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In the first 10 months of this year, Kentucky state government has approved more than $170 million in taxpayer assistance to businesses that are locating, expanding, or training employees in the state.

The biggest award approved so far this year by the Kentucky Economic Development and Finance Authority is $14 million for Clinical Trial Services, Inc. for a headquarters in Covington. $13.2 million was approved for Australian-based Computershare, a financial transaction company that opened a Louisville office last year.

$13 million will go to Custom Food Products for an expansion of its plant in Bath County.  Custom Foods is a subsidiary of CTI Foods, which is owned in majority by Thomas H. Lee Partners and Goldman Sachs & Co.  $12 million will go to Champion Petfoods in Logan County.
Ford Motor Co. was approved this year to receive $10.2 million in public money to train employees at its Jefferson County facilities.  In 2007, Ford was approved to get $315 million from the state.  Evolent Health, a healthcare consulting company, was approved for $10 million for a regional office in Louisville. 

Other large awards of tax money will go to Bowling Green Metalforming ($10 million + $400,000 in training funds); More Than A Bakery, LLC in Woodford County ($8 million); Newly Weds Foods in Boone County ($6 million); Thai Summit Kentucky, an auto supplier in Bardstown ($5 million); Quiver Ventures in Bowling Green, a partnership between European aluminum company Constellium N.V. and Japanese aluminum company UACJ Corp. ($4.5 million); Hogan Lovells, a multinational law firm for a service center in Louisville ($4 million); and RxCrossroads in Louisville, which provides services to pharmaceutical  medical device manufacturers ($4 million).
Also approved this year: Teleperformance, a French company that opened a call center in Louisville ($3.8 million); Saputo Dairy Foods USA in Calloway County, part of a large Canadian dairy processor ($3.5 million); Firstsource Group USA ($3 million); General Motors, for expansion of its assembly plant in Bowling Green ($3 million); Gibbs Die Casting in Henderson ($3 million); and three Boone County businesses: Mubea Tailor Rolled Blanks, a German manufacturer ($2.6 million); TeeSpring, which makes custom t-shirts ($2.5 million); Messier-Bugatti USA, a French company for its Safran Landing Systems facility ($2.5 million).
Businesses that are approved to get $2 million awards include: Sazerac Distillers in Owensboro; Commercial Specialty Truck Holdings in Harrison County; GreenSky, which operates paperless point-of-sale payment and credit platforms from Kenton County; JM Smucker, which makes Jif peanut butter in Lexington.
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When the General Assembly is not in session, one of the ways for businesses and organizations that employ lobbyists to build relationships is to conduct events to which legislators are invited. 

In the summer, these events are conducted in conjunction with annual meetings of national or regional legislative organizations.  For example, at the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) meeting in Chicago, lobbyists’ employers spent $10,184 on Kentucky Night; at the Southern Legislative Conference (SLC) in Lexington, $6,973 was spent on Kentucky Night at the Boone Faculty Center; $166 was spent at the Kentucky Night at the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) in Indianapolis; and at the National Conference of Insurance Legislators in Portland, Oregon, $888 was spent.
Also, at SLC, $12,000 was spent on Family Night at the Buffalo Trace Distillery in Frankfort; $3,218 was spent at the NCSL Senate Dinner; $4,619 at SLC’s Mayoral Dinner; and $632 at ALEC’s Senate Dinner.

The Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation spent $5,319 on a country ham breakfast and picnic at the Kentucky Fair and Exposition Center; a Derby Brunch was held in Louisville, and employers spent $5,106 on legislators; the Kentucky Chamber of Commerce held a Business Summit and spent $2,667; and $1,542 was spent by General Motors for a lunch at the National Corvette Museum in Bowling Green.
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APOC says Anchorage Rep. LeDoux can keep her PAC and raise lobbyist money 

ALASKA – Alaska Dispatch News – by Nathaniel Herz – October 19, 2016

Alaska's campaign finance watchdog rejected a complaint against a fundraising committee headed by Anchorage State Rep. Gabrielle LeDoux, allowing her to continue raising money from lobbyists who are otherwise barred from donating to LeDoux's personal campaign.

