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Of the interest groups lobbying the General Assembly, health care issues attracted by far the most lobbying dollars during the first portion of 2009, according to records filed with the Legislative Ethics Commission.  
As of the end of the last reporting period, which includes the 2009 Regular Session but not the special session in June, health care interests spent $1,358,578 lobbying the General Assembly.

The total for health care lobbying includes amounts spent by a wide array of groups, including hospitals (about $289,000), pharmaceutical interests (about $186,000), mental health interests ($83,421), and provider groups such as the Kentucky Medical Association ($63,500) and chiropractors ($36,116), but does not include most insurance industry lobbying.

After health care, there was a steep drop to the second highest spending interest groups, which were those lobbying on energy issues and utilities, such as coal, natural gas and electricity.  The energy and utility groups spent a total of $561,896, less than half the amount spent on health care.

The energy groups spent about $326,559 with coal interests leading the way by spending $96,170, including $41,828 spent by Coal Operators & Associates, Inc., a Pikeville-based group of coal mining, preparation, and transportation businesses.

Utilities spent $235,337, led by the Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives, which spent $28,515.  E.On U.S., which owns Louisville Gas & Electric, Kentucky Utilities Co., and Western Kentucky Energy spent $26,749, and Chesapeake Appalachia, LLC, a natural gas producer headquartered in Oklahoma City, spent $24,000.

Racing and gaming interests spent $418,783 on lobbying in the first four months of 2009.  Horse racing organizations and industry support groups spent $267,120, led by the Kentucky Equine Education Partnership at $50,000, the Keeneland Association ($45,539), and Kentucky Downs, LLC ($38,000).

Gaming interests spent $151,663 in early 2009, including $24,000 from International Game Technology, $18,000 from GTECH Corporation, and $20,000 from Columbia Sussex, the Crestview Hills company which manages hotels and casinos.

Spending reports for lobbying during the May to August period are due by September 15, and these reports will include spending during the June special session when racing and gaming issues were on the agenda. 
Public and private organizations lobbying on education issues were the fourth highest spending lobbying sector, at $344,837.  Spending by education groups was topped by the Kentucky Education Association, a membership organization for teachers, which spent $49,256, and by the Association of Independent Kentucky Colleges & Universities, which spent $40,619 during the first four months of 2009. 


With a proposal in the 2009 General Assembly to increase taxes on tobacco products, tobacco interests spent $342,462 on lobbying.  That total includes the $98,572 spent by Altria Client Services & Its Affiliates, and by Altria’s UST Public Affairs unit. Reynolds American, Inc. spent $75,355, and National Tobacco Co. spent $30,000.


The banking and financial services sector was next on the lobbying list, spending $334,339, including $58,735 from the Kentucky Bankers Association, $33,094 from the Kentucky Deferred Deposit Association, a group that represents the payday advance loan industry, and $20,000 from American International Group (AIG), the insurance and financial services company which lost over $99 billion in 2008, and has borrowed heavily from the federal government.

Insurance industry organizations spent $329,491 on lobbying in the January through April period.  That total includes $36,500 spent by Wellpoint – Anthem Blue Cross/Blue Shield.  Assurant Solutions spent $33,748 on lobbying, Humana Inc. spent $30,458, and American Insurance Association spent $29,099.


The last interest group spending over $300,000 in the 2009 session consisted of the organizations focused on business development, including chambers of commerce, economic development, and retail.  The chambers spent $207,352, and were led by the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($98,375), and Greater Louisville, Inc. ($50,080).  The Kentucky Retail Federation spent $51,931.

The total of all lobbying spending by employers for the first four months of 2009 is $6,786,274, which includes $6,426,068 in lobbyist compensation and $281,936 for receptions, meals and events to which legislators were invited.  The total spending for all of 2008 was $15,678,211, including $14,738,149 in lobbyist compensation.

