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The Legislative Ethics Commission is recommending several changes in Kentucky’s Code of Legislative Ethics, and has submitted its recommendations to the Legislative Research Commission.

The Ethics Commission recommends requiring employers of lobbyists to report certain advertising expenditures during legislative sessions; curtailing politically-motivated ethics complaints against legislators; prohibiting campaign contributions during regular legislative sessions from employers of lobbyists and political action committees;  prohibiting lobbyists from soliciting contributions for legislative campaigns; adopting a “no cup of coffee” rule; prohibiting lobbyists and employers from paying for legislators’ or candidates’ travel expenses; and treating candidates the same as legislators in all aspects of the ethics law. 

Here are the recommendations, and in italics, information relating to several of the proposals:

Recommendation:
Require employers of lobbyists to report the cost of advertising which appears during a session of the General Assembly, and which supports or opposes legislation, if the cost is paid by an employer of lobbyists, or a person affiliated with an employer.  


Recommendation:
Authorize the Legislative Ethics Commission to dismiss a complaint without prejudice if the complaint or preliminary inquiry is publicly disclosed by the complainant, or the complainant comments publicly about the complaint.

  

(This change would address the problem of a complaint being filed in an election campaign, where a complainant may be attempting to use the complaint process for political purposes.) 


Recommendation:
Prohibit employers of lobbyists and political action committees from making campaign contributions to legislative candidates or legislators during a regular session of the General Assembly, and allow a candidate or legislator to return such a contribution within 30 days after the contribution is required to be reported to the Registry of Election Finance.  Prohibit lobbyists from directly soliciting contributions for an election campaign of a legislator or legislative candidate.

Recommendation:
Repeal the provision allowing each lobbyist and employer to spend up to $100 annually on food and beverages for each legislator and his or her immediate family, and prohibit lobbyists and their employers from paying for out-of-state travel, food, or lodging expenses for legislators or candidates. 
(Lobbyists and employers of lobbyists could continue to sponsor events to which groups of legislators are invited, but could not purchase meals or beverages for individual legislators or members of a legislator’s immediate family.  Also, under current law, with the approval the Senate President or House Speaker, a legislator may accept transportation, food, beverages, and lodging for an out-of-state event, and those expenses may be paid for by a lobbyist or employer of lobbyists.)

Recommendation:
Treat candidates in the same manner as legislators by limiting the interaction between lobbyists and candidates who have filed to run for election to the Kentucky General Assembly.  
(Currently, lobbyists and employers are not prohibited from giving "anything of value" to a candidate, or from spending more than $100 a calendar year on food and beverages on a candidate, but they are prohibited from giving “anything of value” or spending more than $100 per year on members of the General Assembly.)

Three Candidates Fined for Failure to Disclose
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The Legislative Ethics Commission levied $1,000 fines on three legislative candidates who have failed to file the required financial disclosure statement.  The disclosure statement for candidates is the same one that legislators are required to file every year.  


The candidates who failed to file a disclosure statement are:  T.K. Broecker of LaGrange, Jerry Lee Shelton of Crab Orchard, and Jeremy Warfield of Owensboro.

Informal Opinions from the Ethics Commission
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---
A legislative agent (lobbyist) may not serve on a political party committee, if the committee makes or directs contributions to the campaigns of legislators or legislative candidates.  See OLEC 93-44. 
---
Legislators who are campaigning for re-election are cautioned to avoid distributing  state-funded materials in conjunction with campaign activities.  Distributing publicly-funded materials while campaigning creates at least the appearance that those items are being used for partisan political campaign activity.  See Commission Order entered November 25, 1998.
---
A legislative agent may raise money for a registered 527 organization, as long as the agent has not been asked or directed to fundraise by a legislator or the employer of the agent, and the agent is not in a position to, and does not direct 527 funds to a legislative candidate, a legislative campaign, or a caucus campaign committee.  There is no provision of the Code of Legislative Ethics that would preclude an agent from contracting to fundraise for a 527, and the restrictions described above would apply.  See OLEC 06-03.
---
A legislator who is an attorney may represent medical service providers in matters relating to the failure of a managed care organization (MCO), or an MCO’s regional contractor to provide timely payment to the providers.  The Code of Legislative Ethics, KRS 6.744(7), states in part:  “A legislator who is an attorney shall not for compensation maintain an action for the purpose of receiving money damages against the Commonwealth in which the Commonwealth is the principal defendant or against a state agency in which the agency is the principal defendant.”  In this situation, the legislator is not being paid as an attorney to maintain an action for money damages against the Commonwealth, nor is an MCO or an MCO’s regional contractor a “state agency”, as defined in the ethics code at KRS 6.611(29).
---
If legislators, their family members, and legislative staff are guests at a facility operated by an employer of lobbyists, there is no violation of the Code of Legislative Ethics as long as legislators, family members, and legislative staff are treated the same as members of the public, and are not given something “of value”.  The ethics code prohibits a lobbyist or lobbyist’s employer from offering or giving “anything of value” to a legislator, his spouse or child.  See KRS 6.811(4).  Likewise, KRS 6.751(2) prohibits a legislator or his or her spouse from soliciting or accepting “anything of value” from a lobbyist or a lobbyist’s employer.  KRS 6.611(2) states that “anything of value” includes:  “A rebate or discount in the price of anything of value unless the rebate or discount is made in the ordinary course of business to a member of the public without regard to that person's status as a legislator.”
Study shows isolation may lead to corrupt state capitals
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By David Lauter, Los Angeles Times


