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Earlier this month, nearly 1,500 state legislators, legislative staff, governmental officials, and family members from 15 states attended the four days of the Southern Legislative Conference (SLC) Annual Meeting in Lexington.  SLC is the southern office of the Council of State Governments, which has its national headquarters in Lexington.

Legislative organizations such as SLC, the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), and the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) fund many of their activities with membership dues and contributions from businesses and organizations.


Businesses and organizations that employ lobbyists in Kentucky can make contributions to organizations that are exempt from taxation under Section 501(c)(3) of the federal tax code, and those contributions are not required to be reported as “lobbying expenditures”, unless they are specifically earmarked for receptions, meals, or events to which Kentucky legislators are invited. 


The program for SLC’s annual meeting listed the sponsors who supported the conference with financial, material, or other types of contributions.  SLC sponsorship information identified seven levels of sponsorship, including Underwriter ($100,000 and above); Partner ($75,000 - $99,999); Platinum ($50,000 - $74,999); Gold ($25,000 - $49,999); Silver ($10,000 - $24,999); Bronze ($5,000 - $9,999); and Supporter ($2,500 - $4,999).  

If all sponsors gave the minimum in their level of sponsorship, at least $1.67 million in money, goods, and services was donated to the Lexington conference.  The sponsors that employ lobbyists in Kentucky are listed below in bold type.


SLC’s Underwriters were: Keeneland, Kentucky Distillers Association, LG&E and KU Energy, University of Kentucky Athletics, and University of Kentucky Health Care.   


Kentucky Power, a unit of American Electric Power, is listed as a Partner, while Platinum sponsors were:  Altria Client Services, City of Lexington, Duke Energy Kentucky, Kentucky Coal Association, RAI Services (parent of R.J. Reynolds Tobacco), and United Parcel Service.

SLC’s Gold sponsors were: AARP, Anthem, AT&T, CVS Health, Genentech, Kentucky Association of Electric Co-operatives: East Kentucky Power Cooperative and Big Rivers Electric Corporation, Kentucky Highway Industries: Kentucky Association of Highway Contractors, Plantmix Asphalt Industry of Kentucky, and Kentucky Crushed Stone Association; MGM Resorts International; Norton Healthcare; Passport Health Plan; Republic Services, Inc.; and WellCare Health Plans.

The Silver sponsors for the Lexington meeting were: Baptist Health, Buffalo Trace Distillery, Churchill Downs, Inc., Columbia Gas of Kentucky, Comcast, CSX Corporation, GlaxoSmithKline, Kentucky Beverage Association, Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, Kentucky County Clerks Association, Kentucky Employers Mutual Insurance, Kentucky Farm Bureau, Kentucky Guild of Brewers, Kentucky Horse Park, Kentucky League of Cities, Kentucky Retail Federation, Koch Companies Public Sector, Marathon Petroleum Corporation, McCarthy Strategic Solutions, Pharmaceutical Care Management Association, Phillips 66, RJ Corman, State Farm Insurance, Swedish Match, Toyota, and Walmart.


The Bronze sponsors were: American Chemistry Council, Advantage Capital Partners, AmeriHealth Caritas, Amgen, Anheuser-Busch, Atmos Energy Corporation, Big Ass Solutions, Brotherhood of Maintenance of Way Employees/Teamsters, CareSource–Kentucky, Charter Communications, Community Ventures Corporation, Dart Container Corporation, EQT Corporation, Express Scripts, Inc., HCA, Home Builders Association of Kentucky, ITG Brands, Insurance Institute of Kentucky, Kentucky American Water & Tennessee American Water, Kentucky Association of Counties, Kentucky Credit Union League, Kentucky Hospital Association, Kentucky Optometric Association, Legalize Kentucky Now, LexisNexis, Mountain Valley Pipeline, Perdue Farms, T-Mobile USA, Inc., VisitLEX, and Wine & Spirits Wholesalers of Kentucky.