A complete list of employer lobbying expenditures by industry, and by employer, is available at the website of the Legislative Ethics Commission http://klec.ky.gov/.
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In the first four months of 2009, lobbyists reported spending $0 on food or beverages provided to individual legislators.  Likewise, in 2007, there was no spending by lobbyists on individual meals for legislators or family members.  In 2008, lobbyists reported spending just $81.83 on individual meals or beverages.

Spending by legislative agents (lobbyists) appears to be on track to match or exceed lobbyist spending for 2007, the last year in which there was a short (30-day) legislative session.

As of the end of the last reporting period, lobbyists have reported spending $444,330 on expenses such as food, lodging, transportation, and office expenses during the first four months of 2009.  These are expenses that are neither reimbursable to the lobbyist by the lobbyist’s employer, nor tax-deductible as a business expense.
In 2007, lobbyists spent $1,025,796 on expenses.  During 2008, when the regular session stretched from early January to mid-April, expenses were somewhat higher – at $1,196,922.
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Please be sure to watch for your packet of information on Electronic Filing.  We will be mailing these out the week of August 10, 2009.  PLEASE TAKE NOTE:  Due to budgetary constraints in Kentucky, forms will no longer be mailed to lobbyists or employers, unless requested.

News You Can Use from State & Federal Communications

"At Investigator's Urging, House Will Look into Sansom's Dealings"
Florida  -  St. Petersburg Times  -  Published: 6/27/2009

State Rep. Ray Sansom, already indicted by a grand jury, now faces disciplinary action from his colleagues after an investigator found probable cause he damaged "faith and confidence" in the Florida House. The findings, based on the tens of millions of dollars Sansom funneled to Northwest Florida State College and his role in funding an airport building wanted by a private developer, will trigger a House tribunal that could recommend sanctions, including removal from office.

A state grand jury has already indicted Sansom on charges of official misconduct and perjury. He also faces an ongoing state ethics investigation over his actions with the college, which culminated in his taking a part-time, $110,000 a year job on the same day last November that he was sworn in as House speaker. Sansom has since resigned the leadership post.

"It is my view that a reasonable person would conclude that his employment was designed primarily to take advantage of his position as speaker to the benefit of the college and the salary was direct compensation for Rep. Sansom's official acts as a member and speaker on behalf of the college and its president," investigator Steve Kahn wrote in his report.

College President Bob Richburg, who has since been fired, never advertised the job and did not include it on a meeting agenda, saying there was no time. But he began discussing the hiring with college trustees at least a month before the hiring. Richburg and Sansom worked on funding and getting favorable legislation passed, and discussed the airport building along with developer Jay Odom.

Kahn's report emphasizes those connections. He concluded Sansom used his power as the top House budget writer to get tens of millions in additional funding for his future employer, including $7.5 million for a leadership institute Sansom was to oversee as an employee. That money was just part of a $25.5 million reward Sansom worked into the 2008 budget. The college was supposed to get $1 million.

In his report, Kahn homed in on the $6 million building at Destin Airport. In 2007, Sansom quietly inserted the money into the budget and said it would be used by the college to train emergency workers and also serve as a staging area during major storms. But Kahn, as did the grand jury, found evidence it was a gift to Odom, Sansom's friend and campaign donor. Odom, who is also under indictment, as is Richburg, had been trying to get the state to pay for an airplane hangar he would use for his private jet operation at Destin Airport.

Kahn found probable cause that a private meeting Sansom helped set up of trustees of the college also eroded faith in the House. The meeting took place in March 2008 at a private club at Florida State University, where Sansom and Richburg discussed legislation, which eventually passed, to create a new tier of state colleges. “[The secretive nature and a failure to alter a direction that no signs be placed outside make] evident their mutual intent to remove discussions from public view which were required to be in it," wrote Kahn.

House Speaker Larry Cretul, who replaced Sansom just before the legislative session began in March, named a five-member panel that will examine the circumstances and recommend action, which could include removing Sansom from office. Three panel members are Republicans and two are Democrats. The committee has subpoena power, but Cretul said he did not know whether Sansom could be compelled to testify.

