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Three of the largest private projects approved for tax breaks from Kentucky state government are “inactive” and apparently will not be built or receive any tax dollars.


The projects were approved under the Incentives for Energy Independence Act (IEIA), adopted by the General Assembly in the August, 2007 Special Session “to induce the location of innovative energy-related businesses in the Commonwealth.”

In an eight-month period after the IEIA was enacted, the state gave preliminary approval for $880 million in incentives for three large coal projects which are now listed as inactive on the website of the state’s Cabinet for Economic Development. 

According to the website, the largest project ever approved for tax breaks is a $7.6 billion dollar coal-to-diesel plant which Clean Coal Power Operations LLC said it would build at Paducah’s Riverport.  


In 2008, the company said it would hire 830 people, and produce 40,000 barrels of synfuels per day from coal.  The state committed $550 million in economic development incentives, but since the project never started, there was apparently no public money lost.


Another energy proposal that didn’t launch was approved in 2007.  Peabody Energy received approval for $250 million in state money for its Kentucky Syngas facility in Muhlenberg County, plus a $400,000 cash grant to the company for a feasibility study of the project.  

Peabody committed to spending $3 billion and creating 175 jobs to produce substitute natural gas through the gasification of coal and petroleum coke.  Over a year later, when Peabody failed to start the study, the state revoked the grant, and the project is shown as inactive. 

The third large project approved for IEIA funding was Coal Synthetics LLC’s plan to develop an $800 million coal-to-gas plant in Hawesville and hire 115 people.  Coal Synthetics was incorporated in late 2007, and four months later, the project got preliminary approval for $80 million in state funding.  The project never started, and Coal Synthetics was dissolved in 2010.

The Cabinet’s list also includes several large incentive projects that were approved and did receive state funding.  The biggest of those is the $290 million commitment of tax dollars to Ford Motor Co., which in 2007 promised to spend $1.8 billion to upgrade the Kentucky Truck Plant and create 1,500 new jobs.


In 2013, Toyota Motor Manufacturing was approved to receive $149.5 million from the state for upgrades at its Scott County automotive facility.  When Toyota came to Kentucky in the mid-1980’s, the company received incentives worth about $147 million.

The next largest incentive package on the Cabinet’s list is the $140 million approved in 1994 to help Gallatin Steel build a recycling mill in northern Kentucky; then $103 million to International Paper for its Henderson facility; $100 million to Domtar Paper for its Hancock County facility; $94 million to Tyson Chicken for its slaughtering, processing, and packaging plant in Henderson; $45 million to Tower Automotive for its assembly operation in Nelson County; and $40 million for AK Steel’s Ashland Works in Boyd County.
New employers register to lobby

Several organizations recently registered to lobby the Kentucky General Assembly.  They are: Amazon; Genentech, Inc.; Interventional Pain Specialists of Bowling Green; KWIK Consortium; PROTECT; Saratoga Harness Racing, Inc.; United Services Automobile Assn.; and Vertex Pharmaceuticals Inc.


Three organizations terminated lobbying registrations: Ellis Park Race Course, LLC; Ershig Properties; and Pennyroyal Mental Health Center.
2015 Ethics sessions set for General Assembly members

The Current Issues ethics sessions for all Kentucky legislators are set for Wednesday and Thursday, January 7 and 8, 2015, during the first week of the 2015 General Assembly.


The Wednesday session will include remarks by Anthony J. Gray, President and CEO at the Institute for Global Ethics.


On Thursday, guest speakers will include former Missouri House Speaker Rod Jetton, who wrote a book titled Success Can Kill You:  One man's story of success, failure and forgiveness; and former Missouri Senator Jeff Smith, who is a writer for The Recovering Politician, a blog for former elected officials.
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Ethics changes among first bill Arkansas lawmakers file for 2015

ARKANSAS – Associated Press – by Andrew DeMillo – November 17, 2014


LITTLE ROCK — Arkansas lawmakers moved to clarify new ethics rules contained in a constitutional amendment as they began filing legislation for next year's session.  One bill is aimed at enforcing the constitutional amendment voters approved Nov. 4 that imposes several new ethics restrictions on elected officials.  The amendment bans most lobbyist gifts to elected officials, bars corporate contributions to state campaigns and lengthens the amount of time before a legislator can become a lobbyist from one to two years.