SLC’s Supporters in Lexington were: American Pharmacy Services Corporation, Babbage Cofounder, Chevron, Commerce Lexington, Cull & Hayden PSC, Eli Lilly and Company, Enova International, Goss Samford, Greater Louisville Inc., Independent Insurance Agents of Kentucky, Kentuckians for Better Transportation, Kentucky Association of Manufacturers, Kentucky Association of Realtors, Kentucky Beer Wholesalers Association, Kentucky Blood Center, Kentucky Cable Telecommunications Association, Kentucky Council of Area Development Districts, Kentucky County Judge/Executive Association, Kentucky Justice Association, Kentucky Malt Beverage Council, Kentucky Medical Association, Kentucky Professional Fire Fighters, Kentucky School Boards Association, Kentucky Society of CPAs, KentuckyOne Health, Lexmark International, Louisville Convention & Visitors Bureau, Merck, National Association of Chain Drug Stores, Owensboro Health, Procter & Gamble, St. Elizabeth Healthcare, Wells Fargo, and Windstream Communications.




How private equity found power and profit in state capitols

NATIONAL – New York Times – by Ben Protess, Jessica Silver-Greenberg & Rachel Abrams – July 14, 2016  
Phoenix - Inside a cramped committee room on the cactus-dotted campus of Arizona’s Capitol, Kelsey Lundy stepped to the podium to detail new legislation and the higher costs it would impose on struggling borrowers.

But Ms. Lundy is not a lawmaker, a government employee or even a statehouse intern.  She is a lobbyist for one of the nation’s largest lenders.

That lender - controlled by the Fortress Investment Group, one of Wall Street’s most powerful private equity firms - wrote the bill.  Months later, in 2014, the state’s legislators passed the law, making it easier to charge interest of 36 percent to borrowers living on the financial margins.

The political access in Arizona was just one component of a broader effort to loosen consumer protection laws, according to emails obtained through public records requests.  In nine other states, Ms. Lundy’s client helped win legislative changes, persuading lawmakers that it needed to raise costs to stay in business and serve borrowers.

Since the 2008 financial crisis, Fortress and other private equity firms have rapidly expanded their influence, assuming a pervasive, if under-the-radar, role in daily American life, an investigation by The New York Times has found.  Sophisticated political maneuvering - including winning government contracts, shaping public policy and deploying former public officials to press their case - is central to this growth.

Yet even as private equity wields such influence in the halls of state capitols and in Washington, it faces little public awareness of its government activities, The Times found.

Private equity firms often don’t directly engage with legislators and regulators - the companies they control do.  As a result, the firms themselves have emerged as relatively anonymous conglomerates that exert power behind the scenes in their dealings with governments.  And because private equity’s interests are so diverse, the industry interacts with governments not only through lobbying, but also as contractors and partners on public projects.

Fortress, which manages more than $70 billion of investor money, encapsulates this new power dynamic.

While little known outside Wall Street, Fortress covers a cross section of American life through companies it owns or manages.  It controls the nation’s largest nonbank collector of mortgage payments.  It is building one of the country’s few private passenger railroads.  It helps oversee a company that manages public golf courses in several states.  And it controls Ms. Lundy’s client, Springleaf Financial Services, a huge provider of subprime loans to borrowers with few other options aside from payday lenders often charging 300 percent.

The Times’s investigation - based on thousands of pages of government records, court papers and securities filings, as well as interviews with borrowers, regulators and executives - pieced together how these seemingly disparate companies fall under the umbrella of one powerful private equity firm.  The investigation also shed new light on the tactics these companies have used to reshape laws that hindered their growth.

In Texas, Springleaf helped persuade lawmakers to allow for higher administrative fees. Springleaf won permission elsewhere to charge the maximum allowable rates - 36 percent in Arizona and Indiana, higher than some credit cards - to a greater number of loans than ever before. And it pushed legislation allowing it to sell various insurance policies, including life and accidental death and dismemberment, which it lumps into the balance of its loans.

In Arizona, Springleaf forged such cozy ties with lawmakers that the two sides became all but inseparable in the bill-writing process.  One legislative official emailed Ms. Lundy: “If there is a specific statute that you want to mirror, please tell me the statute number.  Thank you so much!” Another Springleaf lobbyist, when job-hunting, listed the sponsor of the Springleaf bill as an employment reference.