The Alaska Public Offices Commission voted 4-0 to reject the complaint, which was filed in August.

Lobbyists aren't allowed to donate to legislative campaigns unless they live in a candidate's House or Senate district.

But LeDoux found a way around that rule by creating a new committee, Gabby's Tuesday PAC, that's distinct from her campaign.  She then raised $5,000 from lobbyists, and transferred the committee's money to the campaigns of other lawmakers and candidates — much like members of Congress use "leadership PACs" to cultivate other politicians' alliances and allegiances.

The complaint said LeDoux's committee was acting as the equivalent of a candidate, since it was controlled by LeDoux herself, and should have been subject to the restrictions on lobbyists' donations.

But the APOC commissioners, citing previous legal interpretations, ruled that a PAC only functions like a candidate's committee when the PAC's primary purpose is assisting a particular candidate.  That wasn't the case for LeDoux's committee, which has transferred money to more than a half-dozen different candidates.

"The commission shares the concern raised by the complaint that some may use what could be seen as a 'loophole' to circumvent the campaign contribution limits" in existing law, the commissioners wrote in their order.  They added: "However, the commission is obliged to apply the law as enacted.  Thus, the concerns in the complaint are more properly directed to the Legislature for review."

State lawmakers got about $873,000 in freebies last year, but the gifts can be difficult to track

CALIFORNIA – San Luis Obispo Tribune -- by Matt Fountain -- October 8, 2016

More than $14,000 in airfare, lodging and food during a 10-day junket to Australia.  Gift certificates to Food 4 Less valued at $500.  Wine worth $488.  A $396 spa treatment.  And $460 in tickets to a 49ers game.
Those are some things the about $873,000 in meals, entertainment, travel and other freebies that California state lawmakers reported as gifts last year went to.
Financial disclosures required by the Fair Political Practices Commission show that members of the state Senate and Assembly accepted thousands of dollars in tickets to sporting events, trips to foreign countries — and booze.

In most other public sector professions, this sort of gift-giving would be considered unethical.  But not for California lawmakers.

Each year, public officials across the state — from city council members to the governor — are legally required to file a financial disclosure Form 700, also known as a Statement of Economic Interest.  The form requires them to list their financial interests in stocks, business entities, rental property; any nongovernment salary for themselves and their spouse/domestic partner; and gifts and travel paid by others.

These forms are the public’s way of ensuring that elected officials are making decisions based on the public interest and not the official’s financial gain.  They’re also a way to document potential conflicts of interest.

In reality, the primarily paper-based system is inherently messy, with little consistency in how gifts are reported, making it extremely cumbersome to verify some vague and incorrectly reported gifts.

In addition, legal loopholes regarding what constitutes free travel and degrees of separation between lobbyists and gift-giving render key aspects of California’s political finance laws essentially toothless, while recent efforts to close those loopholes have all been vetoed by Gov. Jerry Brown.
A Cal Poly journalism department class examined forms submitted by members of the state Legislature, which had been gathered by the university’s Institute for Advanced Technology and Public Policy, and partnered with The Tribune to publish the results of their analysis.  The analysis includes an interactive database of who received what from whom. 

The state Political Reform Act imposes limits on gifts and on the receipt of travel payments and personal loans by all elected officials, candidates and most legislative staff.

Officials may not accept gifts — any payment or other perk that amounts to a personal benefit without payment or services of equal or greater value — that combined equal more than $10 in a calendar month either from or arranged by any single registered state lobbyist or lobbying firm.  Gifts from any other single source may not exceed $460 in a calendar year, according to 2015-16 limits. 

Failure to comply could, depending on the violation, result in criminal prosecution and penalties as much as $5,000 per violation or three times the amount illegally obtained, according to the FPPC. 

When an official receives payment or reimbursement for their travel, that payment must be reported.  Travel payments include all payments, advances and reimbursements for travel, including transportation, parking and related food and lodging.  If the payment is a gift, it is subject to the $460 gift limit and $10 lobbyist gift limit. 

Despite these restrictions, hundreds of thousands of dollars in gifts are accepted by lawmakers every year.

In 2015, the state’s 80 members of the Assembly and 40 members of the state Senate accepted about $540,000 in travel payments and about $333,000 in nontravel gifts — totaling about $873,000.