Rep. Warwick Sabin and Sen. Jon Woods, who had sponsored the amendment, introduced legislation to allow the ethics restrictions to be enforced.  Woods said the legislation will allow the Ethics Commission to enforce the new rules and will be aimed at answering lawmakers' questions about the new restrictions.
California Legislators Flying to Maui to Meet with Special Interests
CALIFORNIA-- Los Angeles Times – by Patrick McGreevy – November 12, 2014



California lawmakers will fly to Maui for conferences subsidized by special interests that lobby them.

With the dust still settling from the election, two dozen state lawmakers are flying to luxury resorts in Hawaii for conferences subsidized and attended by interests that lobby the Legislature: oil companies, public employee unions, drug and tobacco firms, and others.

"Outside the partisan atmosphere of Sacramento, legislators get to know each other, find common ground and return to Sacramento with a commitment to work together," said Daniel Howle, an executive with pharmaceutical firm Eli Lilly and an organizer of a five-day conference set at the Fairmont Kea Lani Hotel in Wailea.

The nonprofit Independent Voter Project, the sponsor of next week's conference, paid an average of $2,500 in expenses per lawmaker at last year's gathering.

The group gets its money from about 24 entities, many putting up at least $7,500.  They include Occidental Petroleum Corp., the Western State Petroleum Assn., Eli Lilly, the Altria tobacco firm, the California Cable and Telecommunications Assn., the state prison guards union, and the California Distributors Assn., which represents distributors of tobacco and other products.

Legislators scheduled to attend this year's event, according to Howle, include Assembly leader Kristin Olsen of Modesto, Senate Leader Bob Huff of Diamond Bar, former Assembly Speaker John Pérez of Los Angeles, former Assembly leader Connie Conway of Tulare, Assemblyman Bob Wieckoski of Fremont, and Assemblyman Manuel V. Perez of Coachella. 

A smaller number of other legislators are expected to attend a conference put on by the Pacific Policy Research Foundation at the Grand Wailea Hotel in Maui, which features a towering waterfall, several pools and a gourmet restaurant on stilts over a clear lagoon.

Former State Sen. Roy Ashburn, a member of the foundation board, said it was the group's policy not to disclose the names of legislators or sponsors at the conference. 

"If you start publishing the names of the participants, it might dissuade those folks who otherwise recognize that there is a tremendous public service in the education and issue discussions that are facilitated by our foundation," Ashburn said in an interview.Follow
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Lobbyist spending on Lansing-area lawmakers

MICHIGAN – Lansing State Journal – by Justin A. Hinkley – November 15, 2014


LANSING – Be quick.  Be firm but not obnoxious.  Know your facts but don't be afraid to say you don't know.  Such was the advice given by four legislative aides to about 20 Michigan college students gathered at Michigan State University to learn how to lobby the Legislature.  

The students were there as part of the Michigan Equal Protections for Interns Coalition, a group started by MSU students to push legislation that would add workplace safeguards for unpaid interns.  After the aides' primer, the students broke into small groups and carpooled to the Capitol to meet with lawmakers or their staff, stepping into the shallow end of what was a $35 million pool of money in Michigan last year.


They also stepped into a world that some of its major players say is becoming increasingly muddled by politics and policy.  Two decades of term limits have drained institutional knowledge from the Capitol, leading to rookie mistakes in the separation between spending on policy and spending on politics even as a flood of outside spending on campaigns puts pressure on lawmakers to raise ever more money.


In response, Lansing lobbyists have launched a series of forums to train their peers on lobbying ethics as campaign finance watchdogs call for more transparency.  "People aren't always up to speed on the rules, the unwritten ones and the written ones," said Rob Fowler, president and CEO of the Small Business Association of Michigan.  "And because of that, there's the potential for sloppiness."


Earlier this month, about 30 lobbyists and association heads gathered in a conference room at the Michigan Restaurant Association.  It was the first of four monthly Government Affairs Academies, sponsored by the Michigan Society of Association Executives (MSAE) and meant to train lobbyists on the dos and don'ts of the craft.


