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After two months of the 2012 legislative session, spending on lobbying totaled about $4.68    million.  As it was in the first month of the session, the top spender for the second month was Consumer Healthcare Products Association (CHPA), which represents manufacturers and distributors of over-the-counter medicines, and lobbies on issues relating to the methamphetamine problem.  CHPA spent $192,985 on lobbying in February, and a total of $388,000 for the first two months of the session. 


The rest of February’s top 10 spenders include: Kentucky Hospital Association ($38,422, for a two-month total of $74,543); Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($30,056, two-month total of $63,404); Altria Client Services ($28,129, two-month total of $50,434); Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation ($24,805, two-month total of $38,655); AT&T ($24,199, two-month total of $47,432); Kentucky Medical Association ($21,958, two-month total of $42,731); Kentucky Education Association ($21,629, two-month total of $45,249); Kentucky Retail Federation ($21,191, two-month total of $45,452); and Kentuckians for the Commonwealth ($18,317, two-month total of $34,188). 


Other top spenders in February were: Kentucky Optometric Association ($18,227); Kentucky Bankers Association ($18,080); Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities ($16,813); Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives ($16,262); Kentucky Association of School Administrators ($15,000); Kentucky Justice Association ($14,396); Keeneland ($13,902); Coal Operators & Associates ($13,620); Humana ($13,093); and Baptist Healthcare System ($12,658).
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The state’s Final Four teams are not the only winners in Kentucky.  In the nationwide and recently completed State Integrity Investigation, Kentucky earned one of the highest scores in the United States in the area of “Lobbyist Disclosure”.  Kentucky’s requirements for lobbyist registration and reporting were given a B+, 87% rating, the sixth best score in the nation.


Kentucky scored particularly well on questions relating to the quality of lobbyist and employer spending reports, which were judged to be “comprehensive and of high quality” and on citizen access to lobbying disclosure documents.  The Legislative Ethics Commission makes this information available on-line at no cost at http://klec.ky.gov/reports/employersagents.htm.


In addition to being one of the nation’s top scores, Kentucky’s B+, 87% rating for lobbyist disclosure was significantly higher than any of the seven surrounding states, whose scores include Virginia (F, 41%); West Virginia (F, 53%); Ohio (F, 57%); Missouri (D-, 60%); Tennessee (C-, 71%); Illinois (C-, 72%); and Indiana (B-, 82%).


Of the eight states in the region, Kentucky and West Virginia tied for second highest score in another important category: “Legislative Accountability”.  However, comparing those two states in that category demonstrates the difficulty of making state-by-state comparisons, if the raw information comes from widely-varying sources with different perspectives.  

For example, one question asked about “revolving door” laws which prohibit legislators from leaving office and immediately working as lobbyists.  Here’s how the survey question was asked:


Question 97:  In practice, the regulations restricting post-government private sector employment for state legislators are effective. 

West Virginia was given a score of 75 on that question, based on a West Virginia legislator’s comment that the state recently adopted a one-year “cooling off” period before former legislators can become lobbyists.  However, although Kentucky’s had a two-year “cooling off” period since 1993, Kentucky received a 0 on the question, with Kentucky’s score based on a newspaper story and an editorial which included a comment from the state chairman of Common Cause.  

The reason given for Kentucky receiving the lowest score of 0 was the state’s part-time legislature, with most members having private-sector jobs, even though that issue doesn’t relate to post-government employment, or “cooling off” periods.  Ironically, West Virginia’s Legislature meets for a shorter period of time each year and has part-time legislators, but those facts were not an issue in awarding the score of 75 to the Mountain State on the post-government employment question.

