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In the five months since the July 1 start of Kentucky’s two-year $19 billion budget cycle, state government has initiated about $1.1 billion in personal service contracts to pay hundreds of private businesses and individuals to perform a wide range of public services.  

The total for the first five months of the biennium is similar to the amount expended on personal service contracts for the 12 months of the last fiscal year, from July 2011 through June 2012.  In the fiscal year before that, July 2010 through June 2011, $1.8 billion was spent on contracts. 

The largest current contract is a six-month agreement between the Department for Medicaid Services and University Health Care (UHC, doing business as Passport Health Plan).  The contract is paying UHC up to $415 million (70% of which is federal funds) to provide medical services to 170,000 Medicaid-eligible recipients in Jefferson and 15 surrounding counties, and is in effect through December 31, 2012.


On January 1, 2013, three other managed care organizations (Coventry Health & Life Insurance Co., Humana Inc., and WellCare Health Plans Inc.) will join Passport in providing services in the 16-county region.


In addition to Medicaid, Kentucky uses contracts with private businesses to pay for a variety of other health, management, and education services.  For example, the Department for Behavioral Health, Developmental and Intellectual Disabilities has a $68.8 million contract to pay privately operated children’s homes, doctors, and counseling services across the state to serve children with emotional disorders.


That same agency has two other large contracts, including a two-year $25.1 million contract with ResCare Inc. to operate Outwood Intermediate Care Center in Dawson Springs, and a six-month $11.5 million contract with Crown Services Inc., an Ohio-based staffing company which provides nurses and patient aides at Hazelwood Center and Bingham Gardens Intermediate Care Homes in Louisville.


The Personnel Cabinet has a $25.3 million, one-year agreement with Cannon Cochran Management Services Inc., an Illinois-based company that is the third-party administrator for Kentucky’s self-insured workers’ compensation program.

The Department for Public Health has a two-year $48.2 million contract (21% federally-funded) with more than 1,300 subcontractors to provide early intervention services to children statewide; and the Department for Community Based Services has a pair of two-year contracts, one with KVC Behavioral Healthcare for $17.3 million to provide family preservation services to qualified families, and one with Child Care Council of Kentucky for $15.8 million (99.6% federal funds) to operate a child care subsidy program in all counties. 


Two other large state contracts are between the Department of Education and two education testing companies located in Iowa City, Iowa.  One contract is a two-year $18.2 million (42% federal) agreement with NCS Pearson Inc. to provide student testing which assesses reading, math, science, social studies, and writing.  The second contract, which is also for two years, is a $12.9 million (40% federal) agreement with ACT Inc. to provide end of course testing for high school students.


Earlier this year, ACT announced it is partnering with Pearson to develop a College and Career Readiness Assessment System, an assessment system spanning early elementary grades through high school.
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Ellis Park Race Course, the Henderson-based thoroughbred track, recently returned to lobbying for the first time since late 2009.  The track’s majority owner is businessman Ron Geary, but in September, the Kentucky Horse Racing Commission approved the sale of a 30% interest in the track to an entity controlled by Saratoga Raceway and Casino for $4 million.

According to BloodHorse.com, the agreement gives the Saratoga Casino and Hospitality Group the option to acquire an additional 20% interest in Ellis Park in one or more transactions.  If Saratoga Casino exercises that option and has 50% ownership of the track, it could exercise an additional option and purchase the remaining 50%, giving it full ownership of Ellis Park.  


BloodHorse.com reports that Ellis Park was recently able to convert part of its facility and purchase Instant Racing machines through a loan obtained from Saratoga Casino, and the management of the Saratoga Springs, N.Y. racing and gaming company provided assistance in implementation of the new gaming under a management contract.

While Ellis Park is starting to lobby again, Turfway Park, the northern Kentucky thoroughbred track, has terminated its registration and is no longer lobbying.  Turfway is owned by Caesars Entertainment, Rock Gaming LLC, and Keeneland Association.  