In an interview before the forum, Dan Gilmartin, CEO of the Michigan Municipal League, said the risk in lobbying was "a boundaries issue more than anything … The issue we have is that people don't understand them.  It's really become confusing."


Recent U.S. Supreme Court decisions allowing more corporate and individual spending on elections has added money pressure to a town where lawmakers are in near-constant campaign mode because of term limits, many Lansing lobbyists said.  "It's just when you bring those two issues together that you have the potential for a problem," Fowler said.

One of the most common pitfalls happens like this: A lobbyist and a lawmaker are talking policy when, at the end of a friendly lunch, the lawmaker reminds the lobbyist about an upcoming fundraiser.  While such instances are typically innocent mistakes, Fowler said "that's the stuff of a shakedown."  He and other association heads said they train their people to leave the room when it comes up.

Rich Robinson, executive director of the Michigan Campaign Finance Network, scoffed at the MSAE's academy.  Staying in bounds isn't the problem, he said.  The boundaries themselves are.

Talking lobbying ethics without talking reform is "a skewed agenda," he said.  Multi-client lobbying firms, for example, are required to report who their clients are, but not how much they spend on behalf of each client, or how much is spent on which issues, making it impossible to determine how much the beneficiaries of a particular law spent trying to sway legislators. 

Also, "gifts are illegal, but gifts under $58 are not gifts," Robinson said, referencing the threshold at which lobbyists have to disclose money spent on lawmakers.  The threshold rises with inflation.  There shouldn't be any of that," he said.  "There should be disclosure from dollar one." 
Gift ban legislation to get second chance as Wolf pushes own ethics reform

PENNSYLVANIA – PA Independent – by Andrew Staub – November 18, 2014

HARRISBURG -- Gov.-elect Tom Wolf has already asked his transition team to sign a code of conduct prohibiting members from accepting gifts, and he plans to implement a similar ban for the executive branch when he takes office Jan. 20. 

Wolf’s Fresh Start policy plan indicates the rule will be simple: “Just say no thanks.”

For now, the General Assembly has said no thanks to a gift ban of its own — wrapping up the current session without implementing the ban despite an embarrassing scandal in Philadelphia — but that may change.

State Sen. Lloyd Smucker of Lancaster said Wolf “sent the right signal about the importance of public integrity” and believes the Legislature should do the same by barring state lawmakers and state employees from accepting any gifts and hospitality from lobbyists and those who employ them.

“Nothing’s easier than saying we just simply cannot take anything,” said Smucker, who intends to introduce gift ban legislation when the new session starts next month.  While Smucker said the bill is still in draft form and could change as it moves through the Legislature, it would impose a $10,000 fine, up to five years in prison or both in the case of violations.  

Such a law would be a drastic change for Pennsylvania, one of 10 states, Smucker says, without restrictions on gifts.  Public officials can dine out, play golf and take in ball games courtesy of lobbyists, as long as they disclose gifts of more than $250 and hospitality; lodging and transportation of more than $650.

It’s a culture, Smucker said, that “goes well beyond the standard interaction with constituents that most people find acceptable.”

Lawmakers can also legally accept cash gifts — something that surprised many lawmakers, said Smucker, who doesn’t think disclosure is enough to guard against corruption.  So far, though, efforts to change the system have stalled.

The state Senate in April approved legislation banning cash gifts after a handful of lawmakers were caught on tape accepting cash from a lobbyist helping an Attorney General sting operation.  But the House never sent the bill to Gov. Tom Corbett, who has been criticized for taking thousands of dollars’ in gifts during his tenure.

Corbett’s successor has taken a hard-line against such perks of public office.  Wolf plans to sign an executive order his first day in office banning gifts for all members of the executive branch, said Jeffrey Sheridan, Wolf’s press secretary.  “People are allowed to take gifts as long as they report them, and that shouldn’t be OK,” Sheridan said. “A huge reason why Tom ran for governor was to restore the public trust in government.”