Not surprisingly, the top recipients of all gifts in 2015 were also the biggest travelers.  They include state Sen. Ben Allen, Santa Monica, who reported $35,060 in travel and $3,016 in gifts; Sen. Anthony Cannella, who represents Merced and San Benito counties, accepted $31,681 in travel and $2,710 in other gifts; and Sen. Kevin de León, Los Angeles, who took in $23,308 in travel and $7,910 in nontravel gifts. 

The top three donors of free travel were: 

▪  The California Foundation on the Environment and Economy, a San Francisco think tank funded by special interests such as PG&E, Chevron and the State Building and Construction Trades Council, paid for $230,629 in total travel during 2015, including $127,373 for a 10-day trip to Australia attended by 11 lawmakers to reportedly study drought management.

▪  The Independent Voter Project, a nonprofit group funded by corporate donors such as PG&E and wealthy individuals, paid $50,258 to send 21 legislators to its secretive annual “leadership panel” at a $360-a-night hotel on Maui’s southwest shore.

▪  The Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in Los Angeles paid $20,100 in travel for Assembly members Cristina Garcia, Bell Gardens, and Scott Wilk, Santa Clarita, as well as State Sen. Richard Pan, Sacramento.
Booze is a popular gift.  On Cinco de Mayo, for example, de León received a $151 bottle of tequila gifted by a Sacramento business.  Two weeks later, he received a $125 bottle of tequila from Aristóteles Sandoval, the governor of the Mexican state of Jalisco. 

In December, Assemblyman Jim Patterson, Fresno, accepted $488 worth of donated wine from the Allied Grape Growers.

Sen. Bill Monning, who represents the 17th District from Santa Cruz to Nipomo, accepted about $8,900 in free travel and other perks.  Most of Monning’s $5,305 in reported travel expenses was for a three-day Senate delegation trip to Mexico in July and another to Buenos Aires, Argentina, in November.

Monning’s nontravel gifts are a bit more interesting.  He reported receiving $880 in free tickets, including $290 in tickets to the Monterey Jazz Festival, where he reported he was to present a resolution, $170 in tickets to the Monterey County Fair and $140 in tickets to the California Mid-State Fair.  He was treated to a $252 meal while on a February trip to Carmel in which he was paid an additional $252 in travel expenses by the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, to make a speech.

Tickets to theme parks, concerts and other events accounted for about 77 percent of state Sen. Tony Mendoza’s total $2,891 in nontravel related gifts.  In May, Mendoza was treated to $268 in tickets to Cedar Point, the “Roller Coaster Capital of the World,” in Sandusky, Ohio. 

In July, he received $460 in tickets to Universal Studios, paid for by NBC Universal.  Two days later, he received $413 in tickets to Disneyland from the Walt Disney Co.  In February, he was treated to $459 — a dollar shy of the limit — in concert tickets by the Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indians.

Free meals far and away eclipsed entertainment as the most common form of gift, with a reported $175,417 spent on food for lawmakers.  While state Sen. Robert Huff, San Dimas, was treated to meals valued at $1,270 by the Japanese government over four days — the priciest meals among lawmakers’ disclosures — the average reported meal rang in at $128.

By far, most gifts reported in 2015 fell within the $460 limit, but some of the largest gifts and travel fell under long-standing legal loopholes regarding travel, lobbyists and the use of campaign funds.

According to a December 2014 report by California Common Cause, a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that tracks money in politics, public officials are allowed to accept up to three days of lodging and food if they are speaking at a nonprofit conference.

“If these conferences were actually paid for by 501(c)3 charities providing public services and philanthropy, that would be one thing,” the report states.  “In actuality, often special interests set up shell nonprofits in order to be able to make these travel payments uninhibited.”

The organization says that special interests often fund nonprofit groups that in turn sponsor conferences, overseas trips and junkets where lobbyists get exclusive access to lawmakers without being tied by gift limits.  It cites the California Foundation on the Environment and Economy and the Independent Voter Project, which spent the most money on lawmakers of any entities in 2015, as examples.
Lawmakers weigh call for special panel to review ethics laws
MASSACHUSETTS -- Associated Press -- October 19, 2016 

Boston — State lawmakers are weighing a proposal by House Speaker Robert DeLeo to create a special panel to review ethical guidelines for public officials in Massachusetts.