In Florida, where Fortress is building the passenger railroad, the firm took advantage of revolving-door politics: political aides becoming lobbyists, and vice versa.  When an adviser to the governor moved into the private sector, he advocated for the train project, then returned to the governor’s office as chief of staff.

Fortress’s interaction with Los Angeles County was rockier, and it reflected the firm’s complex web of financial interests.  Los Angeles County officials believed that Fortress was buying the company responsible for upkeep of public golf courses.  The county, swayed by Fortress’s long track record in owning golf courses, approved the deal.

There was one problem: Fortress was not the buyer.  The Times investigation found that the buyer was the Newcastle Investment Corporation, a different company with no golf experience and a history of financial problems.  County officials were surprised to learn the buyer’s identity from The Times.  Fortress said there was no need for county officials to worry.  Newcastle pays Fortress to manage its business and investments.

Wesley Edens, a former Lehman Brothers partner who co-founded Fortress and is now its co-chairman, also emphasized the positive effects of Fortress’s companies across the American economy.  Fortress has replaced poorly performing banks, he pointed out, and has funded projects that no government could afford.

In an interview, Mr. Edens who is also an owner of the Milwaukee Bucks basketball team said that Fortress did not create Springleaf’s lobbying campaign, but supported it.  Springleaf said it needed to raise costs to modify outdated laws and compete with less regulated lenders.  And although Springleaf wants to raise costs on borrowers at a time of historically low interest rates, he said that the company was “so much more humane” than others offering high-interest loans.

To read the complete story in The New York Times, copy this link:  http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/15/business/dealbook/private-equity-influence-fortress-investment-group.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=photo-spot-region&region=top-news&WT.nav=top-news&_r=0
Former Alabama speaker Mike Hubbard sentenced to 4 years in prison

ALABAMA – AL.com -- b
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Opelika -- Former Alabama House Speaker Mike Hubbard has been sentenced to prison.

Hubbard was sentenced to a total of four years in prison, eight years on probation and ordered to pay a $210,000 fine on 12 felony ethics violations.  Circuit Judge Jacob Walker handed down the sentence at a hearing in his Opelika courtroom.  Hubbard's attorney, Bill Baxley, called the conviction a "witch hunt" and said it would be appealed.

A Lee County jury convicted Hubbard on June 10 on 12 felony violations of the state ethics law, finding that he used his powerful political office to illegally make $1.1 million in investments and income for his businesses.

Each of the 12 charges was a Class B felony, punishable by two to 20 years in prison.  Walker read a separate sentence on each charge.  All were split sentences ranging from five to 10 years, with up to two years of incarceration and the rest on probation.  All were to run concurrently, except for one two year sentence that is to run consecutively.

Prosecutors had asked Walker for a sentence of five years in prison, followed by 13 years of probation and the maximum $360,000 in fines.

Walker offered Hubbard a chance to speak in court, but Hubbard declined. Lead prosecutor Matt Hart, speaking in support of the state's sentencing request, told Walker that it was important to show that powerful public officials would be held accountable.

"People are watching this case.  Public officials are watching this case, and the citizens are watching this case," Hart said.

Hart mentioned the state's budget problems and the recent announcement of cuts in payments to doctors by the Alabama Medicaid Agency.

Hubbard was convicted of voting for legislation with a conflict of interest, a provision added to Medicaid's budget that would have uniquely benefited American Pharmacy Cooperative Inc., which was paying Hubbard under a consulting contract.

Hart said it was important for public officials to weigh what's best for the public when making decisions about programs like Medicaid.

"But what shouldn't be part of the calculation is a corrupt payment to a public official," Hart said.

Baxley, a former state attorney general, said in more than 50 years of practicing law he has seen juries convict innocent people fewer times than he could count on one hand.  Hubbard's case, he said, is an exception.

"This is a case, Mike Hubbard, where I believe with all my being after everything that we've gone through, that Mike Hubbard is absolutely innocent of every charge he's been found guilty of," Baxley said.

Attorney General Luther Strange, who had recused himself from the case, sent out a statement saying that the sentence of Hubbard to prison time was a turning point for the state.

"No longer can elected officials expect to disregard our laws and not pay a penalty," Strange said.

