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Four companies which employ lobbyists in Kentucky have adopted policies to keep their corporate treasury money out of election campaigns.  
General Electric Co., JP Morgan Chase & Co., Microsoft Corp., and Xerox Corp. are among a group of at least 10 companies which have adopted such policies in the wake of this year’s U.S. Supreme Court decision rolling back restrictions on corporate spending in elections.  The decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission gives companies the opportunity to spend directly from the corporate treasury without disclosure to shareholders or the public.

On its website, General Electric states the company “has a longstanding practice against using corporate resources for the direct funding of independent expenditures expressly advocating for or against candidates in elections for public office,” and in 2010, GE adopted this practice as a formal policy.

The Kentucky Gazette recently wrote about a website created by New York City’s Public Advocate to track which of the nation’s largest companies have adopted policies on campaign spending, and which have not.  According to the Public Advocate’s survey, 25 companies which employ lobbyists in Kentucky have not pledged to keep corporate treasury money out of elections.  
While they may spend corporate money in election campaigns, eight of the companies have pledged to disclose all political spending to their shareholders.  Those companies are:

Altria, Amgen, American Express Co., ConocoPhillips Co., Merck & Co., Pfizer Inc., United Healthcare Services, Inc., and United Parcel Service. 
Seventeen companies which employ lobbyists in Kentucky reported they have no policy prohibiting spending corporate funds on politics, and no policy requiring them to report such spending to their shareholders.  Those companies are:
Apple, Inc., AT&T, Bank of America Corp., Bristol-Myers Squibb Co., Citigroup, Coca-Cola Co., CVS Caremark Corp., Ford Motor Co., Hewlett-Packard Co., Johnson & Johnson, MasterCard International Inc., Norfolk Southern Corp., Oracle Corp., Sprint Nextel Corp., Time Warner Cable, Verizon Wireless, and Wal-Mart Stores Inc.

A full list of companies surveyed is available at http://pubadvocate.nyc.gov/corporate-spending
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The following businesses and organizations have registered to lobby in Kentucky since May 1:  Air Evac Lifeteam, a Missouri-based air medical service which states it is the preeminent provider of air ambulance services to rural markets;  Alltech, the Lexington company which states it is one of the leading animal health companies in the world, and which sponsored the recent World Equestrian Games;  Blue Equity, LLC, a Louisville firm with investments in sports and entertainment management, real estate development, and publishing;  Calgon Carbon Corp., a Pittsburgh company that states it is the world's largest manufacturer of granular activated carbon; Capital Management Consulting, LLC, a Louisville business which states it is a “niche risk-management consulting firm that specializes in assisting clients to set up and realize the benefits of small insurance companies under the Internal Revenue Code”;  Civil Design Group, Inc., a Paducah engineering firm;  Convenient Care Association, a Philadelphia-based association of companies that provide healthcare in retail-based locations; and El Paso Corp., a natural gas pipeline and production company. 
Other newly-registered employers are: IkaSystems Corp., a Massachusetts-based provider of Web-based software applications for the health insurance industry; Keeton Corrections, Inc., a private, Florida-based provider of residential corrections services which operates the  Paducah Community Service Center;  Little Clinic Corporate Services LLC, a Nashville company that manages walk-in health care clinics in retail locations, including 16 Kroger stores in Kentucky; MGT of America, Inc., a management consulting firm that works for schools, state and local governments, and non-profits; R.A.M.M. Technologies, LLC, a Lexington company working to develop a pill dispenser designed to prevent diversion of dangerous medications; Rural Metro Ambulance, an Arizona-based company that provides emergency and non-emergency medical transportation services; and TW Telecom of Kentucky, LLC, a Colorado-based company that provides data, dedicated Internet access, and local and long distance voice services for long distance carriers, wireless communications companies, and business and government organizations.
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Electronic filing has become a major success for the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission, providing more timely reporting for the public, and saving money and time for the individuals and organizations using the website filing system found at https://apps.klec.ky.gov/lec/
For the May 1 to August 31, 2010 reporting period, reports were filed electronically by 394 employers, or about 60 percent of the 662 employers registered with the Commission.  Likewise, 76.5 percent of Kentucky’s 639 legislative agents used the system, filing 1,240 reports online.  If a password or Log On ID is lost or forgotten, replacements may be requested from Donnita.Crittenden@lrc.ky.gov
In addition to the filing option, the Commission website offers a variety of useful information.  During each legislative election year, the website provides access to financial disclosure forms filed by all candidates running for the House of Representatives and the Senate.
  