"Board Asks for Veto of Lobbyist Bill"
Louisiana  -  Baton Rouge Advocate  -  Published: 7/1/2009

The Louisiana Board of Ethics asked Gov. Bobby Jindal to veto legislation that would expand opportunities for lobbyists to exceed a $50 cap when they entertain lawmakers and other public officials. House Bill 591, sponsored by state Rep. Noble Ellington, is sitting on Jindal's desk awaiting action. It was approved in the final days of the 2009 legislative session. "[Signing the legislation into law would weaken basic standards of ethical conduct for public servants] more than they are already," board Chairperson Frank Simoneaux wrote in a letter to Jindal.

Based on conversations he has had with Jindal's office, Ellington said he does not expect a veto. Ellington said he does not think most board members understand the special circumstances, such as so-called state nights, that face lawmakers and other officials attending events like the National Conference of State Legislatures' annual meeting.

"The $50 deal does not bother me – it's the different circumstances," said Ellington. "Nobody wants to get caught in a 'gotcha.'"

Ellington filed the legislation because he was dissatisfied with an ethics board's interpretation of an exception to a new state law that set a $50 limit per event on entertaining. The board advised that the $50 spending limit could only be exceeded for official events of the state, regional, and national meetings. But Ellington and other lawmakers said that is not what they intended when they passed the law last year.

House Bill 591 started out allowing the $50 limit to be topped for meetings or gatherings held while the event was going on. By the time it won final legislative passage, the bill would allow lobbyists to spend more than $50 per person when 10 or more people associated with the organization are invited to a gathering at a conference.

In his letter, Simoneaux cited state laws governing the conduct of public servants, including those that ban others giving them things of economic value for the performance of their public duties, and another similar law that prohibits acceptance of gifts by persons seeking to influence passage or defeat of legislation. Prior ethics opinions have banned library employees from accepting small tokens of appreciation from library patrons such as cookies and cakes, and police officers from taking similar tokens from citizens.

"Compared to these examples, House Bill 591 would authorize egregious and unequal treatment of persons by favoring those persons seeking to influence the official decisions of the public servant," said Simoneaux. "That certainly is bad public policy."

"Patrick Signs Ethics Overhaul Bill into Law"
Massachusetts  -  Boston Globe  -  Published: 7/1/2009

Massachusetts Gov. Deval Patrick on July 1 signed a sweeping ethics overhaul into law. He was joined at the ceremony by top lawmakers who hope the new rules will help restore public confidence in state government after several highly publicized scandals. "The ethics reform bill raises the level of expectation inside the building to what the public is entitled to – and expects," said Patrick. He singled out three people for their work: Ben Clements, his chief legal counsel; House Majority Leader James Vallee; and House Speaker Robert DeLeo.

The state Senate had two members resign last year, one of whom, Dianne Wilkerson, was photographed by federal agents accepting money, an alleged payoff for her help in passing legislation. Former House Speaker Salvatore DiMasi was indicted by a federal grand jury for allegedly orchestrating a scheme that allowed him to pocket $57,000 from a software company while he was using his office to make sure the company won state contracts.

"Judge Denies Coniglio Bid to Dismiss Indictment"
New Jersey  -  Bergen Record  -  Published: 6/17/2009

A federal judge denied former New Jersey Sen. Joseph Coniglio's bid to dismiss his corruption indictment, finding no basis to support claims he was selectively prosecuted by former U.S. Attorney Christopher Christie. U.S. District Court Judge Dennis Cavanaugh, who presided over the former lawmaker’s bribery trial earlier this year, also denied Coniglio's request for an evidentiary hearing and motions he be granted a new trial. In a related ruling, the judge quashed a subpoena from Coniglio's lawyer to North Jersey Media Group, The Bergen Record’s parent company, seeking notes and an audio recording of Christie’s comments to the newspaper’s editorial board during his campaign for the Republican nomination for governor.

