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According to recently-filed reports, businesses, organizations, and legislative agents spent $16.4 million on Kentucky lobbying in 2013, a record amount for an odd-numbered year in which the legislative session lasts just 30 days. 


The total is eight percent higher than the $15.1 million spent in the last odd-numbered year, and just $1.4 million less than the spending in 2012, when the session lasted 60 days.  Most of the spending total is compensation for lobbyists, who were paid $14.9 million during the year. 

Out of 708 businesses and organizations that lobbied in 2013, the top five spenders accounted for over $1 million of spending.  Those top spenders are:  Altria Client Services ($291,379); Kentucky Chamber of Commerce ($289,824); Century Aluminum ($198,687); Kentucky Hospital Association ($172,421); and Kentucky Medical Association ($160,063).

The next highest spending employers are: Kentucky Justice Association ($128,895); Buffalo Trace Distillery ($120,000); Hewlett Packard ($120,000); Houchens Industries ($118,500); Kentucky Retail Federation ($112,300); AT&T ($108,847); Kentucky League of Cities ($92,793); Humana ($92,612); KentuckyOne Health ($91,885); and Home Builders Association of Kentucky ($91,422).


Other top spenders include:  Norton Healthcare ($90,411); Churchill Downs ($90,328); National Tobacco Co. ($90,000); Kentucky Association of Health Care Facilities ($88,956); EQT Corp. ($88,217); Jefferson County Public Schools ($87,176); Kentucky Association of Manufacturers ($83,490); Kentucky Bankers Association ($81,397); Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation ($80,304); Kentucky Cable Telecommunications Association ($79,976); Dismas Charities ($79,202); Swedish Match North America ($78,302); CSX Corp. ($77,387); Kentucky Beer Wholesalers Association ($75,397); LifePoint Hospitals ($74,664); Bluegrass New Directions ($73,009); Toyota Motors North America ($72,572); Kentucky Optometric Association ($71,931); and Anheuser-Busch Co. ($70,199).

Compared to 2009, Altria’s lobbying spending increased by 15%; the Chamber of Commerce is up 21%; Kentucky Hospital Association is up 43%; Kentucky Medical Association is up four percent; Kentucky Justice Association is up 11%; while CSX is down 30%; and Kentucky Farm Bureau is down 26%.
Caution Urged on Campaign Contributions During Legislative Sessions

With the 2014 General Assembly and the 2014 election season going on at the same time, questions have been asked about receiving campaign contributions before the session adjourns in April.


Kentucky has one of the strongest campaign finance restrictions in the nation in the Code of Legislative Ethics.  That provision prohibits a legislative agent from making a campaign contribution to a legislator or legislative candidate, and that prohibition applies all year round, not just during a legislative session. 


However, there are other individuals and organizations who have legislative interests and who may contribute to campaigns.  Those include employers of lobbyists and permanent committees (PACs), which are frequently affiliated with employers of lobbyists.


In 1998, the Legislative Ethics Commission issued an opinion (OLEC 98-2) in response to questions concerning the solicitation and acceptance of campaign contributions prior to and during a legislative session.


In the opinion, the Commission noted that there is “nothing unethical or improper” about a legislator engaging in activities relating to the financing of his or her campaign, nor should these activities be viewed as somehow suspect in themselves.  

However, the Commission said, “It is when these activities take place under circumstances that give rise to an appearance of improper influence concerning a legislator's vote, opinion, judgment, or exercise of discretion that an ethical concern arises.”

OLEC 98-2 goes on to hold:


“The Commission finds that when a legislator has good cause to believe the campaign contributor has a legislative interest, the recipient should make an inquiry and either decline the contribution or return it.  It also would seem that in the exercise of good ethical judgment, a legislator would inquire as to the contributor's possible legislative interest should a substantial contribution be offered or made during a legislative session.”

The term “legislative interest” is defined in the Code of Legislative Ethics at KRS 6.611(23), which states a “legislative interest” is:


"...a substantial economic interest, distinct from that of the general public,


in one (1) or more legislative matters..."