The Investigation is a collaboration of the Center for Public Integrity, Global Integrity, and Public Radio International, and is described as “a first-of-its-kind, data-driven assessment of transparency, accountability and anti-corruption mechanisms in all 50 states.”  The entire study can be accessed by copying this link into a browser: http://www.stateintegrity.org/
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Lobbyists and their employers reported spending about $67,000 in February on receptions, meals and events to which legislators were invited.  The most expensive event was the $18,150 Energy Reception on February 16 at the Buffalo Trace Clubhouse in Frankfort.  That event was co-sponsored by Chesapeake Appalachia, Coal Operators & Associates, Kentucky Coal Association, Kentucky Oil & Gas Association, Norfolk Southern Corp., and Western Kentucky Coal Association.  

Other events held during the month include the following:  On February 1, the lobbyist for Sullivan University System, along with Kentucky Association of Career Colleges and Schools spent $2,539 on Career Day at the Capitol Annex; and Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation and Farm Bureau Mutual Insurance Co. spent $3,127 on a reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel. 

Also on February 1, Kentucky League of Cities hosted City Night at the Frankfort Convention Center and spent $1,934.  The next day, Kentucky Optometric Association sponsored a luncheon at the Capitol Annex, and spent $969, and Kentucky Society of Certified Public Accountants spent $5,984 on a reception at the Governor’s Mansion.  On February 6, 20 insurance businesses, organizations, and lobbyists invited the members of the Banking and Insurance Committee to a reception and dinner at Berry Hill Mansion in Frankfort, and spent about $2,500.  On February 8, Kentucky Association of Realtors hosted a $4,906 reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel; and Kentucky Association of Counties and seven groups of county officials spent $1,225 on a reception at the Frankfort Civic Center.


On February 13, Kentuckians for the Commonwealth spent $1,921 on a Sustainable Energy Alliance reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel; and on February 15, a reception was coordinated by Louisville Metro Government, and sponsored by Amgen, AT&T, Baptist Healthcare, Churchill Downs, General Electric, Greater Louisville, Humana, LG&E and KU Energy, Louisville & Jefferson County Metro Sewer District, Louisville Regional Airport Authority, and Metro United Way.  The businesses and organizations reported spending $4,615 on the reception at the Kentucky History Center.


On February 16, AT&T, Humana, and St. Elizabeth Healthcare joined with Northern Kentucky Chamber of Commerce to spend $1,916 on Northern Kentucky Night at the Frankfort Convention Center; and Necco spent $2,456 on receptions in Frankfort.  On February 21, U.S. Precedent spent $1,500 on a reception at Four Roses Distillery in Frankfort; on February 22, Kentucky Professional Firefighters spent $1,284 on a chili reception at the Frankfort Plant Board; and Kentucky School Boards Association spent $1,045 on the Kids 1st in Frankfort reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel.


On February 23, Touchstone Energy Cooperatives, which does not employ a legislative agent, joined with Duke Energy, Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives, Kentucky Power Co., and LG&E and KU Energy to spend $2,886 on a reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel.  On February 28, American Council of Engineering Companies of Kentucky joined with Kentucky Association of Highway Contractors and Kentucky Society of Professional Engineers to spend $2,261 on a reception at the Capital Plaza Hotel.
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There are 646 employers and 628 lobbyists registered to lobby the General Assembly.  In the past month, the following businesses and organizations have registered to lobby:   


Alltech, Inc., Lexington-based animal health and nutrition company, focused on natural scientific solutions to agriculture and food industry challenges; Beechwood Independent School District, a one-building, K-12 public school system in northern Kentucky; Catalyst Health Solutions, Inc., a pharmacy benefit manager whose clients are self-insured employers including state and local governments, managed care organizations, unions, hospices, and third-party administrators; Cisco Systems, a California-based company that manufactures and sells networking solutions related to the information and communications technology industry; Competitive Carriers of the South, an industry association representing communications service providers doing business in the Southeast; Hennessy Industries, a Tennessee-based company that does business as AMMCO Tools, an aftermarket manufacturer of wheel-service equipment; Home Builders Association of Northern Kentucky, representing over 1,000 builders, remodelers and associated trades companies in 12 counties; and JGWPT LLC, a Pennsylvania and Florida-based company that buys deferred payments from structured settlements and fixed annuities in exchange for a lump sum of cash.