What makes some state capitals so much more corrupt than others?  New research provides a partial answer to that long-standing question:  isolated capitals breed more corruption and lack of news coverage is a major reason why.  


State capitals have long been known for corrupt practices.  While every state has its roster of legendary local miscreants, some have a much more consistent record of corruption than others. Researchers have studied that variation for years, looking for factors that might explain the patterns.
 

The overall level of education in a state appears to play a role – less educated states tend toward more corrupt governments – but most other variables that researchers have examined have not turned out to have a consistent effect.  Filipe R. Campante of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government and Quoc-Anh Do of Singapore Management University looked at a different factor – isolation.  


At the nation’s founding, James Madison argued that capital cities should be located “in that spot which will be least removed from every part of the empire.”  That way, Madison asserted, government would be insulated from powerful economic interests.  But perhaps Madison erred.  Or maybe his prescription is just wrong for our times.  


Campante and Do used a sophisticated statistical model to determine which capitals are the most isolated from their states’ population centers.  They compared that measure of isolation with a database of convictions on federal corruption charges between 1976 and 2002.  (Using federal convictions avoids the problem that some states may have more corruption convictions simply because local prosecutors are more aggressive.  In addition, a long time period minimizes possible partisan bias).
 

The results showed an impressive effect, they wrote:  “more isolated capital cities are associated with more corruption.”


The most corrupt state capitals – Jackson, Miss., Baton Rouge, La., Nashville, Tenn., Pierre, S.D., Springfield, Ill., and Albany, N.Y., for example – are all more isolated than average.  Nashville is the least so, being a major city in its own right although distant from other population centers in the state.  Springfield and Pierre rank as the two most isolated on the list.  The less isolated the capital, the more likely it is to rank low on corruption.  


Isolation doesn’t explain everything, of course.  Some states, such as Oregon, Washington and Vermont, have unusually low levels of corruption.  But the impact of isolation appears strong.
 

What might cause the relationship between isolation and corruption, the researchers asked.  One possibility was that newspapers, which provide most coverage of state governments, may be less likely to cover the capital when it is further from their circulation areas.


So they examined the content of 436 U.S. newspapers, searching for references to state government.  Sure enough, “in states where the population is more concentrated around the capital,” the study found “more intense media coverage of state politics, and therefore greater accountability.”  For example, they noted, newspapers in Massachusetts, where Boston, is the capital and by far the state’s largest city, cover state government more than do newspapers in New York, where Albany is a relative backwater.  


“It stands to reason that when citizens are better able to monitor the performance of public officials and punish those who do misbehave, there will be less scope for the latter to misuse their office for private gain,” the researchers wrote.  


The relationship between newspaper coverage and corruption has another troubling implication.  In the past decade, the number of reporters covering state capitals has dropped sharply – a reduction of more than 30 percent between 2003 and 2009, according to a census by the American Journalism Review.  If less coverage leads to more corruption, those staff cutbacks should provide plenty of work for prosecutors in years to come.
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Corporate Political Efforts Don't Guarantee Returns: Study
Federal  -  Reuters  -  June 12, 2012


Despite a popular belief that spending on lobbyists and political gifts yield fat dividends for business, a new study has found just the opposite – that in general, higher corporate spending in Washington, D.C. is linked to worse market performance.