Coniglio is facing up to eight years in prison after a jury convicted him of extortion and mail fraud in a scheme to use his influence to steer millions of dollars in state grants to Hackensack University Medical Center in exchange for $103,900 in consulting fees paid over 22 months. Coniglio's attorney, Gerald Krovatin, attacked his client’s conviction on several fronts, citing a verdict not supported by the evidence, judicial error in the charge to the jury, and a legally defective indictment, among other grounds. But it was his claim that Coniglio was targeted by Christie because he is a Democrat that particularly inflamed prosecutors.

Seeing former Bogota Mayor Steve Lonegan, a Republican, as a prospective political rival in 2009 for the GOP gubernatorial nominations, Christie sought to get out in front of the issue when Lonegan filed a barrage of ethics complaints in 2006 against Democrats, including Conligio, Krovatin argued in court. Soon after, Christe’s office began investigating the Legislature, the budget process, and three Democratic senators – Coniglio, Wayne Bryant, and Sharpe James, said Krovatin.

Assistant U.S. Attorney Rachael Honig told the judge that Krovatin’s allegations are false and demonstrate a misunderstanding of how the U.S. attorney's office investigates cases. Honing said it is not the boss who initiates inquiries, but the investigative agents and line attorneys, and their work is reviewed and approved by supervisors up the ladder as a case progresses.

Honig argued the defendant produced no evidence he was targeted because he is a Democrat, nor proof other lawmakers, in particular Republicans, could have been prosecuted for similar crimes and were not based on their political affiliation. During Christie's tenure, Honig said his office prosecuted members of both political parties, and Christie's comments now, as a candidate, merely show he is taking credit for his record of convicting corrupt public officials.

Cavanaugh agreed, ruling Conilgio failed to identify any others who could have been prosecuted but were not, and failed to show a discriminatory effect or intent in his prosecution. The judge also found there was abundant evidence to support Coniglio's conviction.

"Lawmakers Flying High on Taxpayer Dime"
New Mexico  -  Santa Fe New Mexican  -  Published: 6/20/2009

Joe Carraro did not seek re-election to the New Mexico Senate last year, but that did not stop him from taking trips out of state to various conferences with expenses covered by taxpayers. Carraro went to New Orleans, which hosted the annual meeting of the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), and Anchorage, the location of the Council of State Governments (CSG)-West annual meeting. Out-of-state travel must be approved by the speaker of the House or the Senate president pro tem. These trips are documented in lawmakers' travel vouchers from last year, recently inspected by The Santa Fe New Mexican.

In 2008, the state paid more than $211,000 for legislators to travel out of state. In a similar study by The New Mexican seven years ago, the state paid less than $130,000 for out-of-state travel for lawmakers. The travel expenses paid by the state include per diems for legislators, as well as transportation expenses. Most of these expenses were for conferences, meetings, and workshops sponsored by national organizations to which the state pays dues, such as NCSL and CSG.

Paula Tackett, director of the Legislative Council Service, said the state pays tens of thousands of dollars a year in dues to each of these three organizations. CSG-West alone costs the state $96,000 a year. But that money goes for much more than forums and conferences, said Tackett. She said the Legislature uses these groups for research in a variety of issues.

It is against state law to reimburse state legislators for travel if they are not seeking re-election or if they have been defeated in an election unless the travel is approved by a three-fourths vote of the Legislative Council at a regularly called meeting. On June 23, 2008, about three weeks after the primary, the Legislative Council unanimously passed a motion to approve travel to national committees to which they have been appointed for lawmakers not seeking re-election or who were defeated in the primary.

The most traveled legislator in 2008 was Sen. Cisco McSorley. The state spent $18,971 last year for his trips. McSorley said the money the state reimbursed him is far less than he actually spent. He said the difference was paid for with his campaign funds, a practice that provoked criticism. McSorley defends using his campaign funds to pay his travel expenses, but says it shows why state legislators should be paid salaries. New Mexico is one of the only states that does not pay salaries to lawmakers.

McSorley said because the state pays dues to organizations like NCSL, it is a shame that more legislators do not attend more of the conferences offered. "It's not whether they go, it's whether they show up to the business sessions," said McSorley. Not all legislators do, but he declined to name names.