Other newly-registered employers include: Kentucky Creditors Rights Bar Association, a group of Kentucky attorneys; Mallinckrodt LLC, the pharmaceuticals business of Covidien, a global healthcare products company, which states it is “the world's largest supplier of controlled substance pain medication and acetaminophen”; MCNA (Managed Care of North America) Dental Plans, a dental benefit management company that works with Passport and Kentucky Spirit Health Plans; Mylan, Inc., which says it is the third largest generics and specialty pharmaceutical company in the world; and Ohio Kentucky Indiana Regional Council of Governments, a 117-member council of local governments, business organizations and community groups working primarily on interstate transportation projects. 

Other new employers are: Patriot Bioenergy, an alternative energy company that says it’s developing facilities to produce transportation fuel and electricity by using biomass and natural gas;  Region 8, United Auto Workers, a 60,000 member union in 13 states and the District of Columbia; Shell Oil Co., a global group of energy and petrochemical companies headquartered in the Netherlands; Signature Healthcare, a Louisville company operating nursing homes in seven states; and Waterfront Associates, a restaurant business directed by Jeff Ruby, who has made a joint proposal with Corporex Realty & Investment to open two restaurants, a marina, and a wharf on the Ohio River at Covington.
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Alabama Public Corruption Trials Focus on Bribes vs. Donations
Alabama  -  Birmingham News  -  Published:  3/11/2012


Campaign contributions are the lifeblood of politics. But when exactly does a campaign contribution be​come a bribe?  That has been a central question in Alabama's last two major public corruption trials as prosecutors ac​cused public officials of swapping donations for offi​cial actions. 

 


Defense law​yers say the line is fuzzy be​tween what is legal and what is not, and say they hope the U.S. Supreme Court will review the bribery conviction of former Gov. Don Siegelman and offer up some clarity.  But others say if the line is drawn too tightly, then it would be nearly im​possible to prosecute poli​ticians for trading official actions for donations.

 


"There does need to be some clarification, I think," said David McKnight, a law​yer for lobbyist Tom Coker, who was acquitted in the Capitol corrup​tion trial involving votes on a bingo bill.

 


A jury convicted Siegel​man of selling a seat on a state health board to former HealthSouth Chief Executive Officer Richard Scrushy in exchange for $500,000 in donations to Siegelman's 1999 campaign to establish a state lottery.  Siegelman has asked the U.S. Supreme Court to re​view his conviction.  His lawyers pointed to a U.S. Supreme Court ruling in a West Virginia extortion case that said campaign contributions are subject to criminal prosecution only when they are made "in re​turn for an explicit promise or undertaking by the offi​cial to perform or not per​form an official act."

  


Former federal prosecu​tor Ron Brunson said the U.S. Supreme Court might give clarity because of the pressure of the Siegelman case.  "It's the American way to give money to a politician and expect that politician to vote that way," said Brunson.  Former U.S. Attorney Doug Jones said the reality is that money is the driving force in politics, and donors always want to know how a candidate will vote before they give.

 
Ethics Complaint filed against ex-Rep. McGihon over Fundraiser Event
Colorado  -  Denver Post  -  Published:  3/2/2012


An open-government organization filed an ethics complaint against lobbyist and former Colorado Rep. Anne McGihon, saying she improperly lent her name to a campaign event for a state House candidate.  The complaint says McGihon's name, listed as "Former Rep. Anne McGihon," was included on a list of hosts for a March 11 fundraiser for former Rep. Dianne Primavera, who is running to win back the seat she lost in 2010. 

 


State law prohibits lobbyists from soliciting, making, or promising to make contributions to the campaign of any candidate for the General Assembly while lawmakers are in session.  McGihon told The Broomfield Enterprise she mistakenly allowed her name to be used but did not contribute any money. The campaign sent out a new invitation without her name.