Annual disclosure forms filed by members of the General Assembly are always available on the website.  All financial disclosure statements are found under “View Reports” on the Commission home page located at www.klec.ky.gov.

The website also offers a variety of reports associated with lobbying in Kentucky, including a list of legislative agents and the compensation paid to them by the employers they represent.  Additionally, there are reports showing how much money was spent by employers on lobbying, and reports showing how much was spent on lobbying during the years of 2009 and 2010 (up to August 31).
A searchable register includes historical information on amounts spent on lobbying since 1993 by each employer or legislative agent who has been registered during that time.  

New features on the website allow users to view the Ethics Commission’s annual reports submitted to the Legislative Research Commission, minutes from Ethics Commission meetings, past newsletters, and top news stories relating to ethics issues from around the U.S.
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11 Arrests in Alabama Bingo Investigation
Alabama - The New York Times – Published 10/4/2010
Last spring, reports of a federal corruption inquiry began trickling through the Alabama Legislature as its members argued fiercely over a bill to allow some form of gambling in the state. Several legislators received subpoenas, others acknowledged wearing recording devices and still others said they had received surprise visits from F.B.I. agents.  In their offices and along bar stools after work, lobbyists and politicians speculated feverishly about what would become of it.
On October 4, they found out.  Four state senators, three lobbyists and two powerful and politically connected businessmen were among 11 people arrested and charged by federal investigators with being part of a wide-ranging conspiracy in which lawmakers were offered generous campaign contributions in exchange for pro-gambling votes.  All are facing possible jail time. 
At a hearing in Montgomery, Ala., Terry Moorer, a United States magistrate judge, did not allow any of the defendants to enter a plea, though they were all let out on bail.  The 65-page indictment, which was accompanied by a guilty plea from one lobbyist who said she had participated in the scheme, includes wiretap transcripts in which targets fretted about whether they were on a “safe line” or if “friends are listening.”  One legislator is said to have complained of not “feeling the love” after having supported the gambling legislation.  In a lengthy quoted passage, a lobbyist told a legislator that he would need to find “a backdoor way” to arrange a payoff.
A statement on behalf of Gov. Bob Riley said he had “called the gambling bill that passed the Senate earlier this year, ‘the most corrupt piece of legislation ever considered by the Senate,’ and today’s action by the Justice Department shows he was, sadly, right.” 
The indictment was met with deep suspicion in some quarters of Montgomery.  Proponents of legalized gambling said they saw behind the investigation the political machinations of gambling opponents, including Mr. Riley.  That the charges came within a month of the November elections particularly troubled some. 
“Anyone who loves democracy and freedom should be concerned with the timing of these indictments,” said Ron Sparks, a candidate for governor, in a statement.  “Waiting to announce indictments after the election would have had no impact on the cause of justice.”  Lawyers for several defendants maintained their innocence, and State Senator Harri Anne Smith released a statement, calling the charges “a nakedly political move, coordinated by prosecutors in cahoots with the governor’s office.” 
Such mistrust has been heightened here since the conviction of former Gov. Don Siegelman in a case many still insist was politically motivated.  Lanny Breuer, the assistant attorney general for the criminal division at the Department of Justice, rejected such suspicion, saying that the case was run out of Washington with local assistance, not the other way around.   As for the timing, he said, “we let the facts take us and when we were ready to bring the case we did.”  Mr. Breuer said the investigation was continuing. 
The arrests of the legislators were undoubtedly shocking to many, but possibly even more startling was the arrest of Milton McGregor, 71, the owner of VictoryLand, an enormous greyhound track and casino complex, and a longtime Alabama power broker with deep pockets and well-placed friends.