But for those who do show up to the sessions, these conferences are a good way to learn directly from experts about issues that legislatures must deal with. McSorley, an attorney, compared one of his trips, to the National Conference of Commissioners of Uniform State Laws, last July to law school. "You sit in a classroom from eight to five," said McSorley.

Some legislators already are looking ahead to this year's round of out-of-state conferences. The NCSL is meeting in July in Philadelphia. But travel reimbursements should be much cheaper for this year's annual meeting of CSG-West, even though more state legislators are expect to attend. That meeting is scheduled for October in Santa Fe.

"Assemblyman Pleads Guilty to Soliciting Payments"
New York  -  New York Times  -  Published: 6/25/2009

Former New York Assemblyperson Anthony Seminerio pleaded guilty to abusing his position by soliciting for himself an amount prosecutors estimated at $500,000. Seminerio represented his Queens district for more than 30 years before resigning recently. Federal prosecutors said for the last decade he traded upon his office, receiving corrupt payments from people or organizations that had business before the state and sometimes threatening those who resisted his requests for money. The payments were funneled into a company called Marc Consultants Seminerio created to hide the income, said prosecutors.

Seminerio admitted one of the organizations that paid him for wielding his political influence was Jamaica Hospital Medical Center. Prosecutors said the hospital had paid Marc Consultants about $310,000 and a separate, managed health care plan affiliated with the hospital paid another $80,000. At the request of hospital officers, prosecutors said Seminerio acted as an advocate with legislators and lobbied on their behalf with executive branch officials without divulging he had received payments from the hospital.

In the course of the investigation, federal agents intercepted Seminerio’s communications and used a cooperating witness to record conversations with him. They also recorded his conversations with an undercover FBI agent who paid $25,000 to Seminerio while posing as a developer, said prosecutors. In exchange, Seminerio was said to have agreed to help secure tax credits for redevelopment projects in environmentally contaminated areas and propose legislation with provisions suggested by the agent.

The guilty plea by Seminerio carries a maximum penalty of 20 years in prison and fines that could exceed $250,000. Federal prosecutors said they believed an appropriate penalty would be a prison term of about 11 to 17 years, along with a fine of up to $175,000. Seminerio is scheduled to return to court on October 20 for a sentencing hearing.

"Black Could Cut Time by Helping Prosecutors"
North Carolina  -  Raleigh News & Observer  -  Published: 6/23/2009

While friends lobby for a pardon, imprisoned former North Carolina House Speaker Jim Black may hold his own key to early release by cooperating with prosecutors who put him behind bars. Under a 2007 plea agreement, federal prosecutors agreed to recommend a shorter sentence in exchange for information that helps in other prosecutions.

"We are more than happy to live up to our bargain," said U.S. Attorney George Holding, who prosecuted Black. "We have a continuing obligation, if he provides substantial assistance, to ask for a reduction in his sentence."

Black was sentenced in 2007 for accepting thousands of dollars in illegal payments while speaker. He is scheduled for release from a federal prison in March 2012. His lawyers have said more than 150 people have asked federal officials to commute his sentence or at least move him closer to home. In a letter to the U.S. pardon attorney, lawyer Jim Craven said Black was in poor health and his wife has Lou Gehrig's Disease.

Black was the biggest catch in a web of corruption probes that snared several fellow officeholders. Former U.S. Rep. Frank Balance (D-N.C.), onetime North Carolina Agriculture Secretary Meg Scott Phipps, former state Rep. Mike Decker, and ex-lottery Commissioner Kevin Geddings all went to prison. Balance was released on June 22. Phipps served four years before her release in 2007. Decker and Geddings are still behind bars.

But other names swirled amid allegations of unreported donations and “pay-to-play” politics. The North Carolina Board of Elections, for example, looked at how Black got $2,000 cash from a bar owner whose donation went through a Charlotte tourism group before ending up in Black's campaign. In a probe of donations from the video poker industry, the elections board sought testimony from games operator Robert Huckabee, who was out of the country and never testified.