Senate Ethics Panel Votes 6-0 to Dismiss Complaint
Idaho  -  Idaho Statesman  -  Published: 3/21/2012


The Senate Ethics Committee voted unanimously to dismiss a complaint against Idaho Sen. Monty Pearce, concluding it could not be proven that he violated the chamber's rules governing when conflicts-of-interest must be disclosed.  The vote of three Democrats and three Republicans does not mean everybody left in full agreement, however.

 


Sen. Diane Bilyeu felt the process was rushed and did not fully vet whether Pearce's leases with gas drilling companies posed a conflict.  Sen. Jim Hammond saw nothing in Pearce's alleged conflict that would benefit him more than other people who have signed leases or eventually could lease their land for energy exploration.  Pearce was accused of not adequately disclosing he entered into a lease last November for 288 acres of his property in Payette County with Snake River Oil & Gas, while the company was in front of the Legislature advocating for measures designed to help the industry extract gas from Idaho deposits.

 


On March 14, during final debate on the most-controversial pieces of the oil and gas legislation, a measure designed to restrict local control of projects, Pearce did tell fellow lawmakers before the vote he had oil and gas leases on his land dating back to the 1980s.  It was contended Pearce should have disclosed his leases during numerous committee and floor votes on that bill and other measures, as well, according to the complaint. 


Legislative leaders left open the possibility the Senate would clarify its disclosure rules, to explicitly require disclosure of potential conflicts-of-interest, not only on the Senate floor, but also in committee.  They also said there could be time left in the 2012 session to consider a financial disclosure bill to require lawmakers and candidates for elected office to disclose broad details of their financial interests, something that had it been in place, could have given Pearce another opportunity to publicly outline his ties to Snake River Oil & Gas.

 
State Rep. Derrick Smith of Chicago Is Charged with Accepting Bribe
Illinois  -  Chicago Tribune  -  Published:  3/13/2012


Illinois Rep. Derrick Smith sat in a trusted campaign worker's car on March 10, watching as the worker counted out $7,000 in $100 bills before handing over the cash, according to federal prosecutors. Smith thought the money was a payoff from a day care operator who wanted him to write an official letter supporting a bid for a $50,000 state grant, alleged prosecutors.

 


What Smith didn’t know was the campaign helper was working undercover for the FBI and the day care operator was a government creation.  On March 13, Smith was arrested on a federal bribery charge.

 


According to a criminal complaint, the informant told investigators that almost immediately after taking office, Smith tried to obtain a state grant to improperly pay the informant for campaign work.  The informant also told the FBI Smith began talking about needing help with fundraising as soon as he was appointed, said prosecutors.  Smith allegedly said he wanted contributions in the range of $5,000 to $7,000 and was willing to accommodate reasonable requests from donors who wanted something in return for their donations.

   


At the direction of law enforcement, the informant told Smith in December he knew a day care operator who was hoping to obtain a state grant to cover repairs to the facility, said court papers.  As part of the ruse, the informant told Smith the female owner might be willing to contribute to his campaign.  Smith offered his help for a $5,000 contribution, a figure he later raised to $7,000, alleged prosecutors.  The woman was fictional and the day care center, while real, was not actually applying for a state grant, said authorities.

  
Maryland an Ethics 'Model,' Professor Says
Maryland  -  Baltimore Sun  -  Published:  3/2/2012


While many Marylanders might consider their state a hotbed of political corruption, a leading expert on state government told lawmakers the state is an archetype for others in its ethical standards.
 
Alan Rosenthal, a political science professor at Rutgers University, told the Senate's Special Committee on Ethics Reform that in spite of the impression left by scandals such as the one that led to the censure of Sen. Ulysses Currie, the Maryland General Assembly does a better job of policing its members' conduct than many other state Legislatures.