Rock Gaming and Caesars have created a joint venture to develop Horseshoe Casinos in downtown Cincinnati and downtown Cleveland.  Dan Gilbert, chairman of Rock Gaming, is also majority owner of the NBA’s Cleveland Cavaliers and AHL’s Lake Erie Monsters, and is chairman and founder of Quicken Loans Inc., an online retail mortgage lender.ail mortgage
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High-dollar super PACs and advocacy groups failed to score big wins in the recent elections, but they may have better luck with their next act: lobbying Capitol Hill.  From anti-tax activists to environmental organizers, special interest players are pivoting to the policy arena and bringing their unrestricted super PACs with them. 

It’s a trend that worries campaign reform advocates, who warn that the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission ruling may do more to distort policymaking than elections.  “It’s part of the permanent campaign,” said Rick Hasen, a law professor at the University of California, Irvine.  “Sometimes it’s about issues, and sometimes it’s about candidates.  But you’re always pushing the message.”


Big-spending super PACs such as American Crossroads and its affiliated nonprofit, Crossroads GPS, spent more than $175 million but failed to win the White House or the Senate.  Despite their record, the group’s organizers say they’ve just begun to fight.  Like many campaign-oriented advocacy groups, the Crossroads operation couples a super PAC with a tax-exempt lobbying arm. 


Crossroads officials are gearing up for a lobbying and advertising campaign focused on budget, energy and health care issues, starting with the looming fiscal cliff that will trigger automatic tax increases and spending cuts if Congress doesn’t enact a deficit-reduction plan.  Political operative Karl Rove, who helped launch the group, recently told the Washington Post that Crossroads is considering branching out to back candidates in primaries, a new tactic.

The move reflects the growing heft of tea-party-aligned groups such as the Club for Growth and FreedomWorks for America, which waded into primaries and had a higher general election win ratio than Rove’s operation.  The Club for Growth Action super PAC had a 41.37 percent return on its investment, according to the Sunlight Foundation, compared with 1.29 percent for American Crossroads and 14.4 percent for Crossroads GPS.


“The purpose of the Club for Growth is to pass pro-growth policy in Congress, and we do that in two ways,” Club for Growth spokesman Barney Keller said.  “One is through issue advocacy: letting members of Congress know where we stand and supporting economic freedom in Congress.  And the other way we do that is by electing more pro-growth votes through our super PAC.  And I think that members of Congress know that we are not afraid to replace a bad vote with a good one, if we can.”


It’s only a matter of time before mainstream lobby groups follow suit, using super PACs as the Club for Growth does to warn lawmakers who don’t fall in line that campaign attack ads are in store, some on K Street predict.  Election-style advocacy campaigns that use TV ads, social networking, grass roots and “grass-tops” lobbying have long been on the rise.  But super PACs accelerate that trend. 

“People are going to be looking for new tools to break through the noise in D.C.,” said Rich Gold, a partner at the law firm of Holland & Knight.  “I could see super PACs being set up by industry sectors, or even by coalitions interested in a particular issue.”


The campaign-style advocacy, whether by super PACs or their lobbying affiliates, increasingly falls outside the lobbying disclosure regime.  When super PACs run campaign ads targeting members of Congress, they report those expenditures to the Federal Election Commission under campaign finance rules.  But those ads don’t count as lobbying and aren’t reported as such.  At the same time, many “issue” ads and grass-roots campaigns run by advocacy groups affiliated with super PACs don’t get reported either because lobbying rules largely focus on meetings and contacts with lawmakers. 


Conventional “PACs and lobbying disclosure are starting to appear like quaint anachronisms,” Gold said. 


Some observers are more skeptical that super PACs will take hold as lobbying forces, particularly with trade associations and publicly traded corporations wary of alienating customers.  “In advocacy groups where you’ve got some wealthy people that feel strongly about an issue, you probably will see some growth,” said Doug Pinkham, president of the Public Affairs Council.  “It’s not likely to happen in the trade associations, and it’s not likely to happen in big companies.”


Still, with more than 1,000 super PACs registered with the FEC, representing groups from farmers to realtors to health care professionals continues to grow.  The National Association of Realtors operates a super PAC that spent $2.8 million this election cycle, public records show.  The American Dental Association’s new super PAC spent $323,000.