A gift ban could be a pivotal moment for reform efforts.  Eric Epstein of the reform-group Rock the Capital compared it to an infant’s progression from crawling to walking, saying if a gift ban is instituted maybe lawmakers would address their generous per diem, cost-of-living adjustments and other perks.


Gift-ban legislation could also serve as a chance for Wolf and the Legislature to start on common ground, Epstein said.

“This is more than symbolic, but it’s going to take a heroic effort to get it done.  Money never concedes anything without a fight,” Epstein said.


The legislation Smucker intends to introduce would include carve-outs for family members to give gifts to public officials and allow lawmakers to accept gifts of fewer than $50 from non-lobbyists, such as constituents who want to offer a token of appreciation.


“It’s awkward at times to say no to something like that,” Smucker said.


Whether lawmakers embrace the reform this time around remains to be seen, but Sheridan said Wolf is looking forward to working with the General Assembly to institute “comprehensive ethics reform that will cover all of state government.”


Smucker’s bill could be a chance to codify Wolf’s “no thank you” rule or something close to it.  With the next governor pushing change, the legislation could gain traction, Epstein said.


“Nothing’s lost by trying,” he said. “It’s difficult for me to believe that the Legislature’s polling numbers could get any lower by passing a ban on cash and gifts.”
Former SC state senator indicted on public corruption charges

SOUTH CAROLINA – The State -- by Jamie Self -- November 14, 2014  

COLUMBIA — A Richland County Grand Jury indicted former state Sen. Robert Ford of Charleston on charges of illegally using campaign money for his personal expenses.

Ford faces eight charges of public corruption, including a felony charge.

Ford resigned last year after 20 years in the Senate. At the time, the Senate Ethics Committee was hearing ethics allegations against Ford.

Ford is charged with misconduct in office, forgery involving less than $10,000, and six counts of violating the state Ethics Act, including allegations that he used campaign money for personal expenses, deposited campaign contributions into his personal bank account and falsely reported his campaign finances. 

If he is convicted of the felony charge, Ford could face up to five years in prison and a fine. Misconduct in office is a misdemeanor punishable by up to 10 years in prison. The ethics violations also are misdemeanors, each punishable by a year in prison and a fine of $5,000 or more. 

Ford resigned amid a hearing that ended with the Senate Ethics Committee accusing the Charleston legislator of spending campaign money on his personal expenses, including buying items at a sex shop and making a car payment. 

This year, the Ethics Committee fined Ford $30,000 for the violations and ordered him to repay another $15,000.

Ford’s attorney, William Runyon of Charleston, said the former senator had not had a chance to read the charges because he was traveling.  But Runyon said they were “vague and general in nature.” 

“The only plea that is anticipated at this time is ‘not guilty,’ ” the attorney added.  “This was not unanticipated.  We’re looking forward to getting the process started, appearing in court in a week or two.”

The grand jury said Ford:
•  Altered copies of checks drawn from his campaign account and submitted those altered copies to the S.C. Senate Ethics Committee investigators, a felony offense;
•  Spent thousands of campaign dollars on personal expenses and bills, and did not report the true nature of the expenses; and 
•  Deposited more than $19,000 in campaign contributions for his state Senate campaign into a personal bank account.


Ford is not the only lawmaker to leave the State House recently under a cloud of corruption allegations.  This fall, House Speaker Bobby Harrell of Charleston, was indicted on public corruption charges, pleaded guilty and resigned. 
Ethics Panel Recommends Changes on Gift, Disclosure, Conflict Rules
VIRGINIA – Richmond Times-Dispatch – by Jim Nolan – November 14, 2014


RICHMOND -- The ethics commission appointed by Gov. Terry McAuliffe advanced a series of recommendations that would significantly tighten Virginia’s notoriously lax laws covering gifts, accountability and conflicts for lawmakers and public officials.

The commission recommended imposing a flat $250 limit on any type of gift received by public officials; restricting board and commission members from voting on matters directly affecting their interests; and empowering a new bipartisan Ethics Review Commission that would have the authority to approve waivers to the gift limit, investigate complaints and impose civil penalties for violations.