Rosenthal said the many Legislatures in the country would have taken no action against a senator who had been acquitted of criminal charges, as Currie was in a federal bribery-extortion trial last year.  Rosenthal credited legislative leaders with pursuing the ethics case against Currie based on information that came to light during the trial. 


After the acquittal, where Currie's defense admitted the senator violated ethics rules by failing to disclose outside income, Senate President Thomas Miller referred the case to the Assembly's Joint Committee on Legislative Ethics, the panel that recommended the censure and other sanctions against Currie.  "In Maryland, leadership has taken the hard road," Rosenthal told the committee.  "The leaders have done their job in terms of ethics."  Rosenthal said for the most part, Maryland has a strong set of ethics laws.  In particular, he praised the creation of the post of ethics adviser to the General Assembly, a confidential counselor to whom members can bring questions about what is considered proper behavior. 
Former Rep. Wallace Pleads to Facts on Campaign Finance Charge
Massachusetts  -  Boston Herald  -  Published:  3/20/2012


Reversing a not-guilty plea he entered last year, former Massachusetts Rep. Brian Wallace admitted prosecutors had enough evidence to convict him of criminal campaign finance violations and was hit with more than $36,000 in fines.  Wallace, accused of failing to report thousands of campaign donations during his final run for office in 2008, acknowledged the change of tune during hearing before Suffolk County Superior Court Judge Frances McIntyre.

Wallace is the latest in a string of Beacon Hill lawmakers to face criminal charges in recent years. Former Sen. Dianne Wilkerson is serving a jail term on bribery charges and former House Speaker Salvatore DiMasi is serving a jail term on charges he participated in an elaborate kickback scheme while he was in office.  The ruling in Wallace’s matter also comes amid continuous chatter over potential indictments related to a patronage scandal in the state Probation Department that could net members of the Legislature.
Business-Backed ALEC's Relations with Conservative Lawmakers
Minnesota  -  Minnesota Public Radio  -  Published:  3/15/2012


The American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) is best known for bringing together lawmakers and corporations to write model legislation, drafts that are meant to inspire bills introduced at the state level.  ALEC's approach has been effective.  Over more than three decades, the organization has become a key player in a broader effort to advance ideas in statehouses across the nation. 

 


To watchdogs, ALEC engages in lobbying but does not register as such.  They note corporations pay thousands of dollars to have a seat at the table with lawmakers, and its model-bill writing happens in secret.  "It brings up the question of whose interest do our legislators really have, their constituents or corporate special interests?" said Minnesota Common Cause Executive Director Mike Dean. 

 


Common Cause released a report linking more than 60 Minnesota bills to ALEC model legislation and naming 27 state lawmakers with ALEC memberships.  During this year's campaign, watchdog groups are linking state legislators to ALEC as part of a broader election theme that the legislators have business interests in mind, not those of Minnesotans.

 


To measure ALEC's activity in Minnesota, critics say to look no further than the Legislature's debate over a constitutional amendment that would require voters to show photo identification at the polls.  It’s sponsored by ALEC's Minnesota state chairperson, Rep. Mary Kiffmeyer, and is similar to ALEC's proposal.  The group's ideas can also be found in bills that would relax tort law, repeal the new federal health care law, and change union fee rules.


 ALEC has more than 2,000 legislative members and a reported 300 private sector members.  ALEC is unlike other organizations that cater to state lawmakers because of its close ties to the private sector. 

While lawmakers can join ALEC for as little as $100, companies, law firms, trade groups, and non-profit organizations pay up to $25,000 to be ALEC members.  The access is billed as "an unparalleled opportunity to have its voice heard, and its perspective appreciated, by the legislative members," according to a brochure on the group's Web site.  For several thousand dollars more, corporations can sit on one of ALEC's task forces.  The working groups are tailored to a range of issues from health care to tax and fiscal policy.  That is where private and public sector members hash out model legislation. 

   


The organization's mark can also be found on a range of issues dating back decades.  At least 1,000 bills based at least in part on ALEC model legislation are introduced each year, the group's Web site says, and roughly 20 percent ultimately become law.  