Finally, the opinion states:

“Campaign contributions solicited or accepted during a special or regular legislative session from an individual or entity with a legislative interest should be subject to a high level of scrutiny by the individual legislator and by the Commission.”
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As the 2014 General Assembly moves into its second month, there are 621 employers of lobbyists registered with the Legislative Ethics Commission, and 577 lobbyists working on behalf of those employers.


Businesses and organizations which were not lobbying last year, but have registered to lobby in the 2014 General Assembly include:  Accenture, LLP; Advance America Cash Advance Centers; Alkermes, Inc.; Almost Family, Inc.; Allen Company; American Tort Reform Association; Behavioral Health Advocates; Big Ass Fan Co.; Bizzack Construction; Bowling Green Area Chamber of Commerce; BSB Coalition; CBM Premier Management Co.; Celgene Corp.; Central Bridge Co.; Check Into Cash; Christian Science Committee on Publication for Kentucky; Community Choice Financial; Community Resources for Justice; Cordish Co.; CTIA - The Wireless Assn.; Eastern Kentucky University Foundation; and Gaddic-Shamrock, LLC. 

Other newly-registered employers are: Greater Louisville Building & Construction Trades Council; Hagan Properties; Kinder Morgan Energy Partners LP; Ky. American College of Emergency Physicians; Ky. Assn. of Children’s Advocacy Centers; Ky. Laborers International Union of North America; Ky. Land Title Assn.; Ky. Music Hall of Fame & Museum; Ky. Out-Of-School Alliance; Ky. Psychiatric Medical Assn.; Louisville Metro Affordable Housing; Main Street Renovations LLC; Michters Distillery, LLC; National Multiple Sclerosis Society; Planned Parenthood Advocates of Indiana; QC Holding Inc.; Self Storage Assn.; Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill; South Elkhorn Christian Church; UA Local Union 669 Sprinkler Fitters; United Auto Workers; Williams Co.; and Zenith Motors.
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A loophole allows lawmakers to reel in trips and donations

FEDERAL -- New York Times – by Eric Lipton -- January 19, 2014 


VAIL, Colo. — After some time in the hot tub, an evening cocktail reception and a two-and-a-half-hour dinner in a private dining room named Out of Bounds, Representative Adrian Smith, of Nebraska made one last stop, visiting the lounge at the Four Seasons Resort hotel here to spend more time with the lobbyists and other donors who had jetted in from Washington, D.C., to join him for the weekend getaway.


On the other side of the Rocky Mountains, in Utah, Senator Kelly Ayotte of New Hampshire kicked off the new year in the equally upscale resort town of Park City by hitting the ski slopes in the morning with her chief of staff.  She then joined a roomful of corporate executives and lobbyists at a mountaintop resort for lunch, her face flush from the mountain sun.


“Anyone who wants to do some runs with me, I would love to,” Ms. Ayotte told her guests, many of them also in ski gear.


This is the world of destination fund-raisers, where business interests blend with pleasure in exclusive vacation venues.  Lobbyists go to build relationships with lawmakers, Democrats and Republicans alike, seeking action — and often inaction — in Washington for their clients and companies, with millions of dollars at stake.  While approval ratings are at historic lows for members of Congress, their allure to those seeking influence in the nation’s capital is as strong as ever. 


Neither the lawmakers nor the lobbyists attending the events want to talk about them, even though such trips are permitted under the law.  They allow members of Congress to hit hot spots like the Napa Valley wine country, famed golf courses and hunting preserves, as well as five-star hotels in Puerto Rico, Las Vegas, South Florida and even Bermuda. 


Congress, after a corruption scandal that involved golf trips to Scotland and other getaways paid for by lobbyists, passed legislation in 2007 prohibiting lobbyists from giving lawmakers gifts of just about any value.  But as is the norm in Washington, the lawmakers and lobbyists have figured out a workaround: Political campaigns and so-called leadership PACs controlled by the lawmakers now pay the expenses for the catering and the lawmakers’ lodging at these events — so they are not gifts — with money collected from the corporate executives and lobbyists, who are still indirectly footing the bill. 