Mr. McGregor was charged along with Ronald Gilley, who was developing a casino complex in southeastern Alabama, with orchestrating a scheme to bribe politicians through lobbyists, often disguising the payments by donating to political action committees.  Mr. McGregor also allegedly arranged to pay a legislative analyst who works for the state to amend the wording of pro-gambling legislation.  His lawyer released a statement, insisting on Mr. McGregor’s innocence and claiming that the investigation was “mainly a political dispute” over the legality of gambling.
The legal status of gambling has easily been the most incendiary issue in the state over the past couple of years.  So-called electronic bingo machines have sprouted up throughout the state at the invitation of strapped local governments, which receive proceeds from the machines.  Opponents, including the governor, argue that the devices are essentially slot machines and thus against the state Constitution, a position that the courts have generally supported. The governor has shut down casinos all over the state.
For the past two years, state legislators have proposed legislation that would have put the legalization of electronic bingo up for a vote and enabled its taxation.  Over two noisy months this spring, the State Senate voted, and re-voted, on such a bill (a similar bill stalled in the House).  According to the indictment, this period is when the alleged conspiracy unfolded.
The indictment depicts some legislators actively soliciting payoffs from the casino operators.  One of the lobbyists is quoted complaining to Mr. Gilley of “a shakedown” by one state senator, Larry Means, who was demanding $100,000 in exchange for his vote (Mr. Means was allegedly promised it later that day).
In other cases, the casino owners and lobbyists are depicted scrambling to ensure the support of legislators who appear to be on the fence.  The alleged promises to James Preuitt, a five-term senator who owns a car and truck dealership in Talladega, Ala., included $2 million in campaign contributions and the possibility that a country music star would come to his dealership to buy trucks. 
‘Lobbyists get payments and lobbyists pay legislators'
Illinois – The Daily Herald – Published 10/24/2010
Public money paid to state and federal lobbyists hired by transit agencies doesn't necessarily stay in neutral for long.  Instead, thousands of dollars from lobbying firms flow to the political campaigns of federal and state lawmakers and political action committees.
The Daily Herald found through Freedom of Information Act requests that the Regional Transportation Authority, Chicago Transit Authority, Pace and Metra spent more than $12.8 million on 27 lobbying firms since 2004.  In that same time frame, some of those lobbyists donated more than $1.8 million to Illinois politicians, according to the Illinois State Board of Elections. And nearly $276,000 went to congressional candidates between 2006 and the present, records from the watchdog group OpenSecrets.org indicate.
Local state and federal lawmakers have garnered more than $135,000 in the past six years from lobbyists who contracted with the CTA, Metra, RTA and Pace.  Transit officials say lobbyists are a way of life in Springfield and Washington, D.C., bringing clients' interests to the halls of power and securing desperately needed funding.  But local lawmakers differ sharply on the efficacy of the industry.
“Most of the education I receive is from my constituents,” said state Sen. Dan Kotowski of Park Ridge. “They use public transit on a daily basis.”
When lobbyists donate to politicians, it compromises the process, state Sen. Susan Garrett contended.  “It's difficult if we as legislators are scrutinizing how taxpayer dollars are spent if in fact lobbyists are providing our campaigns with contributions.  It's a circle game.  Lobbyists get payments and lobbyists pay legislators,” the Lake Forest Senator said.  In a perfect world, no one would need lobbyists, said outgoing state Rep. Paul Froehlich of Schaumburg.  But “the reality is, it's part of the system and there's no use denying that,” Froehlich said.  “It's how the system works whether we like to admit it or not.”

Some said it's unfair to demonize lobbying firms.  “I have no problem with good lobbyists who are truthful and give the correct information,” said state Rep. Sid Mathias of Buffalo Grove.