Researchers from Rice University and Long Island University analyzed end-of-year stock value and return on assets of 943 companies in the Standard & Poor's 1500 over 11 years and lined up those factors against spending on campaign donations, lobbyists, and other political giving.

 


The researchers looked at some $5 billion in spending from 1998 to 2008 in their study that will be published in the fall. Their findings showed on average, the more a company shelled out for government affairs and political interests at the federal level, the worse it performed financially.

 


"If you look at most of the literature on business management and strategy, the implication is that these investments really pay off," said Doug Schuler, study co-author and professor of business and public policy at Rice.  "But we found a really persistent negative relationship [between political activity and market performance]."

 


The research also found that in terms of return on sales, higher political spending on average had either marginally negative, or statistically insignificant impacts. The only instance of benefit was over time in those industries researchers found substantially regulated, such as oil, telecommunications, insurance, or utilities, representing about 10 percent of the companies they considered.

 


"If you're regulated and for many years you keep repeatedly investing in [political activity], then you'll realize some return on your investments," said Michael Hadani, co-author of the study and assistant professor of management at Long Island University.  "Then and only then, it makes financial sense."
 


"In Search of El Dorado: The Elusive Financial Returns on Corporate Political Investments" is expected to be published in the Strategic Management Journal.

Oops! Aetna Discloses Political Donations
Federal  -  CNN/Money  -  June 15, 2012


Insurance giant Aetna inadvertently disclosed more than $7 million in donations to political groups in a regulatory filing made earlier this year, according to a Washington, D.C.-based advocacy group.  Documents obtained and distributed by Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW) show Aetna made a $3 million donation to the American Action Network and a $4.05 million contribution to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 2011. 

 


Aetna made the disclosure in a year-end regulatory filing with the National Association of Insurance Commissioners, an organization that sets insurance industry standards and provides regulatory support.  A subsequent amended filing, made in June, does not list the donations.  Advocates of campaign finance reform say the disclosures, first reported by trade publication SNL Financial, are extremely unusual, and represent the first known major donations from a publicly traded company to political organizations that are not required to reveal the source of their funding.

  


The regulatory filing puts the insurance company in the unusual position of having voluntarily disclosed donations to groups that are attractive for the very reason they do not reveal the source of their donations.  
 


Aetna Chief Executive Officer Mark Bertolini acknowledged contributions to the groups, but claimed the funds were meant for educational purposes. "No funds were provided to these organizations for lobbying purposes; however, we have provided funds to these organizations for educational activities," said Bertolini.

 


By law, American Action Network, a tax exempt group, must limit itself to "charitable, educational, or recreational purposes."  But in practice, the phrase "educational activities" is often used as a euphemism to describe so-called issue ads, which can indirectly express support for or opposition to a candidate, but may not explicitly urge the viewer to vote for or against that candidate.  Critics of such advertising call them thinly disguised campaign commercials.
House Panel Urges Possible Sanctions against Rep. Smith
Illinois  -  Chicago Sun-Times  -  June 6, 2012


An Illinois House panel unanimously urged a committee be formed to consider sanctions against state Rep. Derrick Smith, who is charged with taking a bribe.  The recommendation from the House Special Investigating Committee is another step toward Smith’s possible expulsion from the Legislature.

 


"Accepting a cash bribe in exchange for an official act, or even plotting or attempting to do so, constitutes a breach of Rep. Smith’s obligation as a public official to faithfully discharge his duties in the best interest of the people of the state of Illinois and warrants disciplinary action by the House of Representatives," the committee said in a report.

 


Smith was charged by federal prosecutors in March with bribery, accused of taking a $7,000 bribe in exchange for a letter of support from him on behalf of the purported operator of a day-care center seeking a $50,000 state grant.  According to the criminal complaint, Smith and a government informant met in a car and the lawmaker was given the cash.  Authorities say the conversation was caught on tape.

 


"We were unanimous that his conduct was a breach of his obligations as a public official," said Rep. Elaine Nekritz, chairperson of the special investigating committee. 

  
Maryland Del. Tiffany Alston Is Found Guilty of Theft Charges
Maryland  -  Washington Post  -  June 12, 2012


Maryland Del. Tiffany Alston was found guilty of stealing $800 from the General Assembly to pay an assistant at her private law firm, a verdict that probably will force her from office.  