Even if no explicit appeals for help are made, the opportunity to build a relationship with the lawmakers, staff members and family — far from the distractions of Washington — is worth the price of admission, the lobbyists said.  The donors and lobbyists, 50 to 100 of whom typically attend the events, generally donate individually or through a corporate political action committee between $1,000 and $5,000 apiece, in addition to paying their own hotel bills and airfare.  There is no public disclosure that specifically shows how much is raised at each event, and lawmakers are generally unwilling to say. 


“An informal setting is an effective way to build a better relationship,” said a health care lobbyist who attended the fund-raising weekend in Vail this month.  The event included five House members, none of them from Colorado and two of whom serve on the powerful Energy and Commerce Committee, which oversees the health care industry.  “It’s a way to get some large chunks of a lawmaker’s time,” the lobbyist said.


Both Representatives Steny H. Hoyer of Maryland and Xavier Becerra of California have picked the Ritz-Carlton’s Dorado Beach hotel in Puerto Rico for their destination events, while Representative John Conyers of Michigan was scheduled to be at the Beverly Hilton in Beverly Hills, Calif., for a fund-raising event tied to the Grammy Awards.  Mr. Hoyer’s political action committee alone spent $91,000 at the Puerto Rico resort in 2013, records show.

A New Kind of ‘Norm’

Lobbyists who participate in destination events, and campaign consultants who are paid to organize them, say they are happening more often.


“It has become kind of the norm,” said Vic Fazio, a lobbyist and former congressman from California, whose Blue Chip client list now includes Anheuser-Busch and UPS.  


“To the average citizen, it might seem like there is a disconnect between the reality of life in America and these getaways,” Mr. Fazio added, saying he supports changes in campaign finance laws to eliminate the need for such trips.


The fund-raising events that are not in the lawmakers’ home states often dovetail with their hobbies.  Representative Aaron Schock of Illinois, an avid skier, made the trip this month to Vail, for example, while Representative Collin C. Peterson of Minnesota has hunted turkeys in Florida, geese in Texas, and quail in Georgia over the last three years, according to invitations sent to lobbyists. 
How lobbyists still fly through loopholes

Even after the Abramoff reforms, companies and countries looking 
to sway Congress find ways to ply lawmakers with fancy overseas trips.

FEDERAL -- National Journal -- By Shane Goldmacher -- January 10, 2014

Dennis Hastert and Dick Gep​hardt couldn't stand each other when they led Congress a decade ago.  But now they've moved to K Street, where the flood of money tends to wash over such personal differences.  These days, they work hand in hand as two of Turkey's top lobbyists, with their respective firms pocketing most of a $1.4 million annual lobbying contract.

It was this business that took Hastert and Gephardt to Turkey last April, but more surprising than the odd couple's newfound alliance was their set of travel companions: eight members of Congress on an all-expenses-paid journey overseas.

It's widely believed that the 2007 rewrite of congressional travel rules spurred by the scandal that sent lobbyist Jack Abramoff to prison banned such international dalliances.  But that's far, far from true.  A National Journal investigation has found that despite efforts to clip the wings of congressional travel planned and paid for by special interests, lawmakers are again taking flight. Indeed, the reality is that lobbyists who can't legally buy a lawmaker a sandwich can still escort members on trips all around the world. 

More than six years ago, reformers pledged that tightened travel rules would end an era of globe-trotting tied to special interests and, as incoming Speaker Nancy Pelosi put it, "break the link between lobbyists and legislators."

It hasn't worked.  Take it from Abramoff.  "I just think they reshuffled the deck," he said, having emerged from prison as a self-styled reformer.  "But it's the same deck.  They're still playing the game."

Here's how it works.

The 2007 rules prevent a lobbyist for a corporate client from planning or paying for a lawmaker's trip.  But the same rules allow such a trip if it's paid for by a foreign government.  So while it does remain illegal for, say, a Google lobbyist to plan and accompany a lawmaker on a free trip abroad, if that same lobbyist does so on behalf of Turkey, it's perfectly legal.  