A legislative committee held a public hearing at the Statehouse on the Speaker’s resolution to create an 11-member Task Force on Integrity in State and Local Government.

If approved, the task force would review the state's conflict-of-interest and ethics rules, campaign finance disclosure laws and laws related to lobbyists.  It would also look at the feasibility of extending state lobbying laws to cities and towns.

The proposal calls on the task force to meet with officials responsible for overseeing the state ethics, lobbying and campaign finance laws — and with academics, practitioners and other experts.

Common Cause Massachusetts Executive Director Pam Wilmot says her group supports the bill.  In particular, she says the state must revamp the statements of financial interest that are filled out by public officials.  Wilmot said portions of the statements are outdated.

"Our platform is always to ensure the highest ethical standards for officials that are representing the public," Wilmot told the Joint Committee on State Administration and Regulatory Oversight.

House Committee Chairman Peter Kocot said the goal of the measure is to help clarify ethics regulations for public workers and politicians.

"One of the major goals of this resolve is to make sure that people that are public employees or are elected have a clear path to follow in terms of the ethics laws," the Northampton legislator said.

DeLeo began floating the idea of the ethics panel earlier this year, shortly after reports surfaced of a federal investigation into whether state Sen. Brian Joyce had used his official position to boost his private law practice.  Joyce hasn't been charged and has denied wrongdoing.

The resolution calls for the panel to report its findings by Dec. 23.

In 2014, the state adopted a new campaign finance law, requiring corporations, labor unions and political committees to file a campaign finance report within seven days of making an independent expenditure - or within 24 hours if the expenditure is made within 10 days of an election.

Such expenditures can include television, radio, internet or newspaper ads made on behalf of a candidate but without consulting with that candidate's political committee.  The law also requires the top five donors who give more than $5,000 to a PAC to be identified in that PAC's ad.

The law also doubled the amount an individual could donate to a candidate in a calendar year from $500 to $1,000.

Epps painted as aggressor in Mississippi prison bribery case

MISSISSIPPI – Associated Press -- by Jeff Amy -- October 18, 2016

Jackson — The highest-ranking former politician yet snared by Mississippi’s bribes-for-prison-contracts scandal said the longtime corrections commissioner, Christopher Epps, had pressed him for years to “put something in my hand.”

As former State Sen. Irb Benjamin pleaded guilty to bribing Epps, he told U.S. District Judge Henry T. Wingate that he finally gave in to Epps’ demands while consulting for Alcorn, Washington and Chickasaw counties, each of which was building a regional jail to be filled with state inmates.

Benjamin said Epps threatened to supply only the minimum number of inmates required under state contracts, which could have caused the counties to lose money on the projects and possibly have to raise taxes to pay for them.

“He made it clear: ‘If I don’t get paid, you don’t get inmates,’” Benjamin told the judge.

Benjamin became the sixth person to plead guilty in the scandal.  He faces up to 10 years in prison and up to $250,000 in fines, rather than 40 years in prison and $750,000 in fines before the plea.  Prosecutors also want him to forfeit money he gained.  Wingate set a Jan. 24 sentencing date and Benjamin remains free on $10,000 bail.

Epps faces up to 23 years after pleading guilty to money laundering and filing false tax returns related to $1.47 million in bribes prosecutors say he took.  He is forfeiting $1.7 million in assets.  

Though Epps cooperated with investigators, wearing a wiretap to record meetings with Benjamin and others, those who paid bribes have consistently painted Epps as the one who initially asked for money.  Like others, Benjamin said he feared Epps would choke off his prison-dependent business if he refused.

“He could have put us out of business real easy,” Benjamin said.

Benjamin’s lawyer, though, acknowledged that his client should have gone to authorities instead of paying the money.

Instead, Benjamin paid what he estimated as between $180,000 and $225,000 in cash bribes to Epps to secure his support for the regional jails as well as the drug and alcohol rehabilitation programs that Benjamin’s Mississippi Correctional Management ran at inmate work centers in Alcorn and Simpson counties.