"ALEC is not a think tank,” said Alliance for a Better Minnesota Executive Director Carrie Lucking. "There are no scholars.  This is corporate lobbyists writing bills to further game the system to benefit corporations at our expense." 
Legislator Charged in FBI Bribery Sting
Ohio  -  Columbus Dispatch  -  Published:  3/14/2012


State Rep. Carlton Weddington surrendered to the FBI and resigned his seat in the Legislature after he became what officials say is the first sitting state lawmaker in Ohio indicted on a bribery charge in 100 years.  The FBI set up an elaborate undercover sting against Weddington, creating a phony business entity that spent more than $16,000 to send him on lavish, all-expenses-paid trips to Miami and Napa Valley, California, plus cash and campaign contributions. 

 


In exchange, Weddington agreed to introduce legislation on the entity's behalf, said Edward Hanko, FBI special agent in charge of the Cincinnati field office.  Weddington also failed to publicly disclose the trips and contributions on his campaign finance filings and his financial-disclosure report, allege authorities.

  


Weddington is charged with bribery, election falsification, and filing a false financial disclosure form.  He faces a maximum four-and-one-half years in prison if convicted of all the charges.  Franklin County Prosecutor Ron O'Brien said he expects to ask for prison time for Weddington as he and defense attorneys attempt to work out a plea agreement.

 


O'Brien and Hanko said Weddington is cooperating with authorities, meaning he could provide information that leads to additional indictments.  That cooperation is part of the reason he does not face additional charges related to activities that occurred outside the FBI sting, said O'Brien. "I understand [the FBI] is not done here today," added O'Brien.

 


Legislative Inspector General Tony Bledsoe, whose office was involved in the probe, said Weddington "is going to cooperate on issues relative to lobbyists."  Bledsoe and others would not say what Weddington has told the FBI, but it is thought he could disclose activities surrounding the heavy lobbying effort that occurred during the legislative fight over payday-lending regulations in 2008 and 2010. 
Prosecutors Decide Not to Retry Former Leader of Oklahoma Senate
Oklahoma  -  The Oklahoman  -  Published:  3/12/2012


Prosecutors have decided not to retry former Oklahoma Senate President Pro Tem Mike Morgan unless his bribery conviction is overturned.  Jurors convicted Morgan of a single bribery count at his federal trial.  They deadlocked on an extortion count and on 27 mail fraud counts.  They acquitted him of a conspiracy count and 32 other mail fraud counts.

  


Prosecutors concluded a second conviction would not have a material effect on how much time Morgan faces in prison under sentencing guidelines.  At a federal sentencing, a judge considers all of a defendant's relevant conduct, even if the jury failed to reach a verdict on some conduct. 

 


Morgan was accused of taking more than $400,000 in bribes from three companies while he was in the state Senate. In convicting Morgan of the bribery count, the jury agreed he accepted $12,000 in bribes in 2006 and 2007 from a company to influence legislation affecting assisted-living centers. Morgan, who is an attorney, insisted the three companies paid him for legal services, not to influence legislation.

 
Former Pa. State Senator to Plead Guilty in Corruption Case
Pennsylvania  -  Philadelphia Inquirer  -  Published: 3/16/2012


Former Pennsylvania Sen. Robert Mellow agreed to plead guilty in a federal case in which prosecutors say he played politics at the taxpayers' expense.  Authorities announced criminal charges against the former legislator, contending he used his state-paid staff for political fundraising and other campaign work.

 


Mellow, who served four decades in the Senate, was charged with conspiracy to commit mail fraud and with filing a false income-tax return.  He has agreed to plead guilty, said U.S. Attorney Peter Smith, and faces up to five years in prison.  
 


Smith said that between 2006 and 2010, Mellow and his advisers tapped state-paid staffers to raise money and perform other tasks for the then-senator’s re-election campaign, and for the campaigns of candidates he supported. Mellow, Smith said, demonstrated "willful blindness" to the illegal activity.