At his sentencing, Black testified lobbyist Don Beason, whose clients included the amusement machine association, lent him $500,000 in June 2000, about the time the House rejected a Senate effort to ban video poker. Holding said Black provided no substantial assistance that would have aided other prosecutions. Wake County District Attorney Colon Willoughby said Black also offered little help to state prosecutors.

Black's attorney, Whit Powell, argues his client has cooperated. "… [Black] is certainly willing to testify to a grand jury or talk to federal investigators about anything they'd like to talk about," said Powell.

Bob Hall of Democracy North Carolina, whose research into Black's campaign contributions helped set the stage for his prosecution, suggests the former speaker could offer prosecutors more help. "So if he wants a reduced prison time now, does that mean he's changed his mind and is ready to tell the truth about the full extent of pay-to-play politics in North Carolina?" asked Hall.

"Ethics Complaint against Hunt and Buckley Dismissed"
Oregon  -  Portland Business Journal; Staff  -  Published: 6/15/2009

A complaint charging two leading Oregon House Democrats with trading public resources to influence votes failed to hold water with the state ethics panel. The Oregon Government Ethics Commission dismissed the state Republican Party’s complaint against House Speaker Dave Hunt and Rep. Peter Buckley, the co-chairperson of the joint Ways and Means Committee.

State GOP Chairperson Bob Tiernan had suggested Hunt and Buckley attempted to secure a "yes" vote on three tax measures from Rep. Greg Smith by backing several projects in Smith’s district. Ronald Bersin, the commission's executive director, said the panel did not find any personal financial benefit gained by Buckley or Hunt. "We have carefully reviewed your allegations and supporting material, and do not find the allegations come within the commission's jurisdiction," Bersin wrote to Tiernan.

Hunt said his support for the projects in Smith's district was unconditional. Smith’s vote helped Democrats collect a so-called super majority needed to enact tax hikes. The Senate eventually passed the measure after a last-minute deal convinced Sen. Mark Hass to change his stance.
"As Pennsylvania Budget Deadline Looms, Lobbyists Flock to Fundraisers"
Pennsylvania  -  Allentown Morning Call  -  Published: 6/30/2009

State Rep. Matt Gabler is barely seven months into his first term, but he is already schooled in the ways of Harrisburg. During one recent evening, he greeted lobbyists, fellow lawmakers, and others entering his re-election fundraiser in a room above an Irish pub barely a block from the Pennsylvania Capitol. "Where should I put this?" asked one young woman, wielding an envelope probably containing her $250 admission fee.

Gabler looked around, shrugged, and said, "I guess I'll take it." His reception was one of 13 that day, a busy one less than a week before the deadline to adopt a new state budget. Hundreds of millions of tax dollars are in play as lawmakers debate where to cut and where to spend. Theoretically, the day's roster of receptions offered lobbyists an opportunity to bend a lawmaker's ear over breakfast, watch a bill move through a committee in the afternoon, and discuss results over drinks that evening.

Lobbyists often cannot afford to decline offers to attend the events, despite the accumulated cost. The frequency of fundraisers picked up as the economy worsened, and lobbyists say they are being asked to give even more. Fundraisers increase at budget time, putting lobbyists at the mercy of more lawmakers.

Ingrained in the state's political culture, the seemingly endless rounds of fundraisers and receptions held while the Legislature is in session offer a well-traveled path connecting the influential with those who hope to influence them. Critics say the receptions, which are banned or tightly regulated in other states, can lead to the kind of government where the interest group with the most money wins the day.

"It's a particularly egregious system where we see this rapid-fire relationship between fundraising and possible legislative action," said Pennsylvania Common Cause Executive Director Barry Kauffman. "Not many citizens have lobbyists to represent them."

Seventeen states ban or limit political fundraisers while lawmakers are in session, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. Twelve more states prohibit or restrict contributions by lobbyists during the legislative session. States with bans or restrictions provide some exceptions during the campaign season. Alabama, for instance, allows contributions during the 120 days before a primary, general, or run-off election.