Benjamin told the judge he would hand over wads of cash in handshakes during meetings in Epps’ office at the Department of Corrections.  Benjamin said he would try to avoid those meetings, but Epps would summon him, demanding amounts that increased from $1,000 a meeting in 2012 to $7,600 in 2014.

“I paid him,” said Benjamin, a Madison resident who formerly lived in Alcorn County.  “I was not happy about it.”

Benjamin, who served a term in the state House and two terms in the Senate, said he was actually relieved in a way when FBI agents finally approached him about the bribes, because that put an end to them.

“It was a burden. It was a strain.  I had a heart attack in the middle of it,” Benjamin said.  “It was a bad deal and I couldn’t get away from it.”

Rowden aims to strengthen ethics in Missouri legislature

MISSOURI -- Columbia Missourian – by Janie Matthews – October 3, 2016 Bottom of Form
Columbia — Rep. Caleb Rowden of Columbia spent this past legislative session working to improve the ethics in Missouri's legislature.

Those efforts were met with mixed success, and political scientists question whether the end result will have much impact. 

Rowden, currently in the running for the Missouri Senate, guided two major ethics bills through the legislature during the last session. He co-sponsored one that would ban lobbyist gifts, and sponsored another that would close the "revolving door" between being a legislator and becoming a lobbyist.

The House passed the bills with little resistance, but both stalled in the Senate. The Senate watered down Rowden's original proposal for a two-year "cooling-off" period for legislators to six months. The lobbyist gift ban was taken up for debate but never passed. 

Rowden said he's hopeful the gift ban will have more success during the next legislative session.

"It's my hope that if we pass it this year, that's the form that it stays in, and we just kind of rip the Band-Aid off, and we ban them and move on," Rowden said.

Under current law, there is no ban on lobbyist gifts in Missouri. Other states have more stringent laws. In Kansas, gifts cannot exceed $40, according to the Kansas legislature's website.

Rowden said lobbyist gifts have decreased considerably since the bill first came into play in January.

"I think it being more in the spotlight, I think has caused some behaviors to change," Rowden said.

According to the Missouri Ethics Commission, lobbyists spent $484,619.34 on gifts for legislators during the 2015 legislative session. In 2016, that amount went down to $395,483.50.

Squire said Missouri's ethics laws are weaker than other states, a sentiment Gov. Jay Nixon has echoed. He cited ethics reform as a priority during his January State of the State address.

"Most states have stronger ethics laws than Missouri does," Squire said. "They're not perfect, and they don't cure all the problems, but Missouri is suffering from certainly the appearance of a great deal of impropriety."

Beth Rosenson, a political science professor at the University of Florida, said gift bans are full of loopholes.  For example, even with a ban, a legislator could take a gift from a friend who is also affiliated with the legislature.

"It gets into a gray area when a legislator says he was taking the gift strictly as a friend and was not influenced unduly," Rosenson said.

Rosenson said the strength of a state's ethics laws depends on the strength of the state's ethics commission. 

"If the commission is weak, then it really doesn't matter what the laws say," Rosenson said.

Thad Kousser, a professor of political science at the University of California-San Diego, said he thinks Missouri's lack of legislation on lobbyist gifts could lead to corruption.

"It leaves wide open one door of potential corruption from interests groups," said Kousser, who used to be a legislative staffer.  "But, there are, of course, many other doors."

Indicted senator retains role running committees 

NORTH CAROLINA – Raleigh News & Observer – by Craig Jarvis – October 4, 2016

Although he has been indicted on charges of federal and state campaign finance law violations, state Sen. Fletcher Hartsell remains a chairman or vice chairman of seven legislative committees.

On Tuesday, he ran a joint legislative oversight committee at the legislative building in Raleigh.  A spokeswoman for Senate Leader Phil Berger said Hartsell has said he complied with the law, so “we will reserve further comment until this issue is resolved.”

House Minority Leader Larry Hall, Durham, emphasized that Hartsell is innocent unless proven guilty, but questioned his continuing to chair committee meetings.