Other smaller super PACs include the Autism Super PAC and Disabled Citizens United.  Environmental groups and labor unions have also embraced super PACs, with such groups as the League of Conservation Voters and the Service Employees International Union spending millions of dollars on often-successful campaigns this election cycle.  Like the Club for Growth, the SEIU is already lobbying hard on the fiscal cliff.  The labor union is urging lawmakers to tax high-income earners and to avoid cuts to Medicare and other entitlements.  The Club for Growth is equally adamant that tax rates should be lowered.


Caught in the middle are members of Congress, who view the developments with growing alarm.  Lawmakers and candidates spooked by super PACs are spending more time than ever fundraising and are increasingly vulnerable to closed-door threats, campaign finance experts say.  “I think it’s a way for these groups to signal what policies they’re going to care about and help ensure that legislators stay in line — or risk the wrath of large spending against them in the next election,” Hasen said.  “For House members, that next election’s always around the corner.” 
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BOISE, Idaho — A gang war that appears to have taken over parts of an Idaho private prison is spilling into the federal courts, with some inmates contending prison officials are ceding control to gang leaders in an effort to save money on staffing.

Eight inmates at the Idaho Correctional Center are suing the Corrections Corporation of America (CCA), contending the company is working with a few powerful prison gangs to control the facility south of Boise.


The lawsuit, filed Friday in Boise's U.S. District Court, paints the prison as a place where correctional officers work in fear of angering inmate gang members and where housing supervisors ask permission from gang leaders before moving anyone new into an empty cell.  The inmates also contend that CCA officials use gang violence and the threat of gang violence as an “inexpensive device to gain control over the inmate population,” according to the lawsuit, and that housing gang members together allows the company to use fewer guards, reducing payroll costs.


“The complaint alleges that CCA fosters and develops criminal gangs,” attorney Wyatt Johnson, who along with T.J. Angstman represents the inmates, said in a statement.  “Ideally, the lawsuit should force this to come to an end.”


The inmates point to investigative reports from the Idaho Department of Correction that suggest gangs like the Aryan Knights and the Severely Violent Criminals were able to wrest control from staff members after prison officials began housing members of the same gangs together in some cellblocks to reduce violent clashes.  The power shift meant a prison staffer had to negotiate the placement of new inmates with gang leaders, according to the department reports, and that prison guards were afraid to enforce certain rules.


Corrections Corporation of America, the nation's largest private prison company, says its top priority is the safety and security of its prisons, employees and inmates.


“We take all allegations seriously and act swiftly if our standards have not been met,” spokesman Steve Owen said in a statement.  “… At all times, we are held to the highest standards of accountability and transparency by our government partners, and expect to be.”


Owen said the Nashville, Tenn.-based company has operated the Idaho prison in partnership with the state correction department for more than a decade, providing housing and rehabilitation for “some of the state's most challenging inmate populations.”  The Idaho Correctional Center is the largest prison in the state, with an operating capacity of 2,080 beds.
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Former Rep. Geoff Davis, R-Ky., is joining with veteran lobbyist Hunter Bates in forming Republic Consulting, a lobbying and consulting venture.  Davis, who retired this summer citing family medical reasons, was a member of the tax-writing House Ways and Means panel.  He also served as deputy Republican whip and a member of the Financial Services and Armed Services committees.


This is not Davis’ first foray into the private sector.  Before winning a seat in Congress, Davis ran Capstone Inc., a consulting firm.  Bates, a former top aide to Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., has been in the lobbying business for years, most recently as founder of the Bates Capitol Group.  His clients include Amgen Inc., UPS, the Biotechnology Industry Organization, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s Institute for Legal Reform, and the Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers, among others.
Lobbyists Woo New Lawmakers in D.C. Mating Dance
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Federal  -  Roll Call  -  Nov. 13, 2012


The way K Street lobbyists woo the incoming freshman class of lawmakers is a lot like dating. They are seeking out people with common interests, hoping to cultivate a long-term relationship, and looking for that know-it-when-you-see-it spark.  With members-elect in Washington, D.C. for orientation, there are plenty of opportunities for flirting.  Receptions, meet-and-greets, and even fundraisers are being squeezed between official business.