Good government groups criticize the revolving door phenomenon where lawmakers and bureaucrats exit public life only to morph into lobbyists who can use both the carrot and stick methods of putting pressure on former colleagues and making generous campaign donations.   For example, the federal lobbying firm Capricorn Communications is led by former U.S. Rep. Bill Lipinski, an influential ex-member of the House Transportation Committee.  Son U.S. Rep. Daniel Lipinski of Western Springs, now sits on the same committee.  Capricorn received $750,742 combined from the CTA and Metra.

Here's a snapshot of other state and federal lobbying firms:
The Carmen Group has received $4 million from Metra since 2004 for federal lobbying.  Its principals include former Reagan adviser David Carmen, former U.S. Department of Transportation official David Kunz, and John Ladd, son of former Metra board Chairman Jeff Ladd.  Metra officials said Jeff Ladd recused himself from any votes on the Carmen contract.  The Carmen Group has donated $118,200 to federal candidates since 2006.
Leinenweber & Baroni Consulting received $287,290 from the RTA for state lobbying from 2004 to the present.  Consultants include Peter Baroni, former counsel to the Illinois Senate president.  The firm has contributed $115,590 to state political campaigns since 2004.
TaylorUhe has received $228,333 from the RTA for state lobbying since 2008.  Its principals include Rob Uhe, former counsel to Illinois Speaker Michael Madigan.  TaylorUhe has given $104,022 to state campaigns since its establishment in 2007.
Illinois Strategies received $207,675 from Pace for state lobbying services between 2005 and 2009.  Its staff includes Brice Sheriff, a former Illinois Department of Transportation executive.  The firm has donated $90,536 to state candidates since 2004.
Mayer Brown received $271,113 from the RTA for state lobbying from 2004 through 2008.  Firm consultants include Julian D'Esposito, a former counsel to retired Gov. James R. Thompson.  Mayer Brown has donated $1.1 million to state candidates and political action committees since 2004.
Dozens of suburban Republicans and Democrats are recipients of state and federal lobbyist donations.  Among those who received more than $5,000 in the past six years from firms hired by transit agencies are state Sens. Kirk Dillard of Hinsdale, Waukegan’s Terry Link, Elmhurst’s Dan Cronin, Elgin’s Michael Noland and Kotowski, as well as U.S. Rep. Mark Kirk of  Highland Park.
“You can't get around the fact we as lawmakers have to rely on the counsel of others,” Noland said, “whether it be staff, colleagues, or folks referred as lobbyists.”  But donations don't affect him, Noland said. “I continually walk my district to find out how people think about issues and that's what influences me the most,” he said.

Cronin called the $12.8 million spent on lobbyists a “significant sum of money.”  But he said lobbying “is an important part of the legislative process” and played a role in 2007 when the RTA Act was rewritten.  “I look at the issues, and if they have merit, that gets my vote.  If they don't have merit, I have no trouble accepting contributions on Tuesday and voting against (an issue) on Wednesday,” Cronin said.  Kotowski said his judgments are based on “if something is in the best interests of my community.”

Meanwhile, Dillard said “these contributions from firms make no difference to me whatsoever.”  He urged newly appointed RTA Chairman John Gates to scrutinize lobbying expenses at all agencies.  “I would hope Mr. Gates would ask for justification on every one of these contracts,” Dillard said.  One official with a lobbying firm said because it's staffed by former legislators and government workers, it offers a level of expertise clients don't have.  For example, the economic stimulus bill was more than 1,100 pages, but experts at the firm read it and gave analysis to clients that's difficult to duplicate.  Lobbying firms understand what it takes to wade through complicated government paperwork necessary for grants or submitting reports, he said.
As far as campaign contributions go, lobbyists prefer not to have to raise money for legislators and support efforts to make campaign contributions more transparent, the official said.
The Illinois Campaign for Political Reform is urging the state to reform lobbying laws by increasing enforcement authority and public disclosure. “These are people who are paid to influence government; the public needs to know more about what they're doing to feel confident they're playing a beneficial role,” the reform group's assistant director, David Morrison, said.  Currently, “it's definitely difficult to follow the bouncing ball,” said Terry Pastika, head of the Citizen Advocacy Center.
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"Top Lawyer Leaving House Ethics Office"
Federal  -  New York Times  -  Published: 10/15/2010