“I’m sure that it may not affect his ability to chair it, but I think the observation that he is under indictment now makes it unseemly,” Hall said.

Hartsell, from Concord, is the longest currently serving member of the Senate.

A federal grand jury indictment one week ago followed a Wake County grand jury indictment three months ago on related charges.  Earlier this year he announced he would not seek re-election, and although the legislature adjourned for the year in July, his term is not over until the end of the year.

The federal charges allege Hartsell engaged in a scheme to solicit and obtain campaign money from 2007 through 2015 that he spent on personal items and services, and concealed it by filing false campaign finance reports.  He allegedly spent campaign money on a trip to Charleston, haircuts, tickets to a musical, car repairs, lawn care, and club memberships.

In state court, he is accused of certifying three campaign finance documents as correct while knowing they were not.  The state charges are low-level felonies, but each of the federal charges carries a maximum sentence of 20 years and a $500,000 fine.

Oklahoma legislator wants lawmakers off lobbyist welfare

OKLAHOMA – Tulsa World -- by Barbara Hoberock -- October 9, 2016
Oklahoma City — A state legislator said he will propose legislation prohibiting lobbyists from giving gifts and providing meals to lawmakers.
“It’s time for lawmakers to pick up their own meal tickets and pay for their own entertainment,” said Rep. Jason Murphey of Guthrie.

Lawmakers should have a code of conduct just like other professions, Murphey said.  He calls it an effort to get lawmakers off welfare, and he believes there is growing support for his proposal.

“They don’t like the public perceptions that all lawmakers are participating in what most of the public clearly views as inappropriate,” Murphey said.

Sen. Nathan Dahm of Broken Arrow agrees with the idea.

“As somebody who pays for my own meals and tries to return any gifts that are given, I wouldn’t be opposed to that,” said Dahm.  “I know there are people that their decisions are influenced by lobbyists, not necessarily the gifts, but the friendships that come from the time spent at lunches and dinners and at those events.”

Sen. Marty Quinn of Claremore, said lawmakers who receive meals from lobbyists are there to collect information from a group representing a certain viewpoint.

“Obviously, when you allow the monetary value to influence the process, then you have crossed the line,” Quinn said.

Sen. Kevin Matthews of Tulsa, said a meal would not persuade him to vote for or against anything.

Jim Dunlap is a former lawmaker and has been a lobbyist for 12 years.  He said the reporting process for gifts and meals is much more transparent than it has been in the past, and lobbyists have a lot of information and expertise to offer to lawmakers.

“Being in the Legislature is like going to college and majoring in every degree,” Dunlap said.

Lawmakers are limited to serving 12 years due to term limits.  As a result, lobbyists and others might have more institutional knowledge than lawmakers.

Several lawmakers who have left the Legislature are now lobbying at the Capitol.

“Everyone has a lobbyist at the Capitol, whether they know it or not,” Dunlap said.  “If you have insurance on your car or home, you have a lobbyist that protects your interests on behalf of the insurance industry.  Even the media has a lobbyist, the (Oklahoma) Press Association.”

Gary Huddleston, a former Senate staff member, has been a lobbyist for 20 years.

He said good lobbyists are information givers.  They provide information on both sides of the issue, Huddleston said.
“We are all social creatures,” Huddleston said.  “Politics is very much about relationships.  It is not a dinner securing a vote.  It is about an opportunity to discuss issues outside of the Capitol.”

Pat Hall has been a lobbyist, and served as director of the Oklahoma Public Employees Association for 16 years.

“This discussion has been going on for the 36 years I have been a lobbyist at the Oklahoma State Capitol,” Hall said.  “It has always prevailed that in the end that lobbyists networking with a legislator, purchasing dinners or small gifts, have never proven to buy a vote.  Therefore, legislators, when they actually think about it, decide not to ban gifts and not go the route I think a few other states have gone.”

Lobbyists can provide up to $500 in meals and up to $200 in non-meals provided the two don’t exceed $500, said Ashley Kemp, executive director of the Oklahoma Ethics Commission, which makes the gifts public on its website.

The individuals, companies and organizations lobbyists represent can give a plaque not exceeding $200 and sponsor group events in which all lawmakers are invited, she said.
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