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In the most recent legislative election cycle, many businesses and organizations that employ lobbyists participated in funding Kentucky legislative campaigns through state or federal political action committees (PACs), which are affiliated with the lobbyist employers.  
PACs are funded by the members, officials, and employees of a business or organization, and others who support the business or organization.

In 2014, the General Assembly strengthened Kentucky’s legislative ethics law by prohibiting PAC contributions to legislative campaigns during regular sessions of the General Assembly.  Kentucky’s year-round ban on lobbyist campaign contributions and the in-session ban on PAC contributions are the strongest ethics provisions in the nation relating to campaign finance and the legislative process.
According to the Registry of Election Finance, state-registered PACs contributed $1,882,732 to Kentucky legislative campaigns in the 2014 election cycle, while federally-registered PACs contributed $1,066,634 in that same cycle, so PAC contributions to 2014 legislative campaigns totaled $2,949,366.
Many of the PACs affiliated with lobbyist employers contributed to individual campaigns for legislative seats, and to the General Assembly’s four caucus campaign committees.  Each caucus committee is made up of the majority or minority party members in the Senate or House of Representatives, and is controlled by the party leaders in each chamber.

Ky. Optometric Association’s state PAC gave a total of $127,650 to legislative campaigns in the 2014 election cycle, including the maximum allowable ($20,000 or $5,000 each) to the four caucus committees; and General Electric’s federal PAC also contributed $20,000 to the four caucuses. 
Other lobbyist employers whose PACs contributed to all four caucus committees and totals contributed to legislative campaigns, including the caucuses, are: Ky. Bankers Association, whose state PAC contributed $113,500 to legislative campaigns, including $18,500 to caucuses; Atmos Energy’s federal PAC contributed $66,250 to legislative races, including $12,000 to the four caucuses; Ky. Assn. of Electric Cooperatives ($61,225 to legislative races, including $7,500 to caucuses); LG&E and KU Energy ($58,750 to legislative races, including $12,000 to caucuses); and Enterprise Holdings, parent company of Enterprise Rent-A-Car, National Car Rental, and Alamo Rent a Car ($58,500 total, including $16,250 to caucuses). 
PACs affiliated with the following lobbyist employers also contributed to all four caucus committees: Ford Motor Co. ($49,200 total on legislative races, including $17,500 to caucuses); Ky. Medical Assn. ($46,750 total, including $15,500 to caucuses); Ky. Crushed Stone Assn., Ky. Assn. of Highway Contractors, and Plantmix Asphalt ($39,500 total, with $15,000 to caucuses);  Ky. Society of CPAs ($39,500 on legislative races, including $10,500 to caucuses); Independent Insurance Agents of Ky. ($35,250 total, including $7,000 to caucuses); AT&T ($34,900 total, with $11,000 to caucuses).

Other PACs that contributed to four caucuses are those affiliated with:  Merck Sharp & Dohme, a subsidiary of Merck & Co. ($31,000, including $18,500 to caucuses); Pfizer ($24,500, including $13,500 to caucuses); Amgen ($21,000, including $9,500 to caucuses); Ky. Distillers Assn. ($20,500 total, including $7,500 to caucuses); Wal-Mart ($19,500 total, including $12,200  to caucuses); CVS Health ($16,000 to caucuses); General Motors ($14,000 total, including $2,900 to caucuses); Ky. Society of Anesthesiologists ($9,500 to caucuses); Alkermes ($6,500 to caucuses); and Ky. Manufactured Housing Institute ($3,500 to caucuses). 
PACs affiliated with the following employers contributed to three caucus committees and to other legislative races.  Those include: Ky. Education Assn. ($108,000 to legislative campaigns, including $15,000 to caucuses);  Ky. Realtors Assn. ($68,300 to legislative campaigns, including $9,300 to caucuses);  Time-Warner Cable ($59,500 total, including $15,000 to caucuses); Ky. Hospital Assn. ($54,650 total, including $12,000 to caucuses); Marathon Petroleum ($55,500 total, including $8,500 to caucuses); Ky. Chamber of Commerce ($36,500 total, including $9,000 to caucuses); Duke Energy ($25,800 total, with $7,500 to caucuses); Pfizer ($24,500 to legislative campaigns, with $13,500 to caucuses); Wine & Spirits Wholesalers ($21,550 total, with $4,000 to caucuses); UPS ($21,500 total, with $6,500 to caucuses); Ky. Pharmacists Assn. ($20,450 total, including $9,000 to caucuses); WellCare of Kentucky ($20,000 to legislative races, with $8,000 to caucuses); Williams Companies ($18,000 total, $10,500 to caucuses); EQT Corp. ($17,000 total, with $8,000 to caucuses); Altria ($12,500 total, including $9,500 to caucuses); and Windstream ($8,750 total, with $4,500 to caucuses).
Other lobbyists’ employers with affiliated PACs spent the following amounts in the 2014 legislative election cycle: Ky. Justice Assn. ($77,000); Ky. Automobile Dealers Assn. ($74,700); Ky. Assn. of Health Care Facilities ($58,750); Century Aluminum ($50,000); Jefferson County Teachers’ Assn. ($48,000); CSX Transportation ($42,250); Associated General Contractors ($39,650); Humana Inc. ($30,500); Alpha Natural Resources ($17,500); and Alliance Coal ($16,000).
Additionally, the law and lobbying firm of Frost Brown & Todd, which has lobbyists on its staff, has an affiliated state PAC that spent $29,500 on contributions to legislative campaigns. 

In the 2012 legislative election cycle, employers with affiliated PACs included: Ky. Bankers Assn., whose PAC spent $124,000 by making 151 contributions to legislative campaigns; Kentucky Assn. of Health Care Facilities, whose PAC spent $88,750 by making 105 contributions; Ky. Justice Assn., whose PAC spent $52,500 by making 65 contributions; AT&T, whose PAC spent $34,450 by making 68 contributions; and the Ky. Assn. of Electric Cooperatives, which spent $33,400 by making 79 contributions.


The following businesses and organizations terminated lobbying registration after the end of the 2015 session of the General Assembly and are no longer lobbying in Kentucky:  American Suntanning Association; Code.org; Companion Data Services; DCI Group, LLC; IGT - International Game Technology; Institute for Justice; Hinkle Contracting, LLC; Kentuckians for Entrepreneurs and Growth; KY LIFT, Inc.; Main Street Revitalization, LLC; and Weber Merritt.
HID Global is now registered to lobby in Kentucky.  HID Global is headquartered in Austin, Texas, and is owned by Assa Abloy, a Swedish supplier and manufacturer of locks.  HID Global's government ID offerings include cards, card printers, readers, software, and professional services for government-issued credentials.
Ethics, lobbying, and campaign finance news from across the U.S.
Amid gridlock in D.C., influence industry expands rapidly in the states

WASHINGTON, D.C. – Washington Post -- by Reid Wilson -- May 11, 2015

Lobbyists aren’t having much luck on a gridlocked Capitol Hill — so more and more, they’re opening their wallets in state capitols around the country.  Not keeping pace with the surge, say watchdog groups: the disclosure laws that are supposed to keep the influence industry in check.

Battles in legislatures between rival energy companies; powerful medical interests like doctors, hospitals and insurers; and even environmentalists and plastic bag manufacturers have fueled huge growth in lobbying spending at the state level, even as spending has plateaued — and even waned — at the federal level.

A Washington Post review of lobbying spending in states shows professional advocates reported spending at least $2.2 billion on activity aimed at influencing state legislators in 28 states where data was available during the 2013-2014 biennium — with virtually every state seeing dramatic growth over the last decade.

At the same time, total spending on federal lobbying activities has fallen.  After hitting a peak in 2010, when advocacy groups reported spending $3.52 billion on lobbying, that number dropped to $3.24 billion in 2014, according to data maintained by the Center for Responsive Politics.

“When nothing’s happening in Washington, D.C., it’s happening in the states,” said Frank McNulty, a former speaker of the Colorado House of Representatives who retired from office earlier this year.  
“You tend to see all these public policy issues work their way down to the state level because, whether it’s an environmental organization or a Fortune 500 company, they’re still going to try to move their agenda.”

The $2.2 billion spent over the last two years vastly underestimates the total spent.  Disclosure rules and data collection practices vary widely by state, meaning lobbying totals from 22 states, including larger states like Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and Illinois, aren’t publicly available.  Some states require lobbyists and those who pay them to report every penny spent on advocacy, including the lobbyists’ salaries; other states require only that money spent directly on lawmakers and executive branch officials be reported.

But in states where data is available, the trend line soars straight up: Total lobbying spending in California grew from $424 million between the 2003-2004 biennium to $579 million, an increase of 36 percent.  In New York, spending increased over the last decade by 65 percent, from $264 million to $436 million, according to data maintained by the New York State Joint Commission on Public Ethics.

“Money is the game in our political process, and we wouldn’t see this much money in our system if it wasn’t making an impact for the spenders,” said Jenny Flanagan, vice president for state operations at Common Cause.

Lobbying spending has more than doubled over the last ten years in North Carolina, New Jersey, Wisconsin, Kansas, Arizona and Ohio.  Spending in at least six states — Florida, Minnesota and Washington, along with New Jersey, New York and California — topped $100 million between 2013 and 2014.  Lobbying spending topped $50 million in Wisconsin, Michigan, Colorado and Maryland over the same period.

Even in states where data isn’t available, hints at the influence industry’s rapid growth exist: In Tennessee, lobbyists spent more than $10 million on events for state legislators in 2014, a small slice of lobbying activity that takes place.  The number of registered lobbyists in Iowa has grown from 578 a decade ago to 708 today.

In Florida, lobbyists who seek influence with the executive branch must only report ranges of spending. Those ranges suggest advocates spent between $30 million and $120 million in the last two years lobbying state agencies, on top of the $249 million spent to woo legislators.

“There is a migration right now of government relations activity from Washington to the state and local levels,” says James Hickey, a lobbyist at Day & Zimmerman and president of the Association of Government Relations Professionals.  “There’s a feeling among folks in our industry that if you can’t get progress on issues in Washington, maybe we shouldn’t focus all of our time 100 percent on Washington.”

The spending totals also don’t include an explosion in spending by outside groups on legislative elections.  Just as super PACs and organizations that operate under section 501(c)(4) of the Internal Revenue Code have ramped up spending on federal elections, so too have they begun influencing state elections.

Lobbyists and watchdogs say a confluence of events are to blame — or credit — with the industry’s growth: The recent gridlock in Washington comes at the same time states are deciding on a host of contentious issues, from energy regulation to health care and implementation of the Affordable Care Act.  Decisions on those issues, which are in the hands of state lawmakers, stand to make one industry a lot of money, at the expense of others.

Campanella said her clients are also increasingly interested in influencing local elected officials, such as members of city councils and school boards.  Issues like plastic bag bans, living wage laws and health care pose threats to, and opportunities for, businesses at the local level.

Watchdog groups say state ethics laws have not kept up to date with the explosion in new spending.  While most states make lobbying activity reports available online, some do not, and even some that do are not listed by subject area or sponsor.  

For practical purposes, that means citizens in many states would not be able to find just who is lobbying in support of or opposition to any given measure without combing through thousands of records.  And even the agencies themselves are often reluctant, unwilling or not empowered to take action against lobbyists who run afoul of state rules.

“There’s almost no enforcement in the lobbyist arena.  The disclosure is awful, and it’s one of the areas where I think there is a serious need for some sunlight,” said Edwin Bender, executive director of the National Institute on Money in State Politics.

Watchdogs highlight Wisconsin as the state they say represents best practices.  Wisconsin law requires lobbyists and the organization for which they are lobbying to register after just five conversations with lawmakers, and to identify the position they are taking.   The state has made that data available online since 1998.  After the state migrated to a new system three years ago, the data is now sortable and searchable through a simple interface.

Kevin Kennedy, director and general counsel of Wisconsin’s Government Accountability Board, said his agency’s system is designed to allow any interested member of the public to discover the interests behind a piece of legislation. In an interview, Kennedy said his best customers are legislators themselves: They use the system to educate themselves on the political contours of a given bill.

“The legislators use this when they’re debating a bill on the floor,” Kennedy said.  “If there’s any glitch in the system … and the legislature’s in session, I will be getting phone calls.”

But few states follow Wisconsin’s lead.  Bender said there is wide acknowledgement among both lobbyists and the government agencies that oversee their activity that current rules don’t even require all the spending to be reported.  In some cases, some employees of lobbying firms do not have to register if other employees have registered.
A 2011 report by Bender’s group found 23 states did not require lobbyists to report their compensation, and 15 states did not make lobbyist data readily accessible to the public.  There are more than 47,000 lobbyists registered with state governments across the country. Most are part-time advocates, active only on a single issue.  Each state usually has only a small handful who account for the vast majority of major contracts with out-of-state corporations or interest groups.

Hawaii ban upheld on political donations by government contractors

HAWAII – Honolulu Civil Beat -- by Nick Grube -- May 20, 2015

The 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals upheld a Hawaii law that prohibits government contractors from giving political donations to state and county candidates, finding that the ban eliminates both actual and perceived corruption.

Local electrical construction firm, A-1-A Lectrician, first challenged the law in 2010, saying the state’s campaign finance laws violated its First Amendment rights because it barred contractors from donating to candidates and lawmakers not directly overseeing contract awards and decisions.

A-1-A Lectrician’s lawsuit was filed shortly after the U.S. Supreme Court’s Citizens United ruling that equated corporate and union campaign contributions to free speech. That ruling effectively allowed corporations and unions the ability to dump unlimited amounts of cash into local, state and national elections.

But the 9th Circuit found that Hawaii’s law is an important tool for government that’s used to combat “quid pro quo corruption,” which is often referred to as pay-to-play politics in which top campaign contributors are awarded contracts in exchange for their donations.

The court also upheld the state’s law requiring political action committees to register with the state after spending more than $1,000 to influence an election, something officials said is necessary to follow the money during campaign season.

“Without these laws, it would be impossible for the public to determine what interests are funding political action committees, including the big-money SuperPACs,” Hawaii Campaign Spending Commission Executive Director Kristin Izumi-Nitao said in a press release. “This ruling underscores the importance of encouraging transparency in political campaigns and guarding against corruption.”

A-1-A Lectrician was represented by James Bopp, an attorney based in Indiana who is known as the man behind Citizens United.
Expanded disclosure, ethics rules now law

INDIANA – TheStatehouseFile.com – by Olivia Covington – May 4, 2015
INDIANAPOLIS — An ethics bill meant to increase disclosure of legislators’ financial affairs is now law in Indiana.
Gov. Mike Pence signed House Bill 1002, which was authored by House Speaker Brian Bosma of Indianapolis.  The bill requires legislators to disclose any investments they hold that total $5,000 or more.  Former Indiana law only required disclosures for investments of $10,000 or more.
HB 1002 would also require members of the General Assembly to take an ethics training course and creates an ethics office within the Legislative Services Administration.
The new law also bans elected officials from using state resources for political purposes.  The bill was created in response to alleged ethical breaches involving former state Rep. Eric Turner and former State Superintendent Tony Bennett.
Leaders from both parties say they’re pleased with the final draft of HB 1002.  “We have plenty of things around here on which we found grounds to disagree,” said House Minority Leader Scott Pelath of Michigan City.   “But this is one we’re all in together.”
Lobbyist largesse extends to officials' spouses, children

LOUISIANA -- The Times-Picayune – by Lee Zurik -- May 14, 2015

In May 2013, the spouses of 23 Louisiana lawmakers gathered for lunch, running up a tab totaling $998.  Not a single lawmaker was present.  Yet the bill was paid by lobbyist Larry Murray, who described the event in his monthly disclosure to the Ethics Board as a "legislative spouse tour."

It's one of numerous occasions in the past six years in which lobbyists paid the entertainment bills for lawmakers' spouses and minor children.  The practice, while legal, doesn't make sense to observers such as Ed Chervenak, a political scientist with University of New Orleans.

"It's difficult to understand why lobbyists are paying money to wine and dine spouses," Chervenak said.  "They're not the ones who are writing law, it's the elected officials."

Murray's event is unusual because the lawmakers weren't present.  More typical is for spouses and children to join in on meals and other events.  Sen. Francis Thompson of Delhi – whose spouse has been treated to entertainment by lobbyists at least 68 times since 2009 -- noted that state ethics laws "allow such expenditures as long as they comply with required limits."
Ethics Board rules put a $58 cap on what lobbyists can spend on meals and drinks for an individual at a single event, but lobbyists report monthly expenses in aggregated totals per person, as opposed to single occasions.  And lobbyists aren't required to explain the nature of expenses. Ethics Board administrator Kathleen Allen said there's no way to tell from the reports when aggregate expenses of more than $58 represent violations.