The group also recommended requiring electronic filing of disclosure forms and the disclosure of private loans exceeding $5,000 to public officials. It is considering recommending a constitutional amendment to replace legislative control of congressional redistricting with a bipartisan panel.

“It’s a good set of recommendations,” said former Lt. Gov. Bill Bolling, the co-chairman, with former Rep. Rick Boucher, of the Governor’s Commission on Integrity and Public Confidence in State Government.  “I think it constitutes real, meaningful, substantive ethics reform.”

The recommendations, to be formally presented to the governor Dec. 1, followed a meeting last month by the 10-member group of academics, public officials, businessmen and former lawmakers, and a public hearing in Charlottesville.

McAuliffe formed the commission just weeks after a federal jury convicted former Gov. Bob McDonnell and his wife, Maureen, on corruption charges for using the governor’s office to assist the CEO of a dietary supplement company in exchange for more than $175,000 in luxury gifts, trips and loans.

The former governor’s sentencing is scheduled for Jan. 6; Maureen McDonnell is scheduled to be sentenced Feb. 20.  Both plan to appeal their convictions, which sent a shock wave through the corridors of power in Richmond.

In response, lawmakers have spent the weeks leading up to the 2015 General Assembly session considering changes to state laws, which were tightened earlier this year.  Those changes largely failed to curtail the lavish spending on trips, meals and entertainment on the tabs of the capital’s extensive business and lobbying community.

Mindful of the McDonnell scandal, McAuliffe set the tone upon entering office in January, signing an executive order that places a $100 limit per donor on gifts that his executive branch employees can accept.

The recommendations of his commission could form the basis of legislation offered by the governor in the upcoming legislative session.  Among the recommendations:
Gifts and loans


The commission proposes removing the distinction in the current law between “tangible” and “intangible” gifts and replacing it with a $250 annual limit on any gifts received by legislators, executive-level government officials, board and commission members, and their spouses and dependents.

Public officials would not have to disclose any gift less than $100, an increase from the current $50 disclosure requirement. But they would have to disclose any loan greater than $5,000 from a “non-commercial lender.”
Ethics Review Commission


The proposal calls for a commission that would have authority to approve waivers, initiate and investigate ethics complaints, and issue civil penalties for violations.

The commission also would maintain an accessible online database of forms filed by public officials and lobbyists.

The proposed commission would consist of appointees from the majority and minority leaders of the House of Delegates and the Virginia Senate, with the stipulation that at least one representative from each chamber be a retired lawmaker.

All the recommendations offered by the governor’s commission would have to clear the General Assembly to become law.  That effectively puts the lawmakers in the business of reining in and modifying their own conduct.

For the full story and all the recommendations, copy this link into your browser:  http://www.timesdispatch.com/news/state-regional/mcauliffe-s-ethics-panel-recommends-changes-on-gift-disclosure-conflict/article_c344f081-fb86-5feb-89b9-899c461fd0f6.html
Fixed Fortunes: Corporate political interests spend billions, get trillions
NATIONAL – Sunlight Foundation -- by Bill Allison and Sarah Harkins -- Nov. 17, 2014


Between 2007 and 2012, 200 of America’s most politically active corporations spent a combined $5.8 billion on federal lobbying and campaign contributions.  

A year-long analysis by the Sunlight Foundation suggests, however, that what they gave pales compared to what those same corporations got: $4.4 trillion in federal business and support.


That figure, more than the $4.3 trillion the federal government paid the nation’s 50 million Social Security recipients over the same period, is the result of an unprecedented effort to quantify the less-examined side of the campaign finance equation: Do political donors get something in return for what they give?

Four years ago, the U.S. Supreme Court suggested the answer to that question was no. Corporate spending to influence federal elections would not “give rise to corruption or the appearance of corruption,” the majority wrote in the landmark Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission decision.


Sunlight decided to test that premise by examining influence and its potential results on federal decision makers over six years, three before the 2010 Citizens United decision and three after.


We focused on the records of 200 for-profit corporations, all of which had active political action committees and lobbyists in the 2008, 2010 and 2012 election cycles — and were among the top donors to campaign committees registered with the Federal Election Commission.  