 


"It's not like the old days, where you just go and get a steak somewhere; the choices are policy discussions or fundraisers," said John Feehery, a lobbyist with QGA Public Affairs.  "It's kind of like kids: they used to just go out and play, and now you have play dates."

 


Lobbyists who have been around the corridors of power for years can offer novice lawmakers more than just a network of political cash.  They can recommend hires for congressional offices, make introductions to big players on legislative issues, and help members develop coalitions, inside and outside Congress, for their priority issues.  Feehery also said some lobbyists try to attend freshman or party retreats.  "Basically, you're just trying to find out where these folks are and go meet them," said Feehery.  "Obviously, it takes some work."

"This process starts when they're candidates, helping members win races and get elected to Congress," said Mike Hacker, a lobbyist and communications adviser at HDMK.  "No one can meet all of the new members, and so when lobbyists get together and exchange notes, some members have some buzz about them, maybe they have leadership ambitions."

  
Former IRS Official Accuses ALEC of Lying About Assets
Federal  -  Roll Call  -  Oct. 25, 2012


The former head of the IRS' Exempt Organizations Division accused the nonprofit American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) of lying about its assets in its federal tax filings in a letter sent to the agency.  Marcus Owens, a lawyer at Caplin & Drysdale who for a decade directed the IRS division responsible for approving organizations' charity statuses, said ALEC made conflicting statements to federal and state regulators in an attempt to maintain its status as a tax-exempt charitable nonprofit.

 


It is the second complaint against ALEC that Owens has filed with the IRS this year on behalf of Clergy Voice, a coalition of Christian progressive ministers in Ohio.  The clergy group is concerned ALEC is violating its tax status and the strict voter identification laws it promotes ultimately disenfranchise voters.  In a June letter, Owens accused ALEC of illegally lobbying state lawmakers and demanded the IRS revoke its tax-exempt status.

 


The new complaint focuses on ALEC's Legislative Scholarship Program, which reimburses state lawmakers for food, travel, and lodging when they travel to the nonprofit's conferences.  ALEC has repeatedly told the IRS it does not control these funds, but told the state of Wisconsin the opposite, according to the complaint.

 


"We happen to think they were telling the truth to the state," Owens said in an interview.  "We think they were lying to the IRS.  That is the proverbial smoking gun.  Now we have documentary proof."

 


In May 2010, ALEC told Wisconsin's Government Accountability Board it raises and distributes the funds to pay for lawmakers’ travel itself.  But in July 2012, when the group filed its IRS Form 990 covering that time period, it said the funds were not considered part of ALEC’s revenue or expenses because the organization "has no ownership of the funds or control over how they are spent," according to the complaint. 

 


The characterization supports ALEC’s claim in the Form 990 that it has made "little or no expenditures for travel or entertainment of any federal, state, or local public officials" and it engages in no lobbying activities.  "This is old news and represents a tired attack from the usual suspects that have been attacking ALEC and other free-market groups for years," said ALEC spokesperson Kaitlyn Buss.

 


ALEC, which has also come under fire for its support of controversial "Stand Your Ground" laws, is organized under section 501(c)(3) of the IRS and is barred from political activity.  It can lobby as long as attempts to influence legislation do not constitute a "substantial part" of its activities.  Although its stated mission is to bring corporations and lawmakers together to craft and promote legislation, ALEC insists it does not lobby. 

 
After Election, State Lawmakers and Interest Groups Travel in Tandem
California  -  Sacramento Bee  -  Nov. 15, 2012


The election is over, and the new legislative session in California has not yet begun.  It is a perfect time for a state lawmaker to take a vacation – or go on what is called an educational trip with some of Sacramento's most powerful interest groups.

 


At least two dozen California legislators and some of the lobbyists who seek to influence them have fanned out across the globe recently to discuss energy, health care, international trade, and other policy issues.  Destinations for the talks include Hawaii, Brazil, China, Australia, and New Zealand.
 