Anne Arundel County Circuit Court Judge Paul Harris, Jr. delayed sentencing until at least October, after Alston is scheduled to stand trial on separate charges she misused campaign funds to cover personal expenses, including $3,560 for her wedding. 
 


Under the Maryland Constitution, elected officials are automatically suspended from office at the time of sentencing if convicted of a crime that is related to their public duties and has a potential penalty of incarceration.  Once a conviction becomes final, the office-holder must step down and can be reinstated only if the conviction if reversed.

  


Alston faces up to 18 months of incarceration, a $500 fine, and restitution on the theft charge. The penalty for misconduct in office is an unspecified sanction that can include incarceration.  

 
Lobbyists Directed Contributions
New York  -  Albany Times Union  -  June 11, 2012


On top of the $220 million lobbyists spent trying to influence New York's government directly last year, they expended an additional $1.8 million in political campaign contributions, according to an analysis by the New York Public Interest Research Group (NYPIRG).  Lobbyists also pumped in a third stream of money by directing their clients to contribute to various campaigns, bundling donations in concert with their own. 

 


"This is a different way of showing the oversize role some of these lobby firms play in financing the state's campaigns," said Bill Mahoney, NYPIRG's legislative director.  NYPIRG itself is a lobbying group, focusing on consumer issues, the environment, and government reform. 

 


Lobbyists, like any citizen, can contribute to campaigns subject to certain limits.  Bundling checks also is lawful.  But other states require stricter limits on this spending, or more explicit disclosure of bundling.  New York requires none of the latter, but NYPIRG was able to discern the groupings by matching contribution dates and amounts.

 


Lawmakers have not taken any action this session to adjust campaign finance laws, and have not indicated any appetite to do so in the final days of their scheduled session.
 


Politicians deny there is any link between contributions and public policy, but it raises questions that have multiplied as the pathways for giving have grown more winding.  Just before Gov. Andrew Cuomo began his public push to legalize casino gambling, for example, the New York Gaming Association, a group of racino owners led by James Featherstonhaugh, sent $2 million to the Committee to Save New York, a pro-Cuomo coalition of real estate magnates, business groups, and a private-sector labor federation.

  


Featherstonhaugh said he would support any bill banning lobbyist contributions, and quipped that "up here in the winter, when it's cold you need to bundle."  His firm, its members, and clients, put an estimated $1.5 million into campaign accounts.

"What the report really said to me was that we have a really vigorous democracy here in New York State, where lobbyists representing all points of view actively are supportive of candidates who they think, or hope, or wish will support their issues," said Featherstonhaugh.
Legislators, Lobbyists Mix Business with Pleasure
North Carolina  -  Raleigh News & Observer  -  June 3, 2012


North Carolina lawmakers are back in Raleigh for their legislative session, mixing business with pleasure.  During the day, they debate bills and, behind the scenes, listen to lobbyists vying for their attention.  In the evenings, the social events – more like sorority-fraternity mixers than business meetings – include more laughter than debate, more nicknames than salutations.  Sometimes, the lines between work and play get blurred.

 


In April, Charles Thomas, a former legislator and chief of staff to House Speaker Thom Tillis, resigned after being confronted by a reporter about an extramarital affair with a lobbyist for the North Carolina Home Builders Association.  Days later, another Tillis aide, Amy Hobbs, quit after revealing she had an inappropriate relationship with a male lobbyist.  Many who work at the General Assembly met the news with a shrug, saying it is an unfortunate yet unremarkable indiscretion by only a handful of the people who spend their days at the Legislature, and these liaisons are not without precedent.

 


The people of North Carolina send 170 legislators to Raleigh to pass laws and divvy up $20 billion in tax money each year, and thousands of private corporations, nonprofits, and professional associations want a say in what they decide. The 750 or so lobbyists they hire will float among lawmakers day and night, seeking an audience with the lawmakers and their staff. 

 


Sometimes, it is good information and sound research.  Occasionally, it is a college connection or the possibility of help in the next campaign.  Sometimes, it is old-fashioned flirtation.  Lobbying is all about relationships and familiarity with lawmakers and their staff, and those dynamics can be tricky to manage. 

 


"I think [legislators] only answer the phone calls of people they know," said Jane Pinsky, a longtime lobbyist at the General Assembly who now works for reforms in the trade.  "If the person you know is a lobbyist and is a personal friend you are sleeping with, you are going to take their call and hear what they are doing.  This is about relationships."