Hubbard was convicted of:

· Voting on legislation with a conflict of interest that would benefit American Pharmacy Cooperative Inc., a consulting client;  

· Receiving money from a principal, American Pharmacy Cooperative Inc., through a consulting contract; 

· Receiving money from a principal, Edgenuity, through a consulting contract;
· Using his office for personal gain through a consulting contract with Capitol Cups, a business owned by Robert Abrams;
· Lobbying the state Department of Commerce for consulting client Robert Abrams; 

· Lobbying the governor's office for consulting client Robert Abrams;
· Using state personnel to benefit consulting client Robert Abrams; 

· Soliciting and receiving money from a principal, former Business Council of Alabama Chairman Will Brooke, a $150,000 investment in Craftmaster Printers;
· Soliciting and receiving money from a principal, James Holbrook/Sterne Agee, a $150,000 investment in Craftmaster Printers; 

· Soliciting and receiving money from a principal, Great Southern Wood President Jimmy Rane, a $150,000 investment in Craftmaster Printers;
· Soliciting and receiving money from a principal, Hoar Construction President Robert Burton, a $150,000 investment in Craftmaster Printers; and
· Soliciting and receiving a thing of value from a principal, former BCA Chairman Will Brooke, help obtaining clients for Auburn Network and financial advice for Craftmaster Printers. 
U.S. Rep. Ed Whitfield Broke House Rules, Committee Finds

KENTUCKY – Kentucky Center for Investigative Reporting – by R.G. Dunlop – July 14, 2016

The House Committee on Ethics publicly reprimanded U.S. Rep. Ed Whitfield for violating House rules in connection with his wife's former lobbying activities on behalf of the Humane Society of the United States.
The committee found that Whitfield failed to prohibit lobbying contacts between his wife, Connie Harriman-Whitfield, and his staff, and that he “dispensed special privileges” to her, warranting the committee’s formal “reproval” of the 11-term congressman from Hopkinsville in Western Kentucky.
While the committee accepted Whitfield’s assertion that he did not intentionally disobey House rules and did not do so to benefit himself or Harriman-Whitfield, it nevertheless concluded that he “failed to take the proper care to avoid” violations.  Those violations were “significant and numerous enough” to warrant discipline, according to the committee’s report.
Harriman-Whitfield was senior policy adviser for the Humane Society Legislative Fund, which describes itself as “a separate lobbying affiliate” of the Humane Society of the United States.  Politico reported last July that she was no longer lobbying for the HSLF.
But from January 2011 until “at least 2015,” Whitfield allowed his wife to contact his staff regarding federal legislation in which the HSLF had an interest, according to the committee’s report.
Those contacts included Harriman-Whitfield’s participation in arranging meetings involving other House members and advocates for legislation that Whitfield sponsored and the HSLF supported, seeking to ban the practice of “soring” show horses — applying “foreign substances” to alter a horse’s gait.
Harriman-Whitfield’s role also included “directly advocating” that her husband vote for certain legislation, and that his staff “alter the language” of certain bills, the committee found.
These contacts “illustrated Ms. Harriman’s unique level of access to, and influence on, Rep. Whitfield’s staff,” the report states.
The committee also questioned Whitfield’s assertion to investigators that he was unaware until October 2013 of the House rule against spousal lobbying.  That was nearly three years after Harriman-Whitfield registered as a lobbyist.
Whitfield had a duty to know the applicable rules, the committee concluded.  Moreover, its report cites an email sent by Harriman-Whitfield to her husband in December 2012, referring to a newspaper reporter’s inquiry about her lobbying work.
In addition, members of Whitfield’s staff knew that his wife was a lobbyist “well before October 2013,” the committee found, raising questions about how and why they were aware of her status, “yet Rep. Whitfield remained unaware.”
Whitfield also claimed to investigators that his wife’s efforts would have constituted lobbying only if she intended to influence him or his staff, according to the report, and that he had received no “public guidance” leading him to believe otherwise.
But the Humane Society Legislative Fund viewed her activities as being on its behalf, the committee found, and Whitfield never responded to a suggestion made to his wife by the committee’s chief counsel that he request a formal opinion about the propriety of her lobbying contacts.
Whitfield claimed that those contacts were merely “reminders” because he and his wife were “completely aligned” on all issues she discussed with his staff.  The committee called that a “mischaracterization” of the facts, in part because he voted against two legislative amendments that Harriman-Whitfield and the HSLF supported.
Whitfield also contended that his wife’s access to and influence on his staff didn’t change once she became a lobbyist.  That they remained the same “is precisely the point,” the committee concluded.  Her access, and the staff’s treatment of her, “should have changed accordingly.  But by all accounts, nothing changed.”
Whitfield, who is not seeking reelection, issued a statement saying he accepted the committee’s decision and stressing that any wrongdoing on his part was “completely unintentional.”
“I have done my best to lead my life -- both as a citizen and as a Member of Congress -- with absolute integrity and honesty,” Whitfield’s statement said.  “Despite adhering to those principles, I made a mistake.”
Del. Dan Morhaim, advocate of medical marijuana, draws scrutiny for role in firm Del. Dan Morhaim
MARYLAND – The Baltimore Sun – by Steve Ruark / Baltimore Sun Media Group