  

Perzel's Jail Term: 30 months to 5 years
Pennsylvania  -  Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  -  Published:  3/22/2012


Former Pennsylvania House Speaker John Perzel will be spending at least the next two-and-one-half years in a state prison, a sentence handed down for his role in a $10 million scheme to use public funds for campaigning.  Perzel and three former staffers, including Perzel's ex-chief of staff, all appeared before Dauphin County Judge Richard Lewis in Harrisburg. 

 


The men, along with three others who were sentenced previously, were the remaining defendants in the latest round of corruption charges filed by the state attorney general's office in November 2009.  Their sentences bring the legislative probe's cases nearly to a close, with one defendant left to stand trial and another pair awaiting sentencing out of the 25 individuals arrested between the two House caucuses.

The charges related to taxpayer-funded bonuses for political work, focused on the use of millions of dollars in public funds to create sophisticated databases for targeting voters in key districts.  Perzel, who testified last fall against former state Rep. Brett Feese, was portrayed as the mastermind behind that scheme.

 


"[Perzel's actions were a] shocking and flagrant violation of the public trust [and the result of] one man's quest for power," said Lewis.  He sentenced Perzel to between two-and-one-half years and five years in prison, followed by five years on probation.  Perzel also will pay $1 million in restitution to the commonwealth and $30,000 in fines for the eight charges of theft, conspiracy, and conflict-of-interest he pleaded guilty to in August out of an original 82 counts. 

 


The once-powerful lawmaker told the judge he embarrassed himself, his family and friends, and the people of Pennsylvania.  Perzel spent more than three decades representing a northeast Philadelphia district in the Legislature. He served as speaker from 2003 to 2007 and was ousted from office in the 2010 general election.

Veon, Aide Convicted of Misusing Grant Funds
Pennsylvania  -  Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  -  Published:  3/6/2012


Former Pennsylvania Rep. Mike Veon and his ex-aide were found guilty of charges related to the misuse of taxpayer grants directed to Veon's nonprofit organization.  The one-time lawmaker was facing his second corruption trial in less than two years.  He previously was convicted in 2010 in the state attorney general's legislative probe known as "Bonusgate."  

In the latest proceeding, Veon was accused of improperly spending portions of the $10 million in taxpayer-funded grants that he secured for the Beaver Initiative for Growth.


Veon and his co-defendant, former aide Annamarie Perretta-Rosepink, are scheduled to be sentenced April 18. Perretta-Rosepink was the manager of his district office in Beaver Falls.  She was convicted of theft, conspiracy, and conflict-of-interest.

 


Veon, who served 22 years in the state House before his electoral defeat in 2006, was convicted on 10 of the 15 counts of theft, conflict-of-interest, and conspiracy.  Those guilty charges mostly centered around using Beaver Initiative for Growth funds to pay for Veon's legislative district offices in Midland and Beaver Falls, where the two operations shared space.  Those funds also paid for an office in Pittsburgh that prosecutors said was used solely by a legislative employee.

  


Veon has been serving his six- to 14-year sentence at a state prison, and Perretta-Rosepink has been free on bail as she appeals her earlier conviction.  Both were convicted in 2010 on separate charges stemming from the state attorney general's probe of a House scheme to use public funds to reward staffers for doing political work.  Frederiksen said the verdict, along with earlier convictions of Veon and others in the legislative corruption probe that ensnared more than 20 House lawmakers and staffers, should be viewed as a cautionary message to public officials.

 


"With each one of these convictions, it should underscore even more that the people's money and the people's resources belong to the people of Pennsylvania and not to politicians who decide they are above the law," said Frederiksen.