 


Some scandals ruined marriages or beget new ones; others required more prudent lawmakers to publicly chide their wayward colleague, and sometimes, quietly send him home.  When Rep. Cary Allred bear hugged a female page in 2009 after drinking before a floor session, his colleagues scolded him and pressed him to resign. 

  


The Legislature is like many intense workplaces, such as Wall Street or campaigns.  People work long hours in tense situations, breeding a sense of familiarity not felt at more traditional companies.  At the General Assembly, the weight of what they do – drafting and changing laws that affect lives – brings a heaviness that can puff egos.

 


"For many of the men who are elected to the General Assembly, there’s a sense of invulnerability and entitlement," said Rep. Deborah Ross, who began her career as a lobbyist for the American Civil Liberties Union. 

Mostly, the sexual tensions and flirtations are subtle.  Older lobbyists and lawmakers say it just feels more obvious now.  Though many more women have broken into the lobbying trade – more than 200 now compared to the dozen or so women who lobbied in the 1980s – they are still a minority.  

The Legislature, though, is still dominated by males.  The average age still hovers near 60, and less than 25 percent of lawmakers are women. 

 


Amy Fullbright, president of the North Carolina Professional Lobbyists Association, said the overwhelming majority of lobbyists, both men and women, work hard and professionally educate lawmakers who face too many choices with too little information.  Female lobbyists, especially those who began their trade when few women were in the field, work hard to be seen as professionals. "Women lobbyists believe we have to work harder, and I think legislators recognize that," said Fullbright.

 


But some of the young women joining the lobbying profession now, unlike their predecessors, are embracing a dress code their mentors avoided in the 1980s and 1990s.  Paula Wolf, a longtime lobbyist for progressive causes, complains about the new fashions to her colleagues and suggests it is sending a confusing message.  Now and again, she will pull a young female lobbyist aside and recommend she dress more modestly.

 


"When I see a female lobbyist dressing and acting like she is a professional in some other type of profession, that diminishes me," said Wolf.  "I work hard, I’m smart, and I care about how I look." 

 


Lawmakers come to Raleigh and become important.  Staff and legislators feed that, hanging on the legislators’ every word, making them think they are funny and fascinating. 

 


"People come to Raleigh who may not be so very important in their county," said Wolf.  "[But in the Legislature], they've been sought after, wined and dined, taken on golf trips.  It sometimes changes a person, makes you think that rules do not apply.  And that no one is watching."

 


Most legislators are plucked from their home lives.  In Raleigh, there is no spouse to see for dinner, no weekly grocery store run, no dog to walk, or lunch to make.

 


"There is down time and alcohol and egos," said Ross.  "It's easy to see what happens." 

 


Many female lobbyists, especially those who began their careers decades ago when few women worked in the field, said they encountered inappropriate comments and interactions with lawmakers over the years.  Ross, who is married, recalls being asked out on a date by a now-retired lawmaker when she was a lobbyist.  Wolf remembers lawmakers who referred to her as a "good girl."  Roz Savitt, a retired lobbyist, recalls a fellow female lobbyist being sexually harassed by a legislator.  Complaints to higher-ranking lawmakers were ignored, said Savitt. 

 


These days, small advantages are even more important.  In 2006, lawmakers outlawed much of the entertaining that had been commonplace at the General Assembly for decades.  No more could lobbyists foot the bill for a $40 steak at Sullivan’s.  Now, unless all legislators or a designated subset are invited to an event, everyone must pay his or her own way.

 


Lobbyists now must draw upon relationships, shared interests, and, if they must, charm and attractiveness. Some of the older lobbyists hire younger, attractive women to work the General Assembly; some around the building call them “bait” because they are supposed to help their colleague get a meeting with a lawmaker. 

 


"If you can't entertain anymore, having an attractive blond makes a difference," said Pinsky.  "It's still a place where the majority of the legislators are white men over 60.  They are flattered by the attention."

 


Some female lobbyists worry the recent sex scandal will diminish those female lobbyists who abide the unwritten rules of professionalism and keep their sexual relationships out of the General Assembly.  They also fear successful female lobbyists will be subjected to gossip they used more than intelligence and good research to sway legislators to vote their way.  Fullbright said it is important to not think the recent liaisons between lobbyists and staff suggest there is rampant disregard for professional standards in the field. 

 


"We have more than 720 lobbyists down here," said Fullbright.  "We know of two incidents.  We have got to recognize the vast majority of us are doing our jobs professionally and respectfully."