Some of the trips are paid for by corporate sponsors, some by the officeholders themselves.  Some involve legislators hobnobbing with foreign dignitaries on official state visits, while others provide the chance for lawmakers and lobbyists to socialize by the pool or on the golf course. 

 


Watchdog groups say the trips create overly cozy relationships between interest groups and the lawmakers that are supposed to regulate them.  But the trip organizers argue they give legislators an in-depth education on policy matters that is difficult to achieve during the daily grind in the Capitol. 

 


"These are very much working trips," said P.J. Johnston, spokesperson for a nonprofit called the California Foundation on the Environment and the Economy (CFEE).

Johnston’s group is hosting a two-week trip to Brazil, where five state lawmakers are joined by executives from Chevron and PG&E, as well as labor leaders and environmentalists.  Their mission is to learn about Brazil's low carbon fuel standard, its transportation and water infrastructure, and a deforestation prevention program

 


"These are study tours of factories, of public infrastructure projects, private public partnerships, meetings, and round tables with high-ranking officials in other countries," said Johnston, adding that the cost of the trip, which has not yet been determined, will be reported as a gift to the lawmakers attending. 

 


Some advocates who do not participate in the travel are frustrated their adversaries are getting a leg up in the battle to shape policy.

 


"They who pay for the education have a way to decide what the legislators are going to be educated on," said Dan Jacobson, a lobbyist for Environment California, which is not a member of CFEE.  "It's not a full education – it's a partial education and will end up being a [biased] education trip."

 


Sharing hotels, meals, and exciting experiences with interest groups creates an imbalance for legislators, Jacobson said, where moneyed interests are favored over everyday constituents.

 


Approximately 20 California lawmakers will board planes for Maui, where two back-to-back policy conferences will take place.  More than a dozen of them will stay at the Fairmont Kea Lani hotel for the annual invitation-only conference sponsored by the California Independent Voter Project.  The nonprofit public policy group is funded through various business, labor, and other groups that send representatives to the conference, where they can schmooze with legislators.

  


Senate President Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg said the trips cannot all be painted with the same brush.  "There are some, quote, conferences, in certain places that I personally haven't attended because that doesn't feel right to me," said Steinberg.  "But separate from those kinds of trips, the Senate itself has a very good international relations program."

 


Steinberg said he went on an official Senate trip to Vietnam and China at this time last year.  "I defend it.  I think that they are important and worthy," said Steinberg.  "I think it is appropriate and important for elected officials to see what and how other countries are addressing similar problems to the problems that we face."

Georgia Lawmakers Get Luxury-Box Tickets to Dome
Georgia  -  San Francisco Chronicle  -  Nov. 13, 2012


Georgia lawmakers have been given thousands of dollars in tickets so they could watch football games, pro wrestling matches, and monster truck races from a luxury box, show records.  The Georgia World Congress Center gave away the tickets, and some of the recipients are on a little-known legislative committee that oversees the state authority, according to a review of lobbying records by The Atlanta Journal-Constitution.

 


The Georgia World Congress Center is seeking to boost its borrowing limit as part of a deal to build a $1 billion retractable-roof stadium for the Atlanta Falcons.  Some lawmakers defended their use of the tickets, saying it does not influence their decisions.

"I can assure you that a ticket to a Falcons game does not affect my opinion one way or another," said state Rep. Jimmy Pruett, a member of the committee overseeing the World Congress Center.  Pruett saw a Falcons-New Orleans Saints game on the World Congress Center tab ($328) and has received $480 in tickets from a lobbyist associated with the Falcons' owner, show records.

 


The 12 members of the Georgia World Congress Center Legislative Overview Committee have received nearly $9,000 in gifts since 2010, when key legislation was passed that set the stage for the proposed stadium, show records.  They get first dibs on the coveted luxury box seats at the Georgia Dome, say officials.  In addition, the main lobbyist for Falcons owner Arthur Blank’s AMB Group picked up more than $6,300 in Falcons tickets and other gifts for lawmakers in the past three years.