Leo Wise, the staff director and chief counsel of the independent Office of Congressional Ethics (OCE), is stepping down in November to join the U.S. attorney's office in Maryland and perhaps sidestep an inevitable political fight over the future of the OCE.  The office was created by House Speaker Nancy Pelosi in 2008 after she promised to "drain the swamp that is Washington."  But it has been controversial from the start and Pelosi struggled to get enough votes to create the independent watchdog.

The OCE, a small group of lawyers led by Wise and overseen by a six-member board, operates independently of the House Committee on Standards of Official Conduct, which is controlled by members of Congress.  Pelosi had hoped that a separate ethics office, after numerous scandals embroiling both parties, would send a message that Congress was not just trying to police itself but was open to an independent monitor.

But lawmakers quickly complained that the OCE was opening cases in response to frivolous allegations.  Most of the cases brought by Wise were ultimately dismissed by the House ethics committee, which retains the power to formally charge lawmakers with wrongdoing and recommend disciplinary action.  Defense lawyers complained the OCE often ignored rules. One lawyer called it "a rogue operation that needs to be shut down."

Among the lawmakers angry at the new office were 20 members of the Congressional Black Caucus, who urged the OCE be prohibited from initiating its own inquiries unless a sworn complaint was filed by a person with direct knowledge of the alleged wrongdoing. The caucus members also said the OCE's powers should be restricted by prohibiting the release of most investigative reports.  The ability to release such reports, even if the ethics committee refused to take up a case, proved to be one of the OCE's most useful tools.

The complaints from the caucus were spurred because of a large number of investigations directed at black lawmakers that seemed disproportional given there are relatively few African-American members of the House.  Republicans have also sharply criticized the OCE, as well as Pelosi for her handling of it.  If Republicans win a majority in the November elections, they could well move to abolish the office, and observers said Wise's resignation seemed designed to avoid being ensnared in such a development.
"Alabama Bingo Indictments Highlight Politicians' Code"
Alabama  -  Birmingham News  -  Published: 10/10/2010

The federal indictments in a probe of corruption in Montgomery shine a light on the murky world of interactions among lobbyists and legislators, a world in which the text of conversations may be pending legislation but the constant subtext is the lawmakers’ thirst for campaign money.  The offers – which go well beyond campaign donations and into the realm of payoffs and million-dollar jobs – surprised Alabama legislators and lobbyists.  Most say they abide by a code under which campaign contributions and votes on issues are never discussed together.

The arrests have some lawmakers second-guessing themselves, worrying something said in casual conversations with trusted confidants might look suspicious when taken out of context.  "I think the whole city has been turned upside down; I think a lot of people are thinking about how they conduct their business," said Alabama Ethics Commission Director Jim Sumner.

The 11 people indicted included four state senators and three lobbyists.  Federal prosecutors allege the accused were involved in a wide-ranging scheme to round up support for pro-gambling legislation, with offers of campaign contributions, jobs, appearances at fundraisers by country music celebrities, political polls, media buys, and payoffs to opponents if they withdrew from races. The participants tried to hide their dealings by using telephones obtained in the names of others, conducting conversations in private face-to-face meetings, falsifying business records, and lying to law enforcement officials, said prosecutors.

State Rep. John Rogers said he has a simple rule and has advised others to follow it.  "Don't talk about bills and campaign money at the same time – you have to strictly enforce the idea that your vote is not for sale," said Rogers.  But he said the quest for campaign cash has become increasingly desperate.  Rogers estimated it costs a candidate $150,000 for an average House race and three times as much for a Senate campaign.

In recent years, fundraising by legislators has been limited to certain periods.  That has created a manic race to build up as much cash as possible when the window is open. The stakes are extremely high this year because the party that controls the Legislature in the next term will control how legislative and congressional district lines are drawn, creating the potential to remake the political map. Observers said despite the pressure, lawmakers need to think even more carefully about how they communicate with one another, with lobbyists, and with potential contributors. "… Sometimes things can be taken out of context," said Rogers.

Sen. Jabo Waggoner said it is unfortunate that people hear about the indictments and assume they represent business-as-usual at the Capitol.  "The vast majority of the men and women that serve in the Legislature are good, honorable, honest men and women who are there for all the right reasons," said Waggoner.  Sumner said he hoped the scandal would finally put ethics and campaign finance reform on the front burner when the new Legislature convenes next year.

"If we needed a catalyst for ethics reform we clearly have it," said Sumner.  "I would have thought the two-year college scandal and the Jefferson County sewer system scandal would have been enough, but this is above and beyond."
"Hart: Logging state endowment land was a 'mistake'"
Idaho  -  Idaho Statesman; Associated Press  -  Published: 10/19/2010

An Idaho lawmaker accused of stealing timber from state endowment land years ago said he would pay for the wood.  State Rep. Phil Hart said he was mistaken and would pay $2,450, the market value of the logs when he took them.  He previously said he did not owe the state anything.

Hart had cut the wood from land whose proceeds benefit public schools, saying a loophole allowed him to build his home with the timber without informing the state.  He said he learned more about state laws that govern timber on school endowment land recently and now agrees he took the wood improperly.

The Idaho Department of Land said the trees were worth $2,443 in 1996, an amount that equaled a third of the state penalty Hart was initially ordered to pay.  The state ultimately filed a lien against Hart for $22,827 after winning in court three times. The lien was never lifted, but is unenforceable because a five-year statute of limitations has passed.

Hart is in the crosshairs of state government over more than just stolen lumber. The state and federal government say he owes more than $500,000 in back income taxes, penalties, and interest.  He has been in a long fight with the Idaho Tax Commission and the IRS over the debt, on grounds that federal and state income taxes are unconstitutional.

A special ethics committee in September voted unanimously to recommend Hart be removed from his membership on the House Revenue and Taxation Committee while he presses his personal tax fight.  Hart has so far refused to step down, claiming he has no conflict-of-interest.
"Ethics Bill Passes the House"
Michigan  -  WLNS (www.wlns.com) - Published: 9/30/2010

New ethics legislation is moving forward in Michigan. The House passed a bill that would implement new rules for elected officials.

The bill bans lobbyists from delivering campaign contributions to lawmakers on state property, and prohibits elected officials from accepting money for speaking engagements, appearances, or other activities related to their public office.  If passed, those who violate the rules could face a $1,000 fine and 90 days in jail.
"Candidate Seeks to Rein in Lobbyists, Special Interests"
Oklahoma  -  The Oklahoman  -  Published: 9/30/2010

A candidate for lieutenant governor in Oklahoma vowed to crack down on the influence held by lobbyists and special interest groups at the state Capitol.  State Sen. Kenneth Korn said his plan includes prohibiting lobbyists from giving gifts, sports or entertainment tickets, trips, speaking fees, or any other type of financial incentive to legislators.  His proposals also would require lobbyists to keep daily records of meetings with lawmakers, as well as the purpose of the meetings and who attended them.

Corn also called for the Oklahoma Ethics Commission to establish a special prosecutor's office to investigate all ethics violations.  He said new higher registration fees for lobbyists would help provide funds to the financially strapped commission.

If he is elected lieutenant governor, Corn said he will go across the state to build public support for the proposals and will work with legislators to get them passed. If lawmakers resist his proposals, he will start an initiative petition drive to get the proposals on a ballot to let voters decide, said Corn. He said he will pursue the changes even if he loses the November 2 election.