Ex-Rep. Weddington Gets Three Years for Bribery
Ohio  -  Columbus Dispatch  -  June 19, 2012


The sentencing of former Ohio Rep. W. Carlton Weddington to prison for accepting bribes to introduce legislation will not end the probe of corruption at the statehouse.  Franklin County Prosecutor Ron O'Brien said he expects "one or more people" to be charged by the end of the summer as state and federal authorities continue an investigation that Weddington has promised to help.  O'Brien would not comment on whether the targets include other legislators, but said investigators have spoken with Weddington about campaign finance issues and the legislative fight over payday-lending regulations.

 


Weddington resigned his House seat in March after being caught in an elaborate FBI sting.  He was the first sitting state legislator in Ohio indicted for bribery in 100 years.  He pleaded guilty to one count each of bribery and election falsification, both felonies, and one misdemeanor ethics violation. 

Franklin County Common Pleas Court Judge Mark Serrott imposed a three-year sentence, which was recommended by the prosecution and defense as part of a plea agreement.  The convictions will prohibit Weddington from seeking elected office again.

 


The FBI began the investigation after an April 2010 story in The Columbus Dispatch reported Weddington had solicited $2,500 from an official with the Center for Responsible Lending before his group would meet with the official to discuss payday lending.  O'Brien said two FBI agents, posing as businesspeople, attended a fundraiser in September 2010 and developed a relationship with Weddington, who eventually accepted all-expenses-paid trips to California's Napa Valley, a top wine-producing region, and Miami, Florida.

 


In exchange for the trips and a $5,000 cash contribution, Weddington agreed to introduce legislation that would make it easier for winemakers in California to sell their wine in Ohio, said O'Brien. Weddington did not report the trips or the contributions on his next financial disclosure statement.  The legislation, although drafted, was never introduced, but Weddington's office sent the draft of a news release about it to the phony businesspeople that were pushing for the law.

Ex-State Sen. Orie Gets Prison Term for Corruption
Pennsylvania  -  Philadelphia Inquirer  -  June 5, 2012


Pennsylvania Sen. Jane Orie was sentenced to a prison term of between 30 months and 10 years on corruption charges.  She was immediately taken into custody after the sentencing hearing.

 


Orie was found guilty in March of five felonies and nine misdemeanors. The charges, which included theft of services, ethics violations, tampering with evidence, and forgery, stemmed from allegations she used her legislative staff to run fundraisers and conduct campaign work.  She has claimed the charges were politically motivated. 

 


Orie has been temporarily suspended from the practice of law by the Pennsylvania Supreme Court as a result of her conviction.  Her sister, state Supreme Court Justice Joan Orie Melvin, did not participate in the decision.  At the time, the justice was herself the target of a grand jury.  She has since been charged with nine criminal counts alleging misuse of state resources for campaign purposes.

Lawmakers Pocketed Thousands from Lobbyists in May
Rhode Island  -  GoLocalProv.com  -  June 18, 2012


As the clock ticked away on the 2012 legislative session, Rhode Island elected officials collected nearly $40,000 in campaign contributions from lobbyists in May, according to reports filed with the secretary of state’s office. 

 


In the final full month of the session, lawmakers with direct influence over the budget benefited the most, with House Finance Committee Chairperson Helio Melo leading the way with $5,200 in contributions from lobbyists.  Senate Majority Whip Maryellen Goodwin was next with $4,450 in contributions, and Senate Finance Committee Chairperson Daniel DaPonte finished third with $3,850.

 


In total, 52 elected officials, PACs, or candidates for office padded their campaign accounts with $38,794.02 in lobbyist contributions during May.  While the total amount may only be a drop in the bucket compared with what lawmakers facing re-election campaigns may spend this fall, Rhode Island Common Cause Executive Director John Marion said he remains amazed by how influential lobbyists are.

 


"In Rhode Island, because legislators are . . . part time and the support staff is so weak, lobbyists seem to have an outsized role here," said Marion.

 


Records show many of the state’s most influential lobbyists were the top campaign contributors during the session.  For example, former Warwick Mayor Joseph Walsh, who lobbied on behalf of at least a dozen companies, contributed $2,250 to 12 elected officials in May.  Former Senate Finance Committee Chairperson Stephen Alves donated $1,025.  Marc Crisafulli, Managing Partner of Hinckley, Allen & Snