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The final numbers for the 2016 General Assembly are in, and lobbying spending hit an all-time high of $9.53 million, a nine percent increase over 2014, the most recent year in which there was a session that lasted 60 legislative days.
During the session, 698 businesses and organizations were registered to lobby, and that is also a record number, and a five percent increase over 2014.
The surge in spending was led by the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, which spent $149,002 on lobbying during the session, a 14 percent increase over 2014 and the most ever spent by the Chamber during a legislative session.  
The Chamber’s website calls the 2016 session “one of the most successful the business community has seen”, citing “pro-business legislative victories” on bills relating to public-private partnerships to finance government projects and services, and additional money for the state’s pension system, along with the defeat of “anti-business tax reform” and renewable energy legislation. 


The session’s second-leading spender was the Kentucky Hospital Association (KHA), which spent $131,472, a 26 percent increase over KHA’s spending in the 2014 session.  This year, KHA lobbied in support of bills relating to the prompt payment of Medicaid claims, and establishing a medical review panel system, and lobbied against legislation raising the minimum wage and licensing the practice of midwifery.
The next leading spender was Altria (Philip Morris USA and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco), which spent $119,905, a 23 percent drop from 2014, when Altria was the top spender while lobbying against raising the cigarette tax, against new taxes on electronic cigarettes, and in support of a bill banning the sale of electronic cigarettes to minors.

The Kentucky Retail Federation (KRF) spent $117,941, which was a 44 percent increase over the group’s 2014 spending.  This year, KRF lobbied against the proposed constitutional amendment which would have allowed local governments to add a one percent local sales tax.
Another top spender was a first time lobbying organization, Marsy's Law for All, lobbying in favor of a proposed constitutional amendment to provide increased formal involvement in criminal proceedings to crime victims or their families.  Marsy’s Law spent $111,686 on lobbying, including $80,586 on advertising related to their lobbying effort.
After the top five spenders, the rest of the list of top-spending businesses and organizations includes: Kentucky Justice Association ($89,975); Kentucky League of Cities ($74,265); Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation ($72,851); Kentucky Bankers Association ($72,217); Norton Healthcare ($67,344); Anthem ($65,500); Humana ($56,419); Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives ($55,747); Century Aluminum ($55,729); Home Builders Association of Kentucky ($50,811); CSX ($50,679); Kentucky Association of School Administrators ($48,750); Baptist Health ($48,714); Biotechnology Innovation Organization ($47,758); Kentucky Coal and Mineral County Coalition ($46,143); Hewlett Packard ($46,000); and Buffalo Trace Distillery ($45,000).

Since 2014, several business and organizations dropped off the list of top spenders.  Those include AT&T, which dropped its spending from $75,075 in 2014 to $41,313 in 2016; Kentuckians for the Commonwealth, which spent $67,546 in 2014 and $35,185 this year; Pew Charitable Trusts ($65,985 in 2014 and $19,200 in 2016); Kentucky State Building and Construction Trades Council ($57,051 in 2014 and $25,324 this year); United Parcel Service ($54,950 in 2014 and $22,500 in 2016); Boardwalk Pipeline Partners ($54,500 in 2014 and $11,475 in 2016); and AK Steel, which dropped from $53,658 to $34,941 this year. 
Several employers quit lobbying after 2016 GA ends

Fourteen businesses and organizations which lobbied during the 2016 General Assembly terminated their lobbying registrations as the session ended and will no longer lobby in Kentucky.  Those are Appriss Inc.; Axcess Financial; BioDelivery Sciences International; Botany Bay; Bristol-Myers Squibb Co.; DNA Saves; Harshaw Trane; Innocence Project; KY LIFT, Inc.; Kentucky Recyclers Association; Peabody Energy; Shawnee Professional Services; Shelbyville Laundry; and Telrite Corp.
In May, Hosparus, Inc. and UCB, Inc. registered to lobby.  
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Mike Hubbard trial: Prosecution witnesses outline charges against house speaker
ALABAMA – AL.Com – by Mike Cason -- May 25, 2016
OPELIKA -- The president of Craftmaster Printers testified that Alabama House Speaker Mike Hubbard brought his business partners a plan to relieve the company's crushing debt that involved raising $150,000 from each of 10 wealthy investors.

Barry Whatley, president of Craftmaster and a co-owner of the company with Hubbard and others, was the third witness called by prosecutors in Hubbard's ethics trial.
Whatley's testimony was related to charges that Hubbard obtained a $150,000 investment in Craftmaster from each of four people who are defined as "principals" under the state ethics law.

Principals are people or businesses who hire lobbyists.  The ethics law prohibits public officials from asking for or accepting things of value from lobbyists and principals.

The four were Harbert Management Corporation executive and Business Council of Alabama board member Will Brooke; former Sterne Agee executive James Holbrook; Great Southern Wood President Jimmy Rane and Hoar Construction President Robert Burton.

Hubbard's attorneys have claimed that three of the four listed in the charges --- Brooke, Rane and Burton -- were not principals as defined by the law.  They have also claimed that the investors received full value for their investment.

Whatley testified that he, Hubbard and three others bought Craftmaster in 2000.  He said the company was $8.8 million in debt, and that made it hard to be a profitable operation.

"It's like raising the Titanic," Whatley said.  "It's been a struggle from day one."

Whatley testified that the effort to raise $1.5 million was successful and that Hubbard recruited eight of the 10 investors.

Whatley said the plan was to seek investors who could afford to take the associated risk.  Under a separate charge, Hubbard is accused of accepting a thing of value from Brooke because the investment plan was Brooke's idea.

Whatley's testimony was also related to charges that Hubbard used his former position as chairman of his political party to direct party money to his businesses, Craftmaster and Auburn Network.

Hubbard faces 23 felony ethics counts issued by a special grand jury in Lee County in October 2014.
The speaker is accused of using his public offices for personal gain.  He has denied any wrongdoing.
The prosecution also called Chris Hines, former senior vice president of Auburn Network.

In response to questions from Deputy Attorney General Michael Duffy, Hines testified that he did not know anything about the work Hubbard did as a consultant for four companies that were under contract with the Auburn Network.

Prosecutors allege that Hubbard used his office as speaker to obtain consulting contracts, which Hubbard has denied.

The Auburn Network contracts were with Southeast Alabama Gas District, American Pharmacy Cooperative Inc., Edgenuity Inc. or E2020 and Robert Abrams, doing business as CV Holdings.

Hines said he ran the day-to-day operations of Auburn Network when he was senior vice president and his office was adjacent to Hubbard's.

Duffy asked Hines about each of the four consulting contracts, and Hines said his knowledge of the contracts was limited to receiving the monthly checks from the companies and depositing them.
Hawaii lawmakers again balk at ethics, lobbying reform

HAWAII – Civil Beat – by Nathan Eagle -- May 23, 2016 
HONOLULU -- Hawaii lawmakers were reluctant again this year to strengthen the state ethics code or to tighten the rules lobbyists must follow.

The Hawaii State Ethics Commission tracked more than 16 bills related to ethics and lobbying this past legislative session, which ended May 5.  Each and every one died, many without as much as a public hearing.

“It’s really unfortunate,” said Rep. Matt LoPresti, who introduced a measure to restrict lawmakers’ use of their official position for personal benefit.

One of the only measures to get any legs would have funded a task force to undertake a comprehensive review of the state’s lobbying laws.  The task force would have offered recommendations to the Legislature before the next session on how to make the statutes more effective.

Les Kondo, who was the commission’s executive director until becoming state auditor May 1, told lawmakers in April that the lobbying laws are outdated and need a complete overhaul.

Bills to toughen the existing lobbying laws failed to gain any traction, despite support from government watchdog groups including Common Cause and the League of Women Voters.

Businesses and nonprofits spent nearly $1 million in the first two months of the legislative session — January and February — on lobbyists who work to influence Hawaii lawmakers.  The reports for March and April aren’t due until May 31.

Measures to make it easier to fine lobbyists who don’t file certain disclosure reports with the Ethics Commission died.  So did bills that would have required lobbyists to report all expenses, not just those over $750.

The Legislature almost passed House Bill 813, introduced by LoPresti, which would have closed or narrowed gaping loopholes in the fair treatment law, by separating out certain limitations placed on task-force members from those placed on legislators.

The fair treatment law prohibits a legislator or a state employee from using or attempting to use their official position “to secure or grant unwarranted privileges, exemptions, advantages, contracts, or treatment, for oneself or others.” 

Lawmakers were exempt from this when exercising their “legislative function,” which the Ethics Commission generally construes to relate to enacting laws, voting on bills and making speeches during floor sessions or committee hearings.

“I don’t know why half the things here die,” LoPresti said.  “It’s a mystery.”  Still, LoPresti said he plans to reintroduce HB 813 again next session, which starts in January.

He also wants to push to create a searchable online database of the lobbying expenditure and contribution reports, making it easier for the public to see who is paying to influence what.
Senator sponsors gambling bill pushed by wife's firm

MICHIGAN -- Detroit Free Press -- by Paul Egan -- May 15, 2016
LANSING — A state senator's bill to legalize Internet gambling, backed by a firm where his wife works as a lobbyist, is raising concerns among groups pushing for toughening of Michigan's weakest-in-the-nation ethics laws.
Sen. Mike Kowall of White Lake Township, is the lead sponsor of Senate Bill 889, which would allow existing casinos to offer Internet gambling.
He says there is no conflict of interest because his wife, lobbyist Eileen Kowall, is not working directly on the project.
Amaya, a multinational company which owns Internet gaming sites PokerStars and Full Tilt, among others, is a major backer of Kowall's bill.  Three officials from Amaya testified in support of SB 889 at a May 4 hearing before the Senate Regulatory Reform Committee, on which Kowall sits.
Amaya's registered lobbyist in Lansing is MGS Consultants, which counts Kowall's wife, Eileen, among the firm's five lobbyists.  Eileen Kowall, who registered as a lobbyist less than two months after leaving the state House because of term limits at the end of 2014, attended the hearing along with other MGS lobbyists, though she didn't testify.
Kowall told the Free Press no conflict exists because he has been working on the legislation for more than three years, before his wife was hired by MGS.
"She's got nothing to do with it — it's not one of her clients," Kowall said.
Kowall acknowledged his wife's employer would financially benefit if his legislation becomes law, but he said his wife wouldn't.
However, Craig Mauger, executive director of the Michigan Campaign Finance Network, said the case highlights several shortfalls in Michigan law, including clear conflict of interest laws for lawmakers, the lack of a required "cooling off" period before term-limited lawmakers can lobby their former colleagues, and the lack of financial disclosure requirements for elected officials and their spouses.
Jeremiah Mankopf, managing partner of MGS, which has been lobbying for Amaya since 2007, said "I don't see there being any conflict," partly because a large number of Lansing lobbying firms will be working on the legislation, because of the large number of casinos and other interests affected by it.
Mankopf said he's the lead lobbyist on SB 889.  But he wouldn't answer directly when asked whether Eileen Kowall had done any work on the bill, saying he didn't understand the question. "I'm the lead on this," he said.  "Everybody in the firm has their own clients."
For some, Missouri lawmakers' ethics push still has a long way to go 

MISSOURI – St. Louis Public Radio – by Jason Rosenbaum -- May 17, 2016 

If there’s one constant about the last week of the Missouri General Assembly’s session, it’s that nobody in the Capitol has to search very hard to find delicious pie.

For several decades, senators have served up rhubarb pies, French silk pies, and even gooseberry pies to hungry legislators and staff.  The uncontroversial and widely celebrated “Pie Day” event provides a big boost to proprietors like the Rolling Pin in Glasgow, and a bit of levity within the General Assembly's intense final days.

But these types of lobbyist-paid shindigs (and, more specifically, how lobbyists pay for lawmakers’ individual meals) have received more scrutiny than usual this year.  Some lawmakers sought to ban lobbyist freebies as a way to clean up Jefferson City’s atmosphere.
But state Sen. David Pearce (who, for all intents and purposes, is piemaster of Pie Day) says the focus of this year’s ethics push is misplaced.  He has a hard time getting worked up about the food lobbyists buy when legislators didn’t seriously consider capping campaign contributions.
“What we’ve passed with ethics reform is meaningless.  It’s not worth the paper it’s printed on,” said Pearce of Warrensburg.  “I mean, we’re more concerned about if a lobbyist buys me a $40 lunch, but that same lobbyist can give me a $1 million to my campaign.  So that shows how out of balance our discussion is.”

After high-profile scandals rocked the Missouri State Capitol last year (and part of this year), lawmakers made reconfiguring the state’s ethics laws a big priority.  Now that the legislative session is over, there’s been some progress – but also some shortcomings.  Some lawmakers like Pearce wonder if what was passed will make much of a difference – or if laws can stop lawmakers from acting inappropriately.

And others feel lawmakers still need to do a lot more when they return to Jefferson City next year.

“Yes, they made some steps this year,” said Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon.  “But let’s not dislocate our arms by patting ourselves too much on the back for this effort.  There’s more to be done.”

You could say that the legislature’s battered image is one of the reasons Todd Richardson became House speaker earlier than expected.  The Poplar Bluff representative took on his role after his predecessor, John Diehl, resigned amid a sex scandal.  In addition to pushing for changes to the House’s intern program, Richardson declared early on in his tenure that passing ethics-related laws would be foremost on the House’s agenda.

 “What I said from the beginning of session that I wanted substantive, meaningful ethics reform – and that I was not going to get caught up in the perfect being the enemy of the good,” Richardson said last week.  “So yes, I’m disappointed that we weren’t able to do more.  But I’m also proud of what we were able to do.  You forget that we’ve gone a long time without passing an ethics bill.”

Indeed, some legislators were disappointed that Nixon didn’t get a longer cooling-off period than six months before lawmakers can start lobbying.  Others weren’t happy that a lobbyist gift ban didn’t make it to the finish line.  Both of those ideas ran into substantial opposition in the Missouri Senate.
“It is a little bit surprising to me, because I thought that the House did a much better job in passing some ethics bills that were more serious and more realistic – and weren’t just to be able to say ‘here’s a headline about ethics,’” said Sen. Jill Schupp of Creve Coeur.  “But once again I will say, until we get back to the real, underlying problem of unlimited campaign contributions and the ability of big donors to hide who they are by using 501(c)(4s), until we attack those issues, we really haven’t done ethics reform in the state of Missouri.”

Curtailing the size of campaign contributions was also going to be a steep challenge in the Missouri General Assembly.  And when asked to respond to contentions that the ethics push didn’t go far enough, Senate President Pro Tem Ron Richard replied:  “That’s some of the comments that you in the press have made too – that whatever we do isn’t good enough, doesn’t go far enough.”
As spending on lobbying increases, transparency remains murky

OREGON – East Oregonian – by Hillary Borrud -- May 25, 2016

SALEM — Businesses, special interest groups and governments have increasingly invested in lobbying Oregon lawmakers and other state officials over the last nine years.  And based on spending data from the state, those groups appear to have concluded lobbying is a good investment: reported annual spending on lobbying increased 15 percent from 2007 to 2015, when adjusted for inflation.
Yet despite the millions of dollars involved, it’s nearly impossible for Oregonians to get details on how lobbyists spend that money to achieve payoffs for their clients, because Oregon law allows lobbyists and their clients to disclose little information about how they influence state laws and spending.
The EO Media Group/Pamplin Media Group Capital Bureau categorized lobbying spending in Oregon by industry and sector using data from the Center for Responsive Politics, which tracks spending on lobbying by industry at the federal level.  In total, groups spent more than $251 million on lobbying over the last nine years, according to state data.
The health care sector — whose ranks include nurses, pharmaceutical companies, hospitals, and doctors — reported spending the most on lobbying from 2007 through 2015, a total of $36.5 million.  Next was the business sector, which spent $30.8 million, followed by finance, insurance and real estate interests that reported spending a total of $27.3 million on lobbying during the same period.
Unlike several other states including Idaho, Oregon does not require lobbyists to disclose the specific bills or executive branch actions they seek to influence.  Oregon lobbyists are only required to disclose food, drinks and entertainment purchased for a specific lawmaker or other state official if the cost exceeds $50 on a single occasion, and lobbyists do not have to report individual expenses reimbursed by their clients.
Until this year, the only way to know how much lobbyists and their clients were spending to entertain Oregon state officials was to request a copy of the paper reports filed with the Oregon Government Ethics Commission.
The agency launched a new electronic filing system for lobbyists late last year, but that system is not displaying certain spending details due to technical glitches.  Even if the system were working correctly, however, it would likely provide only a small sample of lobbyists’ activities.  Of the $35.9 million in reported spending last year, only $93,189 was explained in detailed reports.
These minimal reporting requirements contributed to Oregon receiving one of the lowest rankings in the nation for transparency in lobbying activity.
Last summer, the Sunlight Foundation evaluated how all 50 states track spending on lobbying and created a scorecard ranking the states. The foundation awarded Oregon an F grade, meaning lobbyists and their clients face fewer disclosure requirements than in most other states.
Emily Shaw, a senior analyst at the Sunlight Foundation who was involved in the project, said the goal was to evaluate how much information states collected about lobbyists’ specific activities and the costs of those actions.
“People should be able to find out who has come to influence their laws,” Shaw said.  “That’s not to say there needs to be any particular restriction on lobbying in a particular situation.  But for good public awareness of what’s happening in these processes, we need good information about what lobbyists are doing, and when.” 
Pete Quist, research director at the National Institute on Money in State Politics in Montana, agreed that it is important for states to require lobbyists to disclose more about how they influence lawmaking.  The institute is collecting information about state-level spending on lobbying across the nation.  “The lobbying piece isn’t analyzed as much in the media as it should be,” Quist said.  “What we see a lot of public discussion about is the campaign contributions.”
Pa. officials, lobbyists split on how to vet business propositions
PENNSYLVANIA -- Pittsburgh Tribune-Review – by Brad Bumsted -- May 22, 2016 
HARRISBURG — FBI agents and operatives for decades have gone undercover as shrimp producers, developers, racetrack lobbyists and Arab sheiks to snare dozens of elected officials and lobbyists in corrupt transactions. 

Pennsylvania has been no exception, but some state officials and legal scholars question whether offering bribes to legislators is an effective way of fighting public corruption and are divided over how legislators should vet the validity of business propositions. 

An FBI sting operation in Pennsylvania that began in 2009 sought to win a contract from the state Legislature for Textbook Bio-Solutions LLC, a fake Florida company with a website that said the firm would buy textbooks for poor nations and recycle unusable books into pellets for use as heating fuel. 

The fake firm hired two Pennsylvania lobbyists, former Gov. Ed Rendell's Chief of Staff John Estey, then a partner with the Philadelphia law firm Ballard Spahr, where Rendell is listed as special counsel, and Long Nyquist & Associates, a Harrisburg public relations firm with ties to Senate members. 

In 2011, the Senate unanimously approved a bill to contract with Textbook Bio-Solutions. Estey and the undercover agents, posing as employees, sprinkled campaign money to powerful legislators. 

Estey pleaded guilty this month to wire fraud related to the scheme.  No one other than Estey has been accused of wrongdoing, but experts suspect there could be more to come.  Estey has been cooperating with the FBI since 2011. 

“It sounds like a couple of shoes are left to drop,” said James Wedick, a retired FBI agent who took part in sting investigations in California and the landmark sting case, Abscam, which resulted in the convictions of six U.S. House members and a U.S. senator in the 1980s. 

Pennsylvania Rep. Mike Vereb, a former law enforcement officer, said it's possible Estey's plea is the end of the case, but he doubts it. 

“There's got to be a lot more to come out,” Vereb said, noting the public has not heard the recordings Estey made while working for the FBI. 

The sting has touched off a debate among lawmakers and lobbyists here about what, if anything, can be done to vet companies seeking legislation and about the propriety of undercover agents offering bribes to unsuspecting legislators. 

“How would you know a company is flimsy?” asked Stephen Miskin, spokesman for House members.  “Are we at the point where lobbyists have to hire private investigators to do background checks?” 