 


Lobbyists for the state authority have given away more than $42,000 in tickets and meals to state lawmakers since 2010.  Blank and the state authority are setting the stage for a legislative effort to significantly boost the Congress Center's borrowing limit, a key step to ensure the public can pay as much as $350 million for the stadium through Atlanta's tax on hotel occupancy.  The biggest recipient of Georgia Dome giveaways is state Sen. Don Balfour, who chairs the Senate Rules Committee.  He accepted $2,388 in tickets since 2010, show state records.

 


House Speaker David Ralston accepted $1,704 in tickets from the Falcons, and his chief of staff, Spiro Amburn took $164 in tickets to WrestleMania from the Congress Center, show records.  The tickets give lawmakers insight into how the authority works, said Jennifer LeMaster, a spokesperson for the World Congress Center.  "There needs to be transparency in the process at every step of the way," said LeMaster.  "There needs to be dialogue, and we are not running from that dialogue."

Change in Ethics Code Broadens Legislators' Exemption
Hawaii  -  Honolulu Star-Advertiser  -  Nov. 18, 2012


A state senator's recent intervention on behalf of a private company involved in a billing dispute with Honolulu has drawn attention to a little-known change made by the Hawaii Legislature this year to the state ethics code. 

 


Lawmakers exempted themselves from a key section of the code, one prohibiting state employees from using their positions to gain unfair advantages for themselves or others.  But one legislator involved in the negotiations on the bill said the intent was to address concerns about people serving on state task forces, not to revise anything dealing with how the ethics code applies to lawmakers.

 


"The scope of any exemption affecting legislators was not intended to be changed," said Rep. Gil Keith-Agaran, a member of the conference committee that negotiated the final form of House Bill 2175, which became Act 208 with the governor's signature in July.  The practical effect of the change was underscored at a recent Hawaii Ethics Commission meeting.  Commission Executive Director Les Kondo referred board members to a recent newspaper story about Sen. Josh Green's intervention in August on behalf of Automated HealthCare Solutions in a six-figure billing dispute with the city.

 


The Florida-based company provides billing software to physicians who dispense prescription drugs directly to patients, purchases the medication claims from the doctors, and bills insurers and government agencies for the drugs, mostly in workers' compensation cases.  Honolulu is disputing numerous medication claims from Automated HealthCare, citing inflated prices and other issues.

 


Writing to the city on legislative letterhead, Green, a physician and House Health Committee chairperson, described the benefits of injured workers getting drugs directly from their physicians and urged the city to settle the dispute by August 24.  Green called Honolulu’s settlement offer to the company unreasonable and indicated Automated HealthCare had "graciously agreed" to accept a discounted amount to resolve the dispute.

 


Eight days later, the company donated $2,000 to Green's campaign, pushing Automated HealthCare's cumulative contributions to Green to $4,000, the maximum allowed for an election cycle for a state senatorial candidate, according to records.  He was one of only two lawmakers in the 76-member Legislature to receive campaign contri​butions from the company.  Kondo said had the ethics code not been amended, his staff would have made inquiries regarding the Green situation to determine whether the facts warranted a recommendation to the commission for opening a formal investigation.  But because of Act 208, there were no potential code violations to look into, according to Kondo.

Out-of-State Political Money Leaves Sour Taste in Ousted Legislators' Mouths
Maine  -  Portland Press Herald  -  Nov. 10, 2012


Maine Sen. Lois Snowe-Mello lost her seat in the November 6 election and she is upset, really upset.  She was one of dozens of legislative candidates targeted by negative advertising paid for not by their opponents, but by the state and national parties, labor unions, the U.S Chamber of Commerce, and other third-party groups.

 


"You think you are doing a good job and you're going door to door and people are so wonderful and it's going great and then, two weeks before the election, you get hit and suddenly everything changes," said Snowe-Mellow, breaking into tears.  "We were bombarded by radio and TV ads and fliers:  'Did you know Snowe-Mello did this?  Did you know she did that?'  What really upsets me is they were trying to destroy my character."

 


This year's statehouse election attracted an unprecedented $3.53 million in outside spending, more than twice the figure in 2008 and 17 times that of a decade ago.  In many races, Snowe-Mello's included, outside spending dwarfed the amounts spent by the candidate's campaigns, flooding mailboxes, newspaper pages, and even the airwaves with a blitz of negative and sometimes disingenuous advertisements.