Del. Dan Morhaim, a Baltimore County Democrat.

Pamela Wood Erin Cox – July 20, 2016
A state lawmaker who has been a leading advocate of Maryland's medical marijuana law said he wished he had been more transparent about his business connection to the cannabis industry.

Delegate Dan Morhaim, of Baltimore County, has drawn scrutiny for publicly telling the state's medical cannabis commission how to set up the industry at the same time he agreed to work as a clinical director for a private company seeking a highly coveted license.

Morhaim, who is a physician, sponsored legislation passed by the General Assembly that legalized and helped form the industry.

"In hindsight," Morhaim told The Baltimore Sun, he should have disclosed the extent of his relationship with Doctor's Orders LLC, "if I knew a better way to do it."

He said his affiliation with the company is not a conflict of interest and he followed all disclosure rules.  "In each moment, as I went, I followed all the rules the best that I knew how," he said.  "At that time, it was the only way."

Morhaim said he began working with Doctor's Orders on an unpaid basis late last year.  He filed paperwork with the Joint Committee on Legislative Ethics earlier that year indicating that he "may do medical consulting and/or treatment" in the areas of "addiction issues, medical cannabis."

Morhaim's name appears on the license application for Doctor's Orders, but he did not tell the Joint Committee on Legislative Ethics or the state's medical cannabis commission that he hoped to become clinical director if the company were approved.

Morhaim said he was not under legal obligation to disclose it, but in hindsight he would have revealed that information

Companies have applied for more than 1,080 licenses to grow, process and dispense medical cannabis.  The state commission will award 15 licenses for growing operations as soon as next month, and up to 94 licenses for dispensaries will be issued later.  Doctor's Orders is seeking licenses to grow and process medical cannabis and to operate three dispensaries.  If the company gets the licenses, Morhaim said, his unpaid role could turn into a paid job.

Morhaim's relationship with Doctor's Orders was first reported by The Washington Post.  He has regularly attended meetings of the state cannabis commission, and has addressed the panel on issues facing applicants.

"To my knowledge, the Delegate had not disclosed having applications before the commission," Patrick Jameson, executive director of the cannabis commission, said in a statement.

Jennifer Bevan-Dangel, executive director of government watchdog group Common Cause Maryland, said Morhaim should have disclosed more information about his relationship with Doctor's Orders.

"Disclosure gives the public the ability to know who is influencing your thinking and who is shaping your policy," Bevan-Dangel said.  "Anytime a lawmaker has involvement in a company where they could be influencing their thinking, they should list it.  Explain the potential conflict and make sure it's front and center."

Morhaim said he discussed his work with Doctor's Orders with the General Assembly's ethics counsel and was cleared to vote on marijuana-related bills.  He provided The Sun a letter from the ethics counsel indicating he was allowed to vote because the legislation affected the industry broadly, not his company specifically.

Morhaim sponsored successful legislation this year to allow dentists, podiatrists, nurse midwives and nurse practitioners to certify that patients qualify for medical cannabis.