Increased vetting “is something we need to look at,” Miskin said.  The larger question, he said, is whether “government should have a right to urge people to break the law.” 

Greg Pagano, a Philadelphia defense attorney, said he does not like sting investigations, “but under the law they can do them.  I also don't like speed traps, but they are legal.” 

Vereb, the officer-turned-legislator, said, “Law enforcement doesn't run out to say, ‘let’s entrap someone.'  If someone offers you cash for a vote, you just don't take it.” 

Four state legislators have entered guilty pleas in a sting investigation prosecuted by the Philadelphia District Attorney's Office.  The legislators were videotaped by an undercover informant for the Attorney General's Office taking cash in return for promises to vote for or push legislation. 

Rep. Vanessa Brown of Philadelphia, is challenging the prosecution in Dauphin County Court on grounds of racial profiling and entrapment. 

Authorities don't need to have a suspicion to offer someone a bribe, said Bruce Ledewitz, a professor at Duquesne University Law School.  Sting investigations are legal but bad policy, he said. 

“It's questionable whether they are creating crime rather than uncovering crime,” Ledewitz said. 

In other states, dozens of legislators and lobbyists have been convicted in influence-peddling schemes over several decades.  They were generally snared by phony businesses, which were FBI-directed, peddling campaign contributions and sports tickets in return for official action. 

In South Carolina, “Operation Lost Trust” by 1990 brought 27 convictions or guilty pleas — including legislators, lobbyists, an aide to the governor and head of a development board — in a sting seeking legalized horse track and pari-mutuel betting legislation. 

Wedick headed “shrimp scam” in which undercover agents gave lawmakers contributions in return for legislation favorable to a shrimp processing company they created in the late 1980s.  Four senators and a lobbyist were convicted. It was the first FBI sting in which the agents persuaded lawmakers to pass legislation. 

A 2003 FBI investigation dubbed “Tennessee Waltz” had a similarity to the Pennsylvania sting.  The FBI set up a fictitious company that “recycled surplus electronic equipment in Third World countries” and offered bribes for legislation. 

Tennessee lawmaker oversight lax compared to other states

TENNESSEE – The Tennessean – by Joel Ebert -- May 15, 2016 
The Tennessee House ethics committee hasn't met in at least six years.  The Senate ethics committee has gone more than a decade since its last gathering.

In that time, there has been no shortage of legislative troubles in Tennessee.  One lawmaker was forced to resign from his Senate seat as he faced allegations that he had an affair with a 22-year-old intern whose boyfriend tried to extort $10,000 from the legislator.

Another is facing federal felony fraud and tax evasion charges.

A third is the subject of an ongoing probe by the state's attorney general, who already has determined that the lawmaker potentially poses a "continuing risk to unsuspecting women."

The reason for the lack of ethics meetings, some experts say, is not that Tennessee lawmakers are more ethical than their counterparts in other states. Rather, it's a system the Tennessee General Assembly has established, one that is unlike many other states across the nation.

Tennessee has two approaches to handling ethics complaints against elected officials.  First, there's the Tennessee Ethics Commission, which regulates lobbying activity and publishes lawmakers' financial disclosure statements.

Although the commission is able to receive complaints from members of the public, they must confine them to lobbying or statements of economic interest.

"For us to handle a complaint it has to be in one of those areas," said Drew Rawlins, the commission's executive director.  So that leaves the House and Senate ethics committees.

If a resident wants to complain about a lawmaker violating the state code of ethics or using their office for personal gain, Rawlins said, they need to go to one of those committees.  But going there isn't so simple. 

The Senate committee allows any Tennessee resident — including senators themselves — to file a complaint, said state Sen. Doug Overbey of Maryville, who has served as chairman of the committee since 2013. 

The House committee allows only House members to file a complaint.  That means a resident would have to persuade a lawmaker to file one against a colleague. 

Any other person who believes the legislature's ethics code has been violated is "encouraged to contact a member of the committee to determine whether a complaint is appropriate," committee attorney Doug Himes said.

That setup is a significant problem, Tennessee Common Cause Chairman Dick Williams said.  "The committee as it's structured is not conducive to bringing forward complaints," he said. "A fellow member of the legislature who wants to get support from other members is not going to file a complaint."