So the Ethics Board has no way to know when lobbyists don't comply with the meals cap, barring an outside complaint.

Senator accepted flight from Irving while promoting looser mining laws

MAINE -- Maine Center for Public Interest Reporting – by Lance Tapley -- May 20, 2015

AUGUSTA -- A state senator who is among those leading the fight to pass legislation to benefit J.D. Irving’s proposal to develop an open-pit mine in the North Woods accepted a free private plane ride to Aroostook from Irving's lobbyists and didn't report it to the state ethics commission.

Sen. Thomas Saviello of Wilton said he didn’t have to report the 2013 round-trip ride because its value was not more than $300, the threshold for reporting gifts from lobbyists to the Commission on Governmental Ethics and Election Practices, and because the purpose was fact-finding.

"I do not consider this a gift,” he said.  “This was an information trip just like I do all the time throughout the state."

Senate President Michael Thibodeau defended Saviello's trip.  He said it was "a fact-finding" tour, "not a gift requiring reporting, and I don’t believe it was a conflict of interest."

Then-Sen. James Boyle of Gorham also took the trip, which he said occurred in August or September 2013.  No one contacted for this story offered a precise date for the trip.  Saviello said it was "two summers ago.”

Based on those dates, the lobbyists involved also did not report the trip, as required by the ethics commission.  Irving lobbyists James Mitchell and Anthony Hourihan were on the plane, Saviello recollected.  Hourihan is Irving’s land-development chief.  Mainebiz magazine recently designated Mitchell as Maine's highest-paid lobbyist.

Lobbyists are supposed to list all travel expenses involved with lobbying on their reports to the commission.  Mitchell and Hourihan lobbied on mining issues for Aroostook Resources, the J.D. Irving subsidiary promoting the development of Bald Mountain.  

The idea behind the reporting requirements is that transparency of officials' conduct will help prevent improper or undue influence on them.

Legislators often go on paid trips and are invited to conferences to hear about issues from special interests and advocates.  Saviello said he "normally" takes trips like the one to Aroostook to educate himself on issues, though he said this was his first plane ride to do so.

The plane trip provides a window into how lobbyists' wealthy clients woo legislators.  The client in this case is a huge Canadian corporation that is Maine's biggest landowner.  Saviello said the plane went from the Bangor airport so he could see the proposed mine site, Bald Mountain, which is about 12 miles southwest of Portage on Irving land, and to look at some of Irving's forestry operations.

After landing in Presque Isle, Hourihan treated him to lunch in Ashland, Saviello said, adding that his meal of "soup, sandwich, and hot chocolate" cost about $11, less than the $25 reporting requirement for meals.

At the time, Boyle was chairman of the Environment and Natural Resources Committee, which has jurisdiction over mining rules, and Saviello was the committee's ranking member.  Boyle, who was defeated in a bid for re-election, also didn't report the flight to the ethics commission.  He said he didn't think reporting was necessary because the trip was "work-related."