Before he was involved with Doctor's Orders, Morhaim was a chief sponsor of the legislation that set up the state's medical cannabis program.  The first bill was passed in 2013; additional bills were passed in 2014 and 2015, and the commission began accepting license applications late last year.
Former Sen. Phil Griego to face trial on nine corruption charges

NEW MEXICO -- Albuquerque Journal – by Dan Boyd – July 8, 2016 .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... .......... ..........
Santa Fe – Former state Sen. Phil Griego will face trial on a slew of public corruption charges, after a district judge ruled that there was probable cause to proceed with most of the criminal counts against the San Jose resident.

After a four-day preliminary hearing, District Judge Brett Loveless dismissed one felony fraud count against Griego but decided he should face trial on nine other charges, including bribery, perjury and violating his oath of public office.

Specifically, Griego, who resigned from the Senate in March 2015, is accused of using his position as a legislator to pocket a $50,000 broker’s fee in the 2014 sale of a historic state-owned building in downtown Santa Fe.

Attorney General Hector Balderas, whose office is prosecuting Griego, said he was content with the judge’s ruling.

“I am grateful to Judge Loveless for hearing this matter, and I am pleased with his ruling that will allow us to pursue justice on behalf of taxpayers,” Balderas said in a statement.  “My administration is committed to aggressively combating public corruption in New Mexico and holding the powerful accountable.”

Meanwhile, Tom Clark, Griego’s attorney, told reporters he was surprised by the judge’s ruling on several of the counts and said Griego will maintain his innocence at trial.  Griego – whose former district encompasses parts of Bernalillo, Lincoln, San Miguel, Santa Fe, Torrance and Valencia counties – had previously pleaded not guilty to the charges against him.

If convicted, Griego would become the latest New Mexico legislator to run afoul of public corruption laws.  Most recently, former Senate leader Manny Aragon pleaded guilty in 2008 to receiving kickbacks in a scheme to defraud the state in the construction of the Bernalillo County Metropolitan Courthouse in Albuquerque.

Other prominent New Mexico elected officials have also been entangled in corruption scandals.  Ken Stalter, an assistant attorney general, said in the state’s closing argument that Griego had violated his oath of office by using his elected office for personal gain and not disclosing potential conflicts.

He said Griego’s role as a legislator afforded him greater access to both fellow lawmakers and state government officials during the approval stage of the property sale, which the Legislature approved during the 2014 session with just three “no” votes.

“People would have done things differently (if they’d known),” Stalter said. “It’s a fair inference from the evidence that he got $50,000 and no one knew that was going to happen until very late or after the process.”

But Clark, Griego’s attorney, argued the state had not shown specific evidence to back the charges against Griego, describing the prosecution’s case as “overreaching.”

He also said several top-ranking legislators and state government officials had testified they had knowledge, or at least a suspicion, that Griego stood to benefit financially from the real estate deal.  “From a legal standpoint, it’s impossible to say the state was deceived or cheated when the highest levels of the Legislature and state government knew this was taking place and not only did nothing to stop it, but acquiesced,” Clark said.

Ethics Commission adopts moratorium on complaints for 90 days before general election 

Rhode Island Public Radio RHODE ISLAND – Rhode Island Public Radio – by Ian Donnis – July 19, 2016 

Providence -- The state Ethics Commission voted unanimously to adopt a moratorium on outside ethics complaints in the 90 days before a general election.

The moratorium is intended to discourage politically motivated complaints, although the commission reserves the right to launch its own investigations or complaints, commission spokesman Jason Gramitt said.

Common Cause of Rhode Island, Operation Clean Government, and the League of Women Voters supported the moratorium, Gramitt said.

But in a statement, the Rhode Island ACLU objected to the moratorium: “We are disappointed that the Rhode Island Ethics Commission has voted to keep Rhode Islanders from filing complaints about candidates for office until after the election has been decided.  Preventing Rhode Islanders from filing legitimate complaints out of fear that some of the complaints filed may be frivolous leaves Rhode Islanders without redress during the time of year when the ability to hold public officials – and those who seek to become public officials – accountable is perhaps at its most critical.”

Voters will decide this November if they want to restore the Ethics Commission's conflict of interest oversight over the General Assembly.  The state Supreme Court stripped that oversight in a 2009 decision.