Their investment in politics was enormous.  There were 20,500 paying lobbying clients over the six years we examined; the 200 companies we tracked accounted for a whopping 26 percent of the total spent.  On average, their PACs, employees and their family members made campaign contributions to 144 sitting members of Congress each cycle.


After examining 14 million records, including data on campaign contributions, lobbying expenditures, federal budget allocations and spending, we found that, on average, for every dollar spent on influencing politics, the nation’s most politically active corporations received $760 from the government.  The $4.4 trillion total represents two-thirds of the $6.5 trillion that individual taxpayers paid into the federal treasury.


Welcome to the world of "Fixed Fortunes," a seemingly closed universe where the most persistent and savvy political players not so mysteriously have the ability to attract federal dollars regardless of who is running Washington.

During the six years we studied, newly elected Democratic majorities took control in the House and Senate.  Two years later, the White House shifted from Republican to Democratic control, and two years after that the GOP came back to take the House. 


The collapse of the housing bubble in 2007 led to massive bailout efforts by the Treasury Department and the Federal Reserve Board, two massive stimulus bills and the loss of more than eight million jobs. 


Congress passed laws that overhauled health care insurance and financial industry regulation. Troops surged in Afghanistan and withdrew from Iraq. 

There were 16 separate “continuing resolutions” to fund the government, a debt ceiling standoff that caused a downgrade in the nation’s credit rating and a “super committee” to wrestle with the federal budget.  As middle class Americans lost ground, the Fixed Fortune 200 got what they needed. 


What they needed included loans that helped automakers and banks survive the recent recession while many homeowners went under.  It included full funding and expansion of federal programs started in the 1930s that, year after year, decade after decade, help prop up prices for agribusinesses and secure trade deals for our biggest manufacturers. 


It included budget busting emergency measures that funneled extra dollars to everything from defense contractors to public utility companies to financial industry giants. 

The record suggests that the money corporations spend on political campaigns and Washington lobbying firms is not an unwise investment.


The Fixed Fortune 200 come from a wide range of industries.  There are a host of familiar names among them, like Ford Motor Company, McDonald’s and Bank of America, as well as some less famous, like MacAndrews & Forbes, the Carlyle Group and Cerberus Capital Management. (For the complete list, including what they gave and what they got, copy this link into your browser: http://influenceexplorer.com/fixed-fortunes/)

There are retailers and investment banks, construction and telecommunications firms, health insurers and gun makers, entertainment conglomerates, banks and pharmaceutical manufacturers, among others.


Overall, the Fixed Fortune 200’s PACs, employees and their family members gave $597 million to political committees and disclosed spending $5.2 billion on lobbying. 


They make this enormous investment in politics in large part because their businesses are inextricably entwined with government decisions — including spending decisions.

Government as Business Partner


For example, the federal government issued contracts to purchase goods and services that totaled a little more that $3 trillion during the period; companies among the top 200 corporate political givers won $1 trillion of that, a third of the total. 


The Treasury Department managed $410 billion in loans and other assistance issued under the Troubled Asset Relief Program, created by Congress to cope with the 2008 financial crisis; of that amount, $298 billion, about 73 percent, went to 16 firms among the Fixed Fortune 200.  

When the Federal Reserve took extraordinary measures in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, it funneled nearly $2.8 trillion through 29 Fixed Fortune firms.  The companies that participated the most in politics got huge returns.


Of the 200 corporations we examined, we could sum the financial rewards for 179.  Of those, 138 received more from the federal government than they spent on politics, 102 of them received more than 10 times what they spent on politics, and 29 received 1,000 times or more from the federal government than they invested in lobbyists or contributed to political committees via their employees, their family members and their PACs.


As for the other 21 companies on our list, while we could not quantify the financial benefits that some received, we were able to identify them.  Some examples:

Arch Coal lists the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), the government corporation that’s the largest public electricity producer, as one of its three biggest customers.  TVA does not release data on its coal purchases.

Forest City Enterprises does not appear as a landlord in the Government Services Agency’s database of federal rental agreements, though its annual report notes that the U.S. government is the third-biggest customer for its pricey New York City office space.


Occidental Petroleum has leases on federal land to extract natural gas, but the government does not release information on how much that gas is withdrawn or how much it is worth.