Special Interests Busy Providing Perks to Legislators
Utah  -  Salt Lake Tribune  -  Published:  3/4/2012


As lines of lawmakers pour free sodas just before the Utah House convenes, Rep. Kraig Powell, a critic of such gifts, points at signs on drink machines in the House kitchen that say:  "Compliments of the Utah Beverage Association."  It may just be a coincidence, but a proposal this year to impose an extra tax on soda, opposed by beverage companies, went nowhere.

 


Powell said he doubts anyone actually votes based on gifts they receive, but food and events provided by special interests "do provide a measure of access, exposure, and discussion that are not there otherwise" for poorer groups that cannot afford to provide perks.

 


"I hate that we have fallen into an arrangement where groups figure they have to participate by providing us food and entertainment . . . and we as a body even schedule slots for them to fill," said Powell.

  


In fact, calendars show state senators have free lunches offered to them on 31 of the 33 actual work days of the session.  House members have fewer free lunches because they pay for their own twice-a-week political party caucus lunches.  The state pays legislators $61 a day this year in per diem for meals and incidental expenses, much of which they can pocket if they take advantage of free meals.

  


As the Legislature faced at least 32 health care bills, separate meals were hosted by the Utah Association of Health Underwriters, Merit Medical, the Utah Hospital Association, and the Health Forum of Utah; snack breaks were sponsored by Utah Health Plans, Molina Healthcare, and the Utah Public Health Association; and receptions were held by the Utah Pharmacists Association and Johnson & Johnson.

 


Others scheduling free events included lobbying firms that represent multiple clients, and such companies and groups as EnergySolutions, Ballet West, Questar, McDonald’s – including an appearance by Ronald McDonald – the Intermountain Power Agency, and Zions Bank.  Linda Hilton, director of the Coalition of Religious Communities, a group that advocates for the poor, said her group cannot afford to host events for legislators.  She said the current system gives a big advantage to wealthier groups and interests.

 


"We stand in the hall and send notes in to legislators, hoping they will come out and talk to us for two minutes, and many of them won't," said Hilton.  "But when you are giving a dinner in a room, legislators can’t avoid talking to the group buying it.  It helps them immensely and improves their access."

 


Senate President Michael Waddoups agrees to a point.  "As I go to those dinners, I know that invariably they take time to discuss their issue," said Waddoups.  “It facilitates it so they don’t have to do it one-on-one.  They can get 20, 30 or 40 [lawmakers] at a time." 
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ALASKA -- In light of redistricting, the state ethics commission issued an opinion that legislators may combine campaign and constituent lists, but only for those that remain in the current elected district. Legislators may not use state resources to send mailings to constituents outside of their elected districts.  The Republic, March 9, 2012   http://www.therepublic.com/view/story/f43de20cffa04247bdb86473e85d342a/AK-XGR--Legislative-Mailings/

MAINE -- The full legislature will consider LD 1806, which would require legislators to report on organizations with which they or their family members are affiliated at the manager or owner level, if those organizations were paid more than $10,000 from the state.  The legislation will also require public officials to report on income earned during their last year in state government – an inadvertent loophole in current law. Sun Journal, March 8, 2012 http://www.sunjournal.com/news/state/2012/03/08/committee-oks-bill-close-state-ethics-loopholes/1165474 
MICHIGAN -- The Center for Michigan examines the states ethics, lobbying and campaign finance laws – and finds that Michigan “lags” other states.  Michigan Live, March 8, 2012 http://www.mlive.com/politics/index.ssf/2012/03/michigan_lags_on_ethics_lobbyi.html 
MISSOURI -- Opinion:  What others say:  Speaker’s investments cry out for Missouri ethics law.
Columbia Missourian, March 5, 2012 http://www.columbiamissourian.com/stories/2012/03/05/what-others-say-speakers-investments-cry-out-missouri-ethics-law/ 
NEW YORK -- WGRZ examines the New York Legislature’s past, current and future ethical climate in light of many scandals. WGRZ, February 20, 2012 http://www.wgrz.com/news/article/156650/37/Corrupt-Lawmakers-Form-Extensive-Line 
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