Ethics reforms often occur after high-profile scandals.  Tennessee put in place additional measures after the 2005 federal bribery probe involving lawmakers known as Tennessee Waltz, which resulted in seven legislators being arrested.

But Williams said the state should take a more aggressive approach rather than waiting for another major investigation.

"I think good legislators would come out looking better if you had a proactive approach," he said. 

Lawmakers fielding and investigating complaints about their peers may, in fact, discourage them from pursuing complaints, said Carol Carson, executive director of the Connecticut Office of State Ethics.

"It's difficult to judge one of your own," Carson said.

Carson, who is a former president of the Council on Government Ethics Laws, said successful legislative watchdogs must have three things: independence, adequate resources and enforcement authority.

A review of Tennessee's eight surrounding states, as well as California, Connecticut and Florida, reveals the system in place in the Volunteer State is unlike many others.

Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, Missouri and North Carolina, as well as California and Florida, all have some form of legislative ethics committee in addition to a state agency empowered to investigate complaints against lawmakers.

Arkansas, Kentucky, Virginia and Connecticut have opted for a different approach, instead letting non-legislative ethics commissions handle oversight.

In Georgia, residents can file complaints with the legislative committee about lawmakers abusing their power and not disclosing conflicts of interest.  But they also can report lawmakers for making sexual advances, requesting sexual favors or engaging in other forms of verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature.

That's not the case in Tennessee, where sexual harassment complaints are directed to the office of legislative human resources.  A Tennessean investigation early this year found that process mired in secrecy.

There isn't a consensus on which state has the best system.  But Carson's office, which handles complaints filed by members of the public against a public official, with the exception of judges, has been praised as a model. 

To ward off frivolous complaints, which are kept confidential until probable cause is found, the person filing it could face a penalty if it is false.

The Connecticut Office of State Ethics can also initiate its own cases, Carson said.  "If I read a news story and it suggested a violation, we could investigate it," she said.

In Kentucky there are two separate agencies — the Legislative Ethics Commission and the Executive Branch Ethics Commission — that are tasked with providing ethics oversight.

The Bluegrass State's system, formed after a 1992 federal investigation resulted in indictments of more than a dozen lawmakers, became a model for the creation of the Office of Congressional Ethics, says John Schaaf, executive director of the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission.

The congressional ethics group is a nonpartisan, independent entity created in 2008 by the U.S. House of Representatives, and which is tasked with reviewing allegations of misconduct against House members.
Schaaf said in addition to receiving and investigating complaints, his agency provides opinions to lawmakers, regulates a revolving door provision, which prohibits lawmakers from becoming a lobbyist within two years of leaving office, and works to prevent problems through education and oversight.

"We try to keep ethics on the front burner and keep them thinking about it," he said.

The Tennessee Senate Ethics Committee has not received a single complaint and has not met since 2005, Overbey said.  That's despite the fact that in 2009, then-Sen. Paul Stanley of Germantown, faced scrutiny over allegations he had an affair with an intern.  Stanley later resigned. 

The House Ethics Committee has not fielded a complaint since the 106th General Assembly, which convened in 2009 and 2010, said Himes, the committee's attorney.

Himes previously told The Tennessean that since he began working for the committee in 2003 there have been fewer than 10 complaints, none of which have been substantiated. 

In 2014, the Connecticut ethics office conducted 132 reviews of potential violations by elected officials, state employees, lobbyists or contractors.  The year before it reviewed 232. 

Although two Tennessee lawmakers — Rep. Jeremy Durham of Franklin, and Rep. Joe Armstrong of Knoxville — are facing separate forms of scrutiny, there have not been formal complaints filed against them in the House committee.

Rep. Steve McDaniel of Parkers Crossroads, chairman of the Tennessee House ethics committee, said there is no reason to believe the system isn't working. 

"Until someone brings us a complaint, we have no reason to be meeting," he said. McDaniel said he doesn't believe the state has a "huge ethics problem."

Still, Carson said it is important to have a system in place to ensure lawmakers are following the rules.

"I think that people naturally don't pay attention to the rules when nobody is watching," she said. 
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