And if that lobbyist happens to have both corporate and foreign-government clients (as most do), they can still go abroad so long as it's a country and not a company footing the bill.

And that's only one of the loopholes the influence industry has exploited to help lawmakers score free travel.  Today, a wide network of nonprofits—many with a clear agenda and some with excruciatingly tight ties to Washington's biggest lobbying operations—are putting together international congressional excursions.  Some of these paper nonprofits have no staff or space of their own; they simply share with a sister organization that lobbies.  Yet ethics officials in Congress have deemed them to be independent enough.  In one instance, a lobbyist literally registered a new nonprofit—in his own office—that went on to pay for congressional travel abroad.

Big corporations bankroll some nonprofits, whose trips, in turn, can feature stops at the businesses of their corporate funders.  As a bonus, the growing use of 501(c)(3) nonprofits, which occupy the same charitable rung of the tax code as soup kitchens and the American Red Cross, means that the wealthy and corporate donors underwriting congressional travel can do so in secret and get a tax write-off along the way.

So it's little surprise that members of Congress have busily boarded flights to far-flung destinations around the globe in recent years.  They've collectively flown hundreds of thousands of miles to dozens of countries at a cost of millions of dollars.  Lawmakers typically have settled into roomy business-class seats, often next to a loved one, for the long hauls ahead.  Some headed to Ireland, where dinner at the Guinness headquarters was on the agenda.  Many, many more spun through Israel.  One openly gay lawmaker landed in Prague just in time to attend the city's gay-pride parade. 

The tabs for the nonprofit-backed trips ran as high as $25,000.  The lawmakers, however, never had to handle the bill.

Backers of the trips say they are saving U.S. taxpayers' dollars.  And, of course, all the private trips are supposed to be strictly educational and fact-finding missions.  But many itineraries include ample time to relax, visit museums, tour national parks, and whiz through major tourist attractions. 

The lawmakers are typically chauffeured from site to site, with all meals paid for and evenings spent at top-notch hotels.

"Some of the stuff we were involved in the old days can't be done directly," Abramoff said. "But any smart lobbyist can basically, if they want to play the game, they can get around any of these rules."

He paused.

"Legally."
Citizens United, four years later
FEDERAL -- Politico -- By Byron Tau -- January 21, 2014

At his State of the Union address four years ago, President Barack Obama lectured Supreme Court justices about their decision he said would let corporations — even foreign corporations — play an unprecedented new role in electoral politics.


But America’s largest companies haven’t used the Citizens United v. FEC case to open up their checkbook.  Instead, most still prefer the time-tested avenues of political influence-peddling: industry trade associations, politically active nonprofits, and company PACs that are limited to giving just $5,000 per candidate.


The ruling has helped reshape the campaign finance landscape by paving the way for megadonors and campaign consultants to wrest power away from the K Street fundraising circuit and the political parties, but just not in the way critics first envisioned.


“Citizens United has become the all-purpose boogeyman,” said Bradley Smith, an election law expert, founder of the Center for Competitive Politics and a noted skeptic of campaign finance restrictions.  “Whatever you hate about campaigns, blame Citizens United.”


The anniversary of Citizens United comes as the Supreme Court prepares to rule on another major campaign finance case, McCutcheon v. FEC.  In that case, justices will consider the constitutionality of the aggregate donation limits to political parties and candidates.  


In 2010, the Supreme Court gave companies, nonprofits and unions carte blanche to spend unlimited funds directly on election-related politicking in Citizens United — so long as that activity was not coordinated with a candidate or political party.  Combined with another case, SpeechNow v. FEC, the ruling led to the creation of super PACs and hybrid PACs, which have been used to dramatically change the political system.


But it’s been individuals giving the vast majority of cash, not companies.  Corporations accounted for only 12 percent of giving to all super PACs during the 2012 cycle, according to an analysis of public records by the groups Demos and U.S. PIRG. 

The same report found that the super PAC Restore our Future collected just 18 percent of its funds from corporate donors — instead relying on individual wealthy donors and grassroots supporters.

And a 2013 poll of corporate and trade association staffers found that 93 percent of companies surveyed do not even have a super PAC or other independent political effort.


The numbers were different for industry trade groups — a favorite tool of corporations dating back decades.  The survey found 26 percent of those associations — which represent groups of companies or entire industries — do take advantage of independent political efforts like super PACs.


Fortune 500 companies have been an even smaller component of overall political giving — with just a handful of donations on file, according to public records.


Jim Bopp, an election attorney who helped work on the Citizens United case, said he understands why for-profit corporations have stayed away from political giving.  “They have a lot of constituent groups: their customers, their employers, their members of their board, their investment bankers,” Bopp said.  “All of those people have wide-ranging political opinions.”


Companies have learned the dangers of overt and disclosed electoral politicking.  In 2010, Target faced angry consumers in many liberal states after giving $150,000 donation to an anti-gay group.


The handful of Fortune 500 donations that have occurred include a Chevron donation of $2.5 million to the Congressional Leadership Fund in 2012, and an American Financial Group contribution of $400,000 to American Crossroads super PAC. MGM Resorts International contributed $300,000 to the Patriot Majority PAC in 2010, while Caesars Entertainment Corporation gave $150,000 to the Senate Majority PAC group.

So who’s funding the explosion in political cash?  Millionaires, billionaires, and other megadonors — many with major business and regulatory interests.


Critics of the current campaign finance system note that corporations are likely spending massive sums on politicking, advocacy and elections — but they’re doing it through nonprofit groups that are anonymous and often unaccountable.  The Chamber of Commerce — a business association that does not disclose its corporate backers — spent more than $30 million in the 2012 election and plans an even bigger role in 2014.


“We’re not seeing that many openly disclosed corporate spending amounts — Because it’s happening in the shadows,” said Lisa Gilbert, director of Public Citizen’s Congress Watch project.  “There are huge amounts of spending that we can’t track.”


And the distinction between a donation from a megadonor and a corporation is ultimately a meaningless distinction to many reformers who note that some of the most active megadonors have major business interests.


“A six-figure donation from a company CEO is not really any different than if it came from the company itself,” said Adam Smith, communications director for reform group Public Campaign. “They’re donations made to influence policy or achieve electoral outcomes — usually both.”


Some members of Congress are pushing for more disclosure of that anonymous money — with Sen. Robert Menendez and 17 other senators pushing the Securities and Exchange Commission in a letter earlier this month to take up a proposed rule that would mandate disclosure.


“We believe that disclosure of corporate political spending would have great value for investors and should also be a top priority.  We hope that omission of this matter from the 2014 agenda submitted to the Office of Management and Budget is not due to pressure from those who seek to benefit from unregulated and undisclosed corporate political spending,” the group wrote.


Most corporations, said attorney Dan Backer, “don’t care whether any particular candidate wins or loses.  Candidates and officeholder are essentially fungible to them.  What corporations care about is a stable policy environment that’s more favorable than not to their business.  And that’s it. And rightly so – that’s in their best interest and that of their shareholders.”

“Corporations are less likely to spend money on particular elections and instead spend it hiring advocates and lobbyists to help tell their story,” Backer added.
State legislator floats ban on free tickets
ARIZONA – (Flagstaff) AZDailySun.com – by Howard Fischer -- January 15, 2014

The next time state lawmakers want to see the Wildcats take on the Sun Devils, they may have to buy their own tickets.  Ditto the Phoenix Suns, Arizona Cardinals and the Super Bowl.

Sen. Michele Reagan is proposing to make it illegal for lobbyists and other special interests to provide free tickets to sports events for lawmakers.  And it’s not just sports.  SB1060 would also criminalize tickets for any form of entertainment.  So free tickets to everything from rock concerts and Disney on Ice would also be off limits.  

Reagan’s plan was derided by Sen. Don Shooter of Yuma.  Shooter said there’s nothing wrong with lawmakers getting off campus to discuss issues, even with — and at the expense of — lobbyists.  He said legislators should be able to accept such perks as long as they are disclosed to the public.


Reagan countered that she tried last year to force better disclosure, only to have the measure buried by her colleagues.  So she figures the best and cleanest way to do it is simply outlaw the free tickets outright.  And Reagan thinks that, this time, she can convince other lawmakers to go along.


“The public has said, loud and clear, they have an issue with legislators getting free tickets, things (the public) has to pay to go to,” Reagan said.


Arizona law generally precludes lawmakers from taking gifts from special interests.  But there are many exceptions, including food, travel, speaking fees — and entertainment.  There’s an even bigger exception: Lawmakers can go to sporting events, on a lobbyist’s dime, if every member of a clearly identified group is also invited.  That could be as broad as the full Legislature or as narrow as just the members of the House Commerce Committee.


“I’m not saying anybody can’t go,” said Reagan, who is running for Secretary of State.  That position is the state’s chief election officer, who also is responsible for reporting of gifts by lobbyists to public officials.  “I’m just saying pay for it,” she said.


The move comes several years after a scandal involving organizers of the Fiesta Bowl, who were accused of trying to improperly influence lawmakers.


An inquiry into lawmakers who accepted free tickets — and in some cases failed to report the freebies — went nowhere.  That’s because Maricopa County Attorney Bill Montgomery concluded the law was so badly worded that the only way to prosecute anyone is to prove they knowingly broke the law.
Election 2014: Group to resume drive for ethics ballot initiative

ARKANSAS -- Ft. Smith Times Record -- Arkansas News Bureau – January 16, 2014


LITTLE ROCK — A good government group that set aside its citizen initiative for ethics reform to back a proposal the Legislature referred to the general election ballot will renew efforts to get its own measure before voters, an organizer said Wednesday.


Leaders of the group Regnat Populus are leery of the effects of a new law that calls into question whether the ethics proposal or two other proposed constitutional amendments referred by the Legislature will even appear on the ballot.


Act 1413 of 2013, which requires paid canvassers to be registered with the state and to undergo state-prescribed training, included a short section that took the authority of writing popular names for ballot measures referred by lawmakers away from the attorney general’s office but did not stipulate who is required to write them.


No ballot measure can be put to voters without a popular name, and the secretary of state’s office is required by law to make ballot measures available to the public six months before the Nov. 4 general election, which is May 4.  Legislators asked the attorney general and secretary of state’s office last week for suggestions on how to address the issue.  

“If the Legislature can’t find a lasting, permanent legal solution to this problem that they’ve caused, we will be running our ethics bill,” said Paul Spence, Regnat Populus co-chairman.


Attorney General Dustin McDaniel certified the name and ballot title of the group’s Campaign Finance and Lobbying Act about a year ago.  The initiative would ban lobbyists from giving gifts to legislators, prohibit direct corporate and union contributions to candidates for public office and double the one-year “cooling-off” period that a lawmaker must wait after leaving office before becoming a lobbyist.


Spence said organizers had begun early canvassing when they were approached by legislators during the 2013 regular session about merging the measure into a legislative proposal.


What emerged was a multifaceted constitutional amendment proposal that encompasses the Regnat Populus provisions and also would extend the maximum time a lawmaker can spend in office from 14 years to 16 and create a citizens commission to set the salaries of legislators, constitutional officers and judges.


“We hit upon a deal that we could both live with.  We honored our end of the bargain.  Now it looks like it may be time to start up again,” Spence said, adding the group would restart its drive with more resources and support than it had in 2012 when a similar ethics initiative fell short of the number of signatures required to qualify for the ballot.
Cuomo calls for ethics reform in New York

NEW YORK -- Center for Public Integrity -- By Nicholas Kusnetz -- January 22, 2014

New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo thrust ethics and campaign finance reforms to the top of his legislative agenda by including the controversial subjects in his 2014 budget proposal.