And while the government has so far refused to release information on what retailers get the most purchases via food stamps, Wal-Mart went so far as to acknowledge in a filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission that reductions in the now $78 billion-a-year Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program — or food stamps — could have a significant impact on the company’s earnings, which totaled $476 billion in its most recent fiscal year.


Of the 200 companies analyzed for Fixed Fortunes, 28 are in what the money in politics research organization the Center for Responsive Politics classifies as the communications and electronics sector, 21 in healthcare, 13 in defense and aerospace, 13 agribusinesses, 11 in energy and natural resources, and 7 in transportation. 


The biggest sector, accounting for 48 of the 200, was finance, insurance and real estate, which is consistently the largest source of campaign funds for politicians, cycle after cycle.  Congress and the executive branch have paid particular attention to the industry, approving hundreds of billions in aid to help it weather the financial crisis.  Meanwhile, the Federal Reserve advanced trillions in credit, which the nation’s central bank hoped would trickle down through the rest of the economy.


Companies with the biggest returns on their political investments include three foreign financial service and banking firms, UBS and Credit Suisse Group from Switzerland, and Deutsche Bank of Germany, all of which benefited from the Treasury Department’s taxpayer-financed rescue of American International Group. 


Investment banks Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley as well as commercial banks like JPMorgan Chase & Co., Citigroup, Wells Fargo and Bank of America also received far more from government than they put into politics:  They benefited from the bailouts of the financial industry undertaken by Treasury and the Federal Reserve. 

Weapons manufacturers like Boeing and Lockheed Martin, both of which disclosed spending more than $10 million each year on lobbying, also made the list.  So did McKesson, a pharmaceutical wholesaler that is the biggest vendor for Veterans Affairs, and the Carlyle Group, a wealth management firm started by former government insiders who invest in firms that have significant involvement with government, such as defense, telecommunications and health care. 


Some of the gets are harder to quantify.  While corporate interests disclose lobbying on federal spending — the budget and appropriations process — more than any other issue, they also seek to influence trade agreements, labor rules, environmental regulation and the Internal Revenue Code.


Blue Cross and Blue Shield has its own provision in the tax code, section 833, that saves its companies an estimated $1 billion a year.  

Life insurance companies like New York Life and Pacific Mutual, and their customers, are eligible for tax breaks that save the industry $30 billion a year, with about $3 billion going to the companies and the balance going to their policyholders.  


The corporate tax code is full of loopholes and subsidies that companies lobby for to help their bottom lines; Citizens for Tax Justice researched the Securities and Exchange Commission disclosures filed by publicly traded corporations in an effort to determine their effective tax rates; its analysis included 89 members of the group Sunlight examined.  The average effective tax rate of those companies was 17.7 percent between 2008 and 2012. Federal law, meanwhile, sets the corporate tax rate at 35 percent.


As far as we can tell, one thing the Fixed Fortune 200 did not do, for the most part, was take advantage of the new opportunities to spend on politics that the Citizens United decision afforded them.  The 200 corporate donors gave just $3 million to super PACs, with the bulk of that amount a single $2.5 million donation from Chevron to the Congressional Leadership PAC. 


It's important to note, however, that contributions by these companies to politically active nonprofits (a category that includes the Chamber of Commerce) are impossible to track because of tax laws that allow those entities to shield donors.


Though beyond the scope of our study, which focused on the federal government, it is worth noting that 174 of the 200 corporations won subsidies from state and local governments, according to Good Jobs First, an organization that tracks economic development programs. 


Prominent politicians from both parties have criticized corporate welfare programs that benefit big business for more than two decades, but not one of those programs has been repealed.

The president and Congress ended a reduction in payroll taxes that benefited wage earners in January 2013 but extended business tax breaks for insurers, energy companies and other corporations.  Federal bailouts returned financial industry firms that started the crisis to profitability, while middle class income and net worth of the middle class fell.


For the complete story, copy this link into your browser: http://sunlightfoundation.com/blog/2014/11/17/fixed-fortunes-biggest-corporate-political-interests-spend-billions-get-trillions/
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