During this year's legislative session, Corn filed a bill that would have banned lobbyist contributions, but it quickly stalled in the Senate.  He said he came up with his ideas after several last-minute legislative deals were done with the help of lobbyists.  "We saw bills that originally were one or two pages long that are now several hundred pages long," said Corn.

Corn, who has accepted meals and basketball tickets from lobbyists, has not posted his name on a list stating he will not accept anything of value from a lobbyist or another person trying to influence his actions. Only two lawmakers are on the list, which is posted on the Oklahoma Common Cause Web site.  Corn said he will soon put his name on the no-gifts list "and, if I'm lieutenant governor, I'll go further even and leave my name on that list, as well."

"Irving Legislator Harper-Brown Reviews Years of Finance Reports Showing No Repayment for $450,000 in Loans"
Texas  -  Dallas Morning News  -  Published: 10/15/2010

Texas Rep. Linda Harper-Brown is reviewing years of campaign finance reports amid questions about more than $450,000 in loans for which her campaign disclosure forms show no record of repayment. Harper-Brown's campaign manager said the representative is seeking guidance from the state Ethics Commission about how she accounted for loans on finance forms.  An analysis by The Dallas Morning News of campaign finance reports from March 2002 until now show Harper-Brown had $531,444 in loans in the past eight years.  She repaid as much as $23,553. That would leave a balance of more than $507,000 in outstanding loans.  Her latest campaign finance report says her outstanding loan balance is $51,750.

Campaign manager Brian Mayes said Harper-Brown's husband, William Brown III, who is an accountant, always consults with the Ethics Commission before filing the required campaign finance forms. Mayes said different employees with the commission often give different advice and campaign finance rules are constantly changing. He said any errors were unintentional and clerical in nature.  The bulk of Harper-Brown's loans dating to 2002 came from Brown, who over the years loaned his wife more than $350,000.  Harper-Brown has paid back as much as $15,495 of that, according to her reports.

Brown was at the center of an ethics scandal that his wife faced this summer after The News reported Harper-Brown's 2010 Mercedes Benz was owned by a state transportation contractor.  Harper-Brown sits on the powerful House Transportation Committee.  Brown does accounting work for the contractor and its related companies, which provided him with the Mercedes and a 2004 Chevrolet Tahoe as compensation.  Harper-Brown has said she did nothing wrong in driving the car or outfitting both with state official license plates.

Mayes said Harper-Brown is awaiting word from the Ethics Commission about whether any corrections need to be made to previous campaign finance reports.  Elected officials can amend their previous reports years after they are filed.  Tim Sorrells, deputy general counsel for the ethics panel, said loan balances should carry over from each campaign finance reporting period.  Sorrells said finance rules become unclear when a loan is forgiven.

Harper-Brown's reports note her outstanding loans are interest-free and have no maturity date.  It is not clear whether Brown or others who provided loans have told Harper-Brown that she can keep the money and does not have to repay it.  "If the loan is just a forgiven loan, then the statute's not specific as to how to report that," said Sorrells.  But a lawyer for the Texas Values in Action Coalition said forgiven loans should be reported as gifts.

"I receive something of value from you and I need to report that somewhere on the form," said attorney Ed Cloutman. "That's the whole point of the form."

Andy Wilson, a campaign finance researcher for Public Citizen, said Harper-Brown's reported loan balances could be a clerical error.  Wilson criticized Texas' campaign finance laws, which he said do not give the Ethics Cmmission enough enforcement powers.  He also said state laws force politicians to go on a chase for money.  "There are too many people who get egg on their face for things that they might think are innocent," said Wilson.
"Prosecutors Say Texas Lawmaker Took Payments"
Texas  -  Houston Chronicle; Associated Press  -  Published: 10/5/2010

A state lawmaker already facing trial on perjury and ethics charges demanded payments from vendors doing business with local and state agencies, said Travis County prosecutors. They have not filed new criminal charges against state Rep. Kino Flores because the statutes of limitations on the alleged crimes have lapsed or because they were committed outside of the prosecutors' jurisdiction.  However, prosecutors have filed a list of alleged "extraneous offenses" that they intend to raise at the lawmaker's trial.