In a speech to the Legislature, Cuomo said the state has become a model for progress in policy areas from education to health care, but that a wave of public corruption cases threatens to undermine those efforts.

Cuomo called for a host of changes to address the challenge, including public financing for elections, more robust disclosure of outside income for lawmakers and stronger criminal statutes covering public corruption.  He said lawmakers must adopt a zero tolerance policy.

“What ethics reform says to the people of this state is, ‘I get it.  I get that that’s wrong,’” he said.

New York officials — legislators in particular — have been the focus in a rash of criminal cases and corruption scandals in recent years, covering everything from embezzlement to bribery to sexual harassment.  Lawmakers have shown particular acumen using charitable organizations in schemes to bilk public funds.

This isn’t the first time Cuomo has pushed for reforms.  In 2011, the governor succeeded in winning passage of an overhaul of the state’s ethics commission.  Despite some early criticism, good-government groups have praised the new panel as a major improvement over its predecessor.

Cuomo first proposed many of the changes included in this year’s budget as part of an anti-corruption package he announced in June.  When those proposals went nowhere, Cuomo appointed a special commission to investigate corruption in the legislature and examine the state’s campaign finance and lobbying laws, a move some lawmakers said was an abuse of the governor’s powers.  


In December, the commission issued a sharp rebuke of the legislature and the laws, saying it had found “deplorable conduct, some of it perfectly legal yet profoundly wrong; some of it potentially illegal.”

According to the report, one in eleven lawmakers to leave the legislature since 1999 has done so “under the cloud of ethical or criminal violations.”

But Cuomo’s inclusion of the reform proposals in the budget raises the stakes, said Susan Lerner, executive director of the advocacy group Common Cause New York.

“This is big news,” she said. Lerner had high praise for Cuomo’s campaign finance proposals, which include new limits on donations and a public financing system based on New York City’s, which matches donations up to $175 6-to-1.

While Cuomo and lawmakers have proposed some of the changes before, their introduction generally came late in the session, after a budget had passed, when they had little chance for success.  Cuomo, who has already raised $33 million for his re-election bid this fall, said in his speech that it was “inarguable but that the amount of money in politics has created a number of difficult issues.”

He waited until the end of his address to raise ethics and campaign finance, framing it as the last piece of a grand puzzle to remake New York politics.  Looking back over his three years in office, he told the Legislature they all had much to be proud of, with one exception.  “The one omission,” he said, “is ethics.”
South Bronx Assemblyman convicted on bribery and extortion charges
NEW YORK -- New York Times – By Benjamin Weiser – January 13, 2014

Eric A. Stevenson, a New York assemblyman, was convicted of taking more than $20,000 in bribes in return for helping four businessmen build an adult day care center in his South Bronx district.

A federal jury in Manhattan deliberated for roughly 90 minutes before returning a verdict finding Mr. Stevenson, 47, guilty of charges that included bribery, conspiracy to commit honest services fraud and extortion.

The conviction of Mr. Stevenson in his second term automatically vacates his 79th District Assembly seat, an Assembly spokesman said. 


Judge Loretta A. Preska of Federal District Court said Mr. Stevenson would be sentenced on May 20. Prosecutors said he faced a maximum sentence of 20 years on each of two counts and lesser maximums on the others.


The weeklong trial was the first arising out of an Albany corruption scandal that erupted last April when, on the same day that the office of Preet Bharara, the United States Attorney in Manhattan, announced charges against Mr. Stevenson, it also revealed that another assemblyman, who turned out to be Nelson L. Castro, had resigned his office and was cooperating with the authorities. 


That same week, Mr. Bharara announced charges against Malcolm A. Smith, a state senator accused of trying to bribe his way onto the ballot to run for mayor of New York.  He has pleaded not guilty.


Mr. Stevenson “brazenly betrayed the public that elected him,” Mr. Bharara said on Monday. “Graft and greed are intolerable in Albany, and we will go to trial as often as we have to until government in New York is cleaned up.”

Prosecutors have filed papers seeking forfeiture of any pension money related to Mr. Stevenson’s service in the Assembly.