 


When the dust settled, control of both houses of the Legislature had changed hands, dramatically shifting the political landscape for the remainder of Gov. Paul LePage's term.

 


It used to be said that all politics are local, but it now it appears even local offices are of interest to national political donors.  Sources say this development places challenges on both Maine's Clean Elections Act and its tradition of having a Legislature dominated by ordinary citizens, rather than full-time politicians, the wealthy and the well-connected, or those blessed with exceptionally thick skins.

"Maine is part of a national effort where there were 13 Legislatures where there was the prospect of shifting control from one party to the other," said Colby College's Anthony Corrado, a leading national expert on money in politics.  "There was a particular inducement for the parties and their partisan allies to get involved financially because of the generally low cost of elections here in Maine.  An expenditure of a few thousand dollars can make a difference."

 
McGee Resigns from Mississippi House to Resolve Ethics Case over Printing Contracts
Mississippi  -  Columbus Republic  -  Nov. 19, 2012


Mississippi Rep. Kevin McGee resigned his seat and agreed to pay a $10,000 fine to resolve an ethics case the state brought against him over public contracts that went to his family's printing company.  Gov. Phil Bryant will set a special election to fill the seat in Senate District 59.

 


The Mississippi Ethics Commission ordered McGee in February to repay the state $346,554 from 258 public printing contracts that went to his family business, Service Printers.  McGee was president of the company, which was also owned by other family members.  He left the company after the ethics investigation was announced in 2011.  State law says public servants may not have financial interests in companies with government contracts.

 


As part of the settlement, McGee agreed to drop his appeal of the commission's February ruling. He will not have to repay the $346,554 to the state, said Ethics Commission Executive Director Tom Hood.  McGee agreed not to do business with the state for a year, and not to run for the Legislature again.
Prosecutors Calling Lobbyist's Actions Bribery
Oklahoma  -  The Oklahoman  -  Nov. 12, 2012


Longtime lobbyist Barry Moore told the FBI he hired a state senator for legal services, but federal prosecutors now are alleging the monthly payments actually were bribes.  Moore has not been charged.  The allegations about him, though, have surfaced in the federal case against former Oklahoma Senate President Pro Tem Mike Morgan.  He is set to be sentenced in January.  A jury convicted Morgan of accepting $12,000 in bribes from a company that operated assisted-living centers. 

 


Prosecutors now are asking U.S. District Court Judge Robin Cauthron to consider other payments to Morgan as bribes when she decides his sentence.  "The people of Oklahoma need to be able to trust that their legislators are motivated by the public interest, rather than by bribes disguised as legal fees," prosecutors wrote in a sentencing memorandum.  "Mr. Morgan had at least five corrupt bribery schemes operating at once."

 


Prosecutors specifically want the judge to consider the $33,500 that the lobbyist's company, The BKM Group, paid Morgan.  Prosecutors gave the judge 36 pages of Morgan’s bills to The BKM Group.  "In reality, The BKM Group was paying Mr. Morgan for his legislative influence," wrote prosecutors.  Moore still claims the payments were for legal services, and Morgan maintains he is innocent.

 


Morgan was Senate president pro tem in 2005 and 2006.  He was Senate co-president pro tem in 2007 and 2008.  He left the Legislature at the end of 2008 because of term limits.  Prosecutors reported Morgan began billing the lobbyist’s company $1,000 a month in late 2006.  The bills increased to $1,500 a month in 2007.  They were reduced to $500 a month in 2009 shortly after Morgan left the Senate.  Prosecutors said Morgan knew by that time he was under investigation.  The bills stopped all together later in 2009.

 


"Mike Morgan is a lawyer that I use for a lot of different things," Moore told the FBI in 2009, according to a secret FBI report.  FBI agents reported Moore explained "there is stuff that goes on in other states and he can consult with Morgan."  The agents reported Moore said he also consulted with Morgan on questions involving the OKC Metro Alliance, which provides alcohol rehabilitation services.  Moore was once president of the alliance's board of directors.  In January 2007, after he began paying Morgan, Moore sent an e-mail to leaders in Oklahoma’s rural telephone industry about a bill supported by Cox Communications and opposed by AT&T, said prosecutors.  Moore wrote in the e-mail, "Senator Morgan called and indicated he would not meet with them until he hears from us regarding our position on this legislation."