Flores has repeatedly denied any wrongdoing. He decided to not seek an eighth term in the Legislature after his July 2009 indictment by a grand jury. The indictment accuses Flores of not disclosing sources of income, real estate transactions and gifts, including a racehorse given to his son by a lobbyist.

"[Flores] was known by many as 'Mr. Ten Percent' because of his insistence of being paid that percentage by people and companies awarded contracts for construction or other services [in Hidalgo County]," alleged the prosecutors' latest filing. "Anyone that failed to pay him lost their contract.  [Flores] insisted upon being paid in cash and, if paid by check, cashed the check rather than deposit it to avoid a paper trail and to facilitate his evasion of income tax on those amounts."

Those payments included more than $97,500 in unexplained deposits of cash into Flores’ bank accounts between 2001 and 2007, according to the filing.

The allegations listed in the filing primarily concern activities in the district Flores has represented.  However, one allegation accuses Flores of pressuring the head of the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality to hire an associate "for a job that he would not have been eligible for due to a prior felony conviction."  According to the filing, Flores received a three-acre lot near Bastrop in return for getting the associate the job.

"What Do Campaign Contributions Buy?"
Utah  -  Salt Lake Tribune  -  Published: 10/4/2010

Even in tumultuous economic times, money has flowed freely into the Utah governor's race, with incumbent Gary Herbert and challenger Peter Corroon piling up nearly $5 million in campaign contributions.  Critics maintain those donations – in some cases tens of thousands of dollars – buy access and favors from the candidates should they win.  The candidates deny this, at least when it comes to their own donors.

But Utah's campaign finance laws – the state is one of just four that have no limits on who may give or how much they can contribute – have erupted into a Wild West shootout, as Corroon has questioned whether Herbert's big donors have received special treatment from the state.  Corroon ratcheted up the attack by unveiling a new campaign ad assailing "Herbert's corrupt system" of rewarding donors and depriving Utah schools.

Questions about the free-wheeling system have been lingering for years and some have said it is ripe for abuse.  In 2008, then-Gov. Jon Huntsman, Jr. voluntarily capped donations for his re-election bid at $10,000, saying larger contributions are "grounds for mischief," although he accepted contributions as large as $25,000 to his PAC.  He created a task force, the Governor’s Commission on Strengthening Democracy, which cited the potential for corruption, or at least the appearance of it, in unanimously endorsing a $10,000 campaign contribution limit.

Kirk Jowers, director of the University of Utah’s Hinckley Institute of Politics and chairperson of the governor’s commission, said he made a case to Herbert and legislators at the time that campaign limits might be in their own best interest.

"I told every legislator who would listen and the governor that passing some sensible campaign finance reform would protect them," said Jowers.  "They could act with complete honesty and integrity, but if the timing happens to be that if a big donor gets a contribution then their motive and actions might be impugned.  It wasn't very persuasive."

Utahns for Ethical Government (UEG), which is working to get tough legislative ethics rules, including campaign limits, on the 2012 ballot, has challenged Herbert and Corroon to voluntarily limit their contributions to $10,000.  Neither has agreed.  David Irvine, a lawyer and former legislator working with UEG, said there are lots of reasons people give to campaigns, especially smaller donations. "[But the big contributions raise questions] – clearly, there are people who are making contributions because they will expect they will get something in return," said Irvine.

Herbert insists donors have not received special treatment, despite the released e-mail from one of the governor's fundraisers to his scheduler, setting up a meeting with Guy Wadsworth, a large donor, reminding Herbert "that Guy was one of the $50,000 donors to the gala."  Herbert said he got the e-mail because he had met Wadsworth at another event and didn’t know who he was.
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