The prosecution’s case rested largely on the testimony of Sigfredo Gonzalez, a Bronx political operative who ran unsuccessfully in 2008 for the 79th District Assembly seat.  He began cooperating with the authorities after he was caught trying to bribe Mr. Castro, who was already helping the government. 


Prosecutors indicated that the most audacious aspect of the scheme was when Mr. Stevenson agreed to introduce legislation that would place a three-year moratorium on competing centers opening in the city.  The measure would have been worth hundreds of thousands of dollars to the businessmen, who have all since pleaded guilty to conspiracy, the prosecutors said.
Grand jury to investigate ethics allegations against SC Speaker Harrell

SOUTH CAROLINA – The State -- By Jamie Self -- January 13, 2014 

A state grand jury will investigate allegations that House Speaker Bobby Harrell of Charleston, misused campaign money and his legislative position for personal gain.

Harrell, one of the Legislature’s most powerful leaders, said he was “shocked” by the move, adding, in an email statement, the decision to give the allegations to the grand jury runs counter to what he has been hearing from investigators.

“This decision contradicts every indication that SLED (State Law Enforcement Division) and the attorney general’s office have given us on the progress of this investigation,” Harrell wrote.  “I have cooperated fully and voluntarily with this investigation, provided access to everything they requested and met with investigators for several interviews.  At every stage of this investigation it was reiterated to us that investigators have found no areas of concern.”

In February, S.C. Attorney General Alan Wilson asked SLED to investigate Harrell after Ashley Landess, president of the S.C. Policy Council, wrote a letter to the attorney general raising questions about the legality of Harrell reimbursing himself about $300,000 from his campaign account to fly his private plane on state business. 

The complaint also alleged Harrell may have misused his position as speaker to benefit himself and his business.

Last month, SLED sent what was described as a “voluminous” report to the attorney general’s office.  Wilson’s office then announced that the matter would go before a state grand jury — whose proceedings are held in secret — for investigation. 

Empanelling a statewide grand jury requires the approval of the attorney general, the head of SLED, and a circuit judge.  

“It looks to me like Harrell’s in some very serious trouble,” said John Crangle, director of Common Cause South Carolina, a government watchdog group that has been pushing for a thorough investigation of Harrell.  “Wilson would not send this to the grand jury unless he thought he was going to get something back by way of charges.”

Landess with the libertarian-leaning Policy Council previously had worried publicly that the state would not thoroughly investigate Harrell, one of the most powerful people in state government.  She and other watchdog groups have highlighted recent ethics cases — from former Gov. Mark Sanford, who paid the largest ethics fine in S.C. history, to former Lt. Gov. Ken Ard to former state Sen. Robert Ford, both of whom resigned — as reasons the state needs to strengthen its laws governing the behavior of public officials.

“It tells us that there will not be a whitewash,” she said.  “The grand jury would only be going into this if they were going to investigate or they were going to take action.  “If it’s at this level, that means it’s going to be taken seriously, and that is a very good sign for the accountability process.” 
News from National Conference of State Legislatures
NEW JERSEY -- The legislature’s ethics committee voted to fine a legislator for attempting to use his office to avoid a speeding ticket, and subsequently using state letterhead to call for an investigation of the trooper’s conduct.  The fine is the first issued by the committee in 35 years.  The legislator lost his bid for reelection in November.  New Jersey Star-Ledger -- December 17, 2013.
OHIO -- The Legislative Inspector General sponsored a continuing education training that featured the FBI special agent in charge of investigating public corruption in Columbus.  The agent explained to more than 100 legislators, lobbyists and legislative lawyers why two former legislators are in prison, and he said his group is still on the lookout.

After explaining what led to the downfall of former Reps. W. Carlton Weddington of Columbus and Clayton Luckie of Dayton, Special Agent Jeffrey Williams made it clear that he and his agents are always available to listen and would keep informants’ identities confidential.  Public officials selling their offices can lead to the “demise of society,” he said.   Columbus Dispatch -- December 17, 2013.
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