 


Prosecutors told the judge the lobbyist was known for trying to stop AT&T legislative projects.  They said Morgan in 2008 had assured the president of AT&T Oklahoma he would support a bill that would ease the company's tax burden.  Prosecutors reported Morgan later said he would not support it.  The AT&T Oklahoma president said he often saw the lobbyist "in or near Mr. Morgan’s office and believes that Mr. Morgan succumbed to improper influence in connection with this bill," said prosecutors.
RI Ethics Board to Require Officials to Disclose Out-of-State Travel Expenses Paid by Others
Rhode Island  -  Columbus Republic  -  Nov. 20, 2012


Elected officials in Rhode Island must now report when another organization pays for them to travel out of state.  The rule adopted by the state Ethics Commission recently requires elected leaders and top appointed officials to disclose all travel expenses more than $250 when covered by another person or organization.

Rhode Island Common Cause requested the new rule.  The watchdog group's executive director, John Marion, said the public should know when an organization pays for a public official's trip. 


Marion cited travel funded by the corporate-backed American Legislative Exchange Council, as well as a trip to Argentina last year by state Senate Leader Dominick Ruggerio paid for by the New Jersey-based Senate Presidents' Forum.

State Sen. Miller's Files Subpoenaed in Federal Probe
Virginia  -  The Virginian-Pilot  -  Nov. 13, 2012


It appears a federal inquiry linked to a law that gave a tax break to a Virginia aviation company that later hired a state senator is not over.  In September, the Virginia Division of Legislative Services was ordered to turn over documents to federal agents investigating the law change granting tax exemptions to the firm.  The demand for documents, sought under a grand jury subpoena and obtained from an open records request, does not specifically mention state Sen. John Miller, but every legislative measure it sought records on – it lists 37 bills filed between 2008 and this year – was sponsored by Miller.

In February, The Virginian-Pilot revealed the FBI has been asking questions about a 2011 state law change that exempted Orion, a firm also known as Tempus Jets, from the aircraft sales and use state tax.  The company later hired Miller.  Federal subpoenas had already been served on the clerks of the Virginia Senate and House of Delegates in connection to that investigation.

 


Miller co-sponsored one of the bills creating the exemption, but he maintains that had nothing to do with his being hired by Orion.  A review by The Pilot of correspondence from Miller's Senate e-mail account revealed no discussion of the Orion job.  Orion Chief Executive Officer Scott Terry previously said "there is no connection whatsoever between John Miller's employment at our company and the tax legislation."

 


The legislation co-sponsored by Miller last year gave an exemption from the aircraft sales and use tax for qualified companies.  Eligible firms are defined as those that made at least a $4 million capital investment in Virginia, created at least 50 high-paying jobs in the state, and signed an agreement with the Virginia Economic Development Partnership.  Orion fit that description.

  


The latest subpoena does not appear to focus on Orion or the tax legislation.  Instead, it seeks legislative records, lobbyist disclosure forms, and e-mail and other correspondence between lobbyists, lawmakers, and state legislative staff regarding the 37 Miller bills listed in the subpoena. Those bills cover everything from school physical education rules, standardized testing, transportation revenue, even a tax bill for Poquoson, among others.
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Pennsylvania -- A review of House expense reports for 2011 shows that over $102,000 was paid in per diems, rather than actual expenses, for weekend days. Legislation was introduced last year to ban the practice.  Bensalem Patch – Oct. 14, 2012. http://bensalem.patch.com/articles/state-roundup-even-during-time-off-lawmakers-can-get-paid
Utah -- Utahns for Ethical Government surveyed legislative candidates on specific ethics issues, but did not get many responses from current members.  Salt Lake Tribune - Oct. 4, 2012.  http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/politics/
55026518-90/answered-questions-ethics-yes.html.csp
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