Government reformers have long complained about Pennsylvania's weak campaign finance law, which lacks spending and contribution limits. The law only strictly forbids direct corporate contributions to candidates. Rep. David Levdansky expected to introduce campaign finance legislation imposing a $500 cap on contributions by individuals and a sliding cap on PAC donations. He said he is open to the concept of restricting the timing of donations, but was more concerned about the size of donations made to political candidates.

"Influence peddling never takes a day off," said Levdansky. "If you ban contributions on certain days, it doesn't mean that influence still isn't being exerted on the legislative process."
  
"AIG Closes Washington Lobby Shop"
Federal  -  The Hill  -  Published: 6/18/2009

American International Group (AIG), the insurance firm that has received roughly $180 billion in government support in the financial crisis, is officially closing its Washington, D.C. lobbying office. AIG was a major lobbying presence on K Street for many years. In 2008, the firm spent nearly $10 million on lobbying, according to congressional records. "We'll continue to rely on a few outside law firms to respond to congressional requests, [but the forms will not lobby]," said AIG spokesperson Christina Pretto.

After it began receiving bailout funds, AIG decided to suspend its federal lobbying practices, but it maintained a Washington office. AIG officials provided the government with information after that point, but according to company records, it did not lobby lawmakers in the first quarter of 2009. Pretto said AIG would continue to do government relations work at the state level, where insurance products are regulated.

"Electronic Disclosure Bill Gains Support"
Federal  -  Politico (www.politico.com)  -  Published: 6/22/2009

The U.S. Senate is finally standing on the cusp of the electronic age. A few weeks after Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) mandated House expense reports be published on-line, the Senate is considering going digital with its own expenditures, and there are serious negotiations to finally pass a bill that would also mandate Senate fundraising reports be filed electronically.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.) said there is a good chance the chamber's tardy embrace of the digital revolution may happen soon, forcing senators to put all their office expenses, including staff salaries, on-line. Meanwhile, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-Nev.) and Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) are negotiating when to bring up long-stalled legislation that would require campaign fundraising reports to be published on the Web.

While the Senate is nearly a decade behind the rest of the world in on-line transparency, these potential breakthroughs are significant for a chamber that still spends hundreds of thousands of dollars to physically print the documents that show who donates campaign money and how senators spend their office budgets. "They wouldn't be talking about bringing it up for a vote if it wasn't pretty solid," said Lisa Rosenberg, the chief lobbyist on the issue for the Sunlight Foundation, a government transparency group.

While the FEC disclosures require legislation, putting Senate office expenditures on-line, instead of keeping them limited to the thick green books where they are currently published, would only require a change in Senate rules. In the past, Republicans have declined to take a voice vote on the measure because they want to attach an amendment that some believe is a poison pill.

The amendment, previously sponsored by U.S. Sen. John Ensign (R-Nev.), would require nonprofit groups that file ethics complaints with the Senate ethics committee to disclose their donors. U.S. Sen. Pat Roberts (R-Kan.) said the amendment is part of a longtime effort to reform the ethics process and such a proposal is unlikely to move unless it is attached to other legislation. Critics say the amendment could have a chilling effect on outside groups that want to file ethics complaints.

Under the current system, Senate campaign committees print thousands of pages of forms by hand and send them to the secretary of the Senate, who delivers them to the FEC, which pays people to key in the information so that, at some point down the line, citizens can search the data on-line. The whole process costs the FEC $250,000 a year, and uses about six tons of paper, according to the Center for Responsive Politics. It also takes longer for the FEC Web site to have Senate information. Sometimes disclosures are not available until after an election takes place.

Supporters would like to see the Senate vote soon so the new system can be up and running in time for the 2010 elections. Rosenberg said Democratic leaders are aiming to schedule a vote before the July 4 recess. As for official office expenses, the Senate Rules Committee is working on building the infrastructure for senators to file their expense reimbursements electronically, the first step toward publishing them online, said an aide. The final decision whether to post them on-line for the public has not yet been made.
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