After years of impasse, lawmakers voted in the legislative session that ended in June to give voters the choice of strengthening the ethics commission.  That came as part of a session marked by the resignation of former House Finance chairman Ray Gallison, as part of an ongoing law enforcement probe.
Advertisement

Continue reading the main story 

Rep. Jeremy Durham had sexual 'interactions' with 22 women, report says
TENNESSEE – The Tennessean – by Dave Boucher and Joel Ebert – July 13, 2016
Nashville -- Rep. Jeremy Durham engaged in inappropriate sexual conduct with 22 women, including sexual harassment, and his actions warrant expulsion from the Tennessee General Assembly, according to a newly released report from the state attorney general.

But a special legislative committee is leaving it up to the voters of the 65th District to decide whether Durham, who represents Franklin, will continue serving in the legislature.  Durham, once considered a rising star in his party, is up for re-election this year.

That conduct by Durham, who is 32 and has been married since 2011, includes bringing a 20-year-old "college student/political worker" to his legislative office with a cooler full of beer, kissing her and eventually having sex with her on a couch, according to the report.

The report details the toll Durham’s behavior took on women who worked in or around the state Capitol.

Women feared they would lose their jobs, earn reputations as complainers or damage their relationships with other members of Durham’s party if they came forward.  Female lobbyists said they feared they would lose votes for the bills they were championing, according to the report.

One former intern broke down in tears as she spoke to investigators about her encounters with Durham.  Another legislative assistant took a job in the private sector instead of pursuing her ambitions to become a lobbyist after encounters with Durham, which included one instance in which he kissed her on the neck, sent her multiple suggestive texts and requested she send him pictures of her.

An attorney for Durham issued a statement blasting the report, but didn't specifically rebut any of the findings.

"Even though nobody ever filed a complaint of sexual harassment, the investigation goes into alleged details with allegations from witnesses whose identity is completely anonymous," attorney Bill Harbison said in the statement.  “We believe that no fair-minded person should judge Jeremy Durham based on a one-sided, anonymous report."

Lawmakers on a special legislative committee met briefly to vote to make the report public. In a news conference later that afternoon, House Speaker Beth Harwell of Nashville, called Durham's acts "repulsive and unacceptable," and said they were not representative of all members of the House.

"This may be one of the few times in his life he has been held accountable.  This will be made public," Harwell said.  

The full measure of Durham's accountability remains unknown.  Although the committee found enough evidence to recommend expelling Durham from the legislature, committee Chairman Rep. Steve McDaniel of Parkers Crossroads, argued the close proximity to the Aug. 4 primary election would make it "very difficult to get members back for a special session."

Harwell said if Durham did win re-election, he would still be banned from having an office at the legislature, and he would still have limits on staffers with whom he could interact.
Victims’ rights advocates said the special committee missed an opportunity to support the women who came forward because those lawmakers did not take steps to expel Durham.  Tim Tohill, president of the Sexual Assault Center, said the report shows that the General Assembly is failing to meet its obligation to protect people from sexual harassment.

“I think if the General Assembly truly wants people that feel like they have been sexually harassed to come forward, they are going to have to do something that encourages people to do that,” Tohill said.

"By doing an investigation and determining the behavior is such — then doing nothing — is not going to encourage people to step forward.  To rely on the voters for that just seems to me that the General Assembly is not meeting their obligation to protect people from sexual harassment.”

After conducting 78 interviews, the investigation found that Durham had engaged sexually with current and former female legislative staff, interns, lobbyists and others between 2012 — when he first took office — and the 2015-16 legislative session, according to the report.

The attorney general cataloged “interactions” with 22 women, all of which occurred while Durham was an elected official.  Thirteen occurred between November 2012 and the end of 2014, eight occurred in 2015 and one occurred in 2016, according to the report.

The latest findings probably will send shockwaves through the Capitol as questions remain over who had knowledge of Durham’s actions before his recent public scrutiny and what changes may prevent such actions in the future.

Durham began to face public scrutiny in the aftermath of a Tennessean investigation, published in late January, which found three women who said they received inappropriate text messages from Durham’s cellphone.  Durham previously has told The Tennessean he can’t remember sending such messages and previously denied sexually harassing anyone.  
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SLC’s Lexington conference gets private support   
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