Missouri House Speaker Diehl resigning under fire over texts with intern

MISSOURI – Kansas City Star – by Jason Hancock – May 14, 2015
JEFFERSON CITY -- John Diehl said he will resign as speaker of the Missouri House in the wake of a story published by The Star about texts replete with sexual innuendo between him and a college freshman in a Capitol internship.  The internship program was shut down abruptly earlier this spring.
Diehl, who felt increasing heat from his fellow legislators, stepped down from his House leadership position with a written statement.  He also said he will resign from his seat, where he represents a suburban St. Louis district.
Several hours after the story broke, he issued a written apology in a news release and proclaimed the “buck stops here.”
The Star’s story exposed a series of text messages between Diehl and the intern and the speaker’s various efforts to shoot down the story and delay its publication.
But when the story appeared online, the House quickly became distracted with discussion of Diehl’s behavior and whether he could weather the controversy.
Confronted by reporters waiting outside his Capitol office, he referred to his earlier apology but did not elaborate then about the nature of his relationship with the college freshman.  He said then that he wasn’t quitting his speaker’s post — considered the most powerful legislative job in the state.
Rep. Lauren Arthur of Kansas City tweeted: “This is an institutional wrong, not a personal one.  An abuse of power and trust, it further discourages women from being involved in politics.”
Diehl spoke with reporters after hours of secluding himself in his office after the story appeared.  He said texting with the intern was “a stupid thing to do,” but denied having a physical relationship with her. 
When asked by a reporter from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch about whether he’d tried to cover up the texts for the last three weeks, he abruptly ended the press conference and walked away.
Dean Skelos, New York Senate leader, vacates post
NEW YORK – New York Times – by Thomas Kaplan & Susanne Craig – May 11, 2015
ALBANY — The capital was thrown into familiar tumult as yet another of the state’s leaders fell from grace: Dean G. Skelos, the majority leader of the New York State Senate, stepped down from his leadership post.

The announcement followed a week of escalating pressure on Sen. Skelos, who sought to stay on as the chamber’s leader despite his arrest last week on federal corruption charges.  To succeed him, Senators selected John J. Flanagan, who, like Mr. Skelos, is from Long Island.

“It was the right decision to step aside,” Mr. Skelos said, adding, “I was a distraction.”  His downfall adds a chapter to what has already been a difficult year in Albany.  In a span of only 16 weeks, the leaders of both legislative chambers have been arrested and replaced as a result of separate corruption cases, a head-spinning change in a capital known for its inertia.

Mr. Skelos’s decision came after his counterpart atop the State Assembly, Sheldon Silver, was forced to give up his post as speaker after his own arrest on federal corruption charges in January.  In a similar series of events, Assembly members first rallied around Mr. Silver, before deciding days later, amid calls for his ouster, that he could no longer continue as speaker.

The recent arrests unavoidably place a focus on Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, who, with Mr. Silver and Mr. Skelos, had comprised Albany’s “three men in a room,” a reference to the capital’s traditional decision-making process.  Mr. Cuomo is the last man standing.

But the “three men” culture has been criticized by many, including Preet Bharara, the United States attorney for the Southern District of New York, whose office brought the cases against both Mr. Silver and Mr. Skelos.

Mr. Bharara has been waging a public campaign against corruption in Albany, and his efforts appear to have gained momentum since his office took over the files of the Moreland Commission, an anticorruption panel that Mr. Cuomo created in 2013 and then shut down last year.  Mr. Bharara also began a criminal investigation into the circumstances of the panel’s closing.
Mr. Skelos is accused of using his influence to extort payments for his son, Adam B. Skelos, who was also arrested last week.  The senator has said he is innocent of the charges against him.  But he said he decided to step down after an “obnoxious” news photographer went into his son’s backyard last week, and his 2-year-old grandson fell and split his lip.

“I said: ‘You know what? It’s not worth it,’ ” Mr. Skelos told reporters after a brief Senate session.  He added a second motivation for his decision, pertaining not to his family, but to his Senate colleagues: “Quite frankly, I think I was somewhat of a distraction.”

Mr. Flanagan will have to contend with the cloud of corruption that seems fixed above the Capitol, even as Mr. Cuomo and lawmakers have made several attempts at ethics reforms in recent years.

For one thing, lawmakers are allowed to hold part-time jobs, and a number of them work as lawyers, an arrangement that has prompted concerns about possible conflicts of interest.  Mr. Flanagan, himself a lawyer, said he had resigned from his firm, though he said his decision to do so was driven by the demands of his new job.

Asked about Albany’s seemingly intractable corruption problem, Mr. Flanagan said he wanted to bring more light to the business of government, though he did not mention any specific reforms he plans to champion.

“I think it is extraordinarily important that people be able to have faith in their government,” he said.  “And I want to work to the largest extent possible to help effectuate that.”
NC senator’s private legal work mixes with state policy 

NORTH CAROLINA – Charlotte Observer -- by Lynn Bonner – May 19, 2015

Fletcher Hartsell has represented Cabarrus County and surrounding areas north of Charlotte in the state Senate for more than 24 years.  He’s also a lawyer who represents clients with business before – or needing action from – state government. 

In those roles, Hartsell has sued a state agency on behalf of a charter school company.  He closely watched the state Board of Education work through changes to his client’s virtual charter contract.

And he’s had at least one client appear in front of a committee he co-chaired. 

It’s a difficult balancing act for legislators who are also lawyers.  Hartsell, from Concord, has drawn other attention for mixing the personal and political.  The State Board of Elections is investigating his use of at least $100,000 in campaign contributions to pay personal credit card debt in 2011 and 2012.  An elections board spokesman said the probe remains active.

But Hartsell says now, in an interview, that he will back away from his work for North Carolina Learns, which is bringing the for-profit virtual education company, K12 Inc., to the state. 

Hartsell sued the Board of Education after it decided it would not consider applications for online charter schools, but he says he’s tired of reading about his involvement as if there’s something wrong with it.  The 2012 lawsuit was unsuccessful, but it went all the way to the state Court of Appeals.

“I’ll just be blunt,” he said. “People, in the papers, all these other folks, make all these allegations I’m doing this for a particular reason. I’d just as soon avoid any question.” 

Legislators and other elected and appointed government officials must reveal their employers, real estate holdings and investments in statements of economic interest filed with the N.C. State Ethics Commission. 

But lawyers do not have to disclose their clients, so their work for companies or individuals with interests in state action may not always be known.  Thirty-three attorneys serve in the General Assembly, though not all of them practice. 

In general, the main things that lawyers in public service need to watch out for is being in a position to financially benefit their firms, said Perry Newson, executive director of the N.C. State Ethics Commission. 

The determinations are specific to each situation and may come down to the person’s position in a firm, whether they are equity partners, for example, or if they have a relationship with a firm but are not partners or associates. 

There are some exceptions, Newson said.  For example, if the legislative action benefits a class of people, the lawmaker would be able to participate.  Newson used as an example a legislator who is married to a teacher is permitted to vote to approve teacher raises.  “The class exception would allow you to do that because it’s for an entire class of teachers,” he said. 

Powerful legislator slams "superficial" ethics reform

TEXAS – The Texas Tribune -- by Jay Root -- May 13, 2015
The already tortuous path for ethics reform at the Texas Capitol took another sharp turn when a powerful House leader criticized the package passed by the Senate and praised by Gov. Greg Abbott two weeks ago.

Rep. Byron Cook of Corsicana, chairman of the House State Affairs Committee, called the legislation, Senate Bill 19, “one of the most superficial efforts I’ve ever seen” at ethics reform, saying it attempted to address problems that don’t exist without fixing the ones that do.

Cook signaled that he would “probably” add a provision to the measure in his House committee requiring the disclosure of so-called dark money that has flooded into campaign coffers from certain politically active groups, which could make the bill a target for activists who say they should be allowed to keep their donors secret.  

As for what’s in that measure already, Cook slammed a provision that would require virtually everyone running for or serving in elected office — ranging from school board members to the governor — to submit to drug tests.  He also took aim at a “revolving door” section that would require lawmakers who want to go to work for special interest groups to sit out a legislative session before becoming lobbyists. 

The author of the Senate bill, Sen. Van Taylor of Plano, said he's still "optimistic that the House will join the Senate in answering Governor Abbott's call to strengthen the bond elected officials share with their constituents."

"Ethics reform should be so paramount that it rises above charged rhetoric that only serves as a distraction from the challenge at hand — to deliver to the people a reason to be more confident in their state government," he said.

In February Abbott urged the Legislature to “dedicate this session to ethics reform,” after calling for new criminal penalties for self-dealing and putting far more sunlight into disclosure laws.  Abbott's own proposal — unveiled during his 2014 campaign for governor — also called for more robust and quicker reporting of campaign donations.

Some of what Abbott wants is moving through the legislative sausage grinder, including a bill by Rep. Giovanni Capriglione of Southlake, that would for the first time require legislators to reveal contracts they have with governmental entities.  Another piece, by Rep. Charlie Geren of Fort Worth, would require more frequent reporting of campaign finance information.

Other ethics initiatives under consideration this session would shed light on lobbyist wining and dining, which is obscured now by a loophole that allows special interests to evade reporting who they are entertaining with lobby money.
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