byron Cook from Corsicana, who chairs the state affairs committee, has said the committee is concerned that some contributors seeking to influence elections are not subject to disclosure.  But he’s also said the committee does not support requiring disclosure of all donors to politically active nonprofits.
501(c)(4)s are allowed to make independent expenditures to influence elections without having to disclose donors and have become a hot topic for state lawmakers after Gov. Rick Perry vetoed a dark money disclosure measure last session.

Further igniting the debate, the state’s campaign finance regulator passed new rules intended to define when a 501(c)(4)’s political activity crosses the line and should have to disclose donors like a traditional political action committee.  The regulation is currently being challenged in federal court.

Morrissey, in midst of six-month jail term, wins election to Virginia House
VIRGINIA -- The Washington Post -- by Jenna Portnoy -- January 13, 2015
RICHMOND — Joseph D. Morrissey was reelected to the Virginia House of Delegates, opening another chapter in a made-for-TV-movie-style drama likely to captivate the General Assembly session.


Running as an independent, Morrissey defeated Democrat Kevin Sullivan and Republican Matt Walton.  The district mostly spans the Richmond suburb of Henrico County.


Voters were apparently unmoved by Morrissey’s plea last month on a misdemeanor charge of contributing to the delinquency of a minor, which stemmed from his relationship with a 17-year-old receptionist at his law office. The 57-year-old lawmaker maintained his innocence while entering a guilty plea to avoid a possible conviction on felony charges.


He also resigned from office, but he then immediately vowed to run for the seat in the special election to replace him.  Morrissey’s hurdles are far from over.  Republican and Democratic leaders quickly indicated they are considering all options, including beginning the process to expel or censure him when the legislature convenes in Richmond for a six-week session.


House of Delegates Speaker William J. Howell of Stafford said he and other leaders will look to the state Constitution and House rules to guide their next steps.


In a statement, Howell said: “Mr. Morrissey’s election does not change the fact that his actions fall grievously short of the standards of a public servant in the House of Delegates.  As Speaker, I have an obligation to faithfully and impartially discharge my duties as presiding officer and a responsibility to protect the honor and integrity of the House of Delegates as an institution. There are a number of options available to the body to address questions of conduct regarding its members.” 
Ethics issues loom over General Assembly's start
VIRGINIA -- The Virginian-Pilot – by Patrick Wilson -- January 14, 2015 
RICHMOND -- Proposals to limit gifts to elected officials and other ethics issues will be front and center when the General Assembly convenes, as legislators begin their annual session with a former governor heading to prison and his wife soon to be sentenced on related corruption charges.

Lawmakers are expected to consider several issues over the next two months, including education standards, adjustments to the state's two-year budget and - again - potential Medicaid expansion. 

But ethics looms large.

Sobered by the convictions in September of former Gov. Bob McDonnell and his wife, Maureen, there's no dispute between McAuliffe and the General Assembly that tougher limits on gifts to public officials are needed.  They appear to generally agree what the limits should be but are far apart on who should enforce them.

In 2014, lawmakers approved a $250 cap on annual gifts to an official from any one lobbyist. That move was criticized by some for not including intangible gifts, such as travel, meals and sporting events.

This year, McAuliffe and many legislators are interested in adding intangibles to the gift limit.  House leaders say they also want to reduce the gift limit to $100.  Some, like Del. Chris Jones of Suffolk, want to ban all gifts to legislators.

But exactly who should be enforcing Virginia's ethics laws?  Currently, it's done by lawmakers themselves, the attorney general or a prosecutor.  McAuliffe wants a commission - independent of the General Assembly - to investigate ethics complaints and punish lawmakers found in violation.

The Virginia Ethics and Conflict of Interest Advisory Council is tasked with reviewing disclosure forms filed by state and local officials and lobbyists, creating a searchable database of the forms and providing advisory opinions on ethics and conflict of interest issues.

It has no enforcement power.  Complaints about state lawmakers sent to the council would be forwarded to panels in the House or Senate.

On Dec. 1, the bipartisan Commission on Integrity and Public Confidence in State Government established by McAuliffe called for an independent panel that would conduct investigations, issue civil penalties and refer criminal cases to law enforcement.  The group is headed by former Lt. Gov. Bill Bolling and former U.S. Rep. Rick Boucher.

Stephen Spaulding, policy attorney for the watchdog group Common Cause, said "not having an independent commission means that the foxes are still guarding the henhouse.... By going the independent commission route, the legislature would be increasing confidence of the people in their elected representatives."

Check, please: Lawmaker would ban free meals for state officials

WASHINGTON – The Bellingham Herald -- By Jordan Schrader -- January 13, 2015  

OLYMPIA -- New limits for being wined and dined awaited state lawmakers when they returned to Olympia this week, and a stingier proposal is on their menu.  An ethics board decided lawmakers starting this month are allowed no more than 12 free meals from lobbyists each year.  Rep. Chris Hurst wants to ban the practice altogether.
Hurst’s bill is aimed at repairing trust in government.  “This is something we should have done a long time ago.  It’s embarrassing that we haven’t,” Hurst said.

A stricter ban may wait a while longer, though. It faces a chilly reception in the State Government Committee chaired by Rep. Sam Hunt.  “I think we’ll just let this sit for a while, see what happens with the 12 meals” limit, said Hunt.  “We’ve got enough people upset everywhere trying to figure out what this means.”

Fifty lobbyists reported spending $65,000 on meals for lawmakers in the first four months of 2013, according to a report by The Associated Press and public radio. 

That helped push the Legislative Ethics Board to define an exemption in state gift limits.  The law allows for free meals on “infrequent occasions,” and the board decided that means lawmakers can take up to 12 a year from lobbyists. 

The board also asked the Legislature to require more reporting.  Today, only meals that cost more than $50 must be reported. 

Hurst’s proposal would delete the exemption for meals on infrequent occasions, and several others allowing meals and other gifts.  But it would keep an allowance for events connected to charities, governments, and civic and community groups, as long as the events are not intended “to influence state officers or employees.”

Hurst put forward a similar proposal nearly a decade ago and says he got plenty of grief from lobbyists and legislators.  But since then, he said, more lawmakers have joined him in refusing to take gifts from lobbyists — even a cup of coffee.

Skepticism still remains, though, and it’s bipartisan. Wenatchee Sen. Linda Evans Parlette said it’s fine to have to keep track of meals, but an outright ban seems excessive.  Working dinners are useful, she said.

A lobbyist for businesses and school districts, Charles Brown, said long conversations over a meal build relationships.  It doesn’t much matter who pays for them, he said. 

“Legislators are not swayed by someone offering to buy them a meal,” Brown said.

“I’m not saying lobbyists are buying influence,” Hurst said, “but they’re not doing it for no reason.” 
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Lobbying spending breaks record again





Commission issues advisory on advertising and lobbyist co-hosting





Legislators’ financial disclosure statements due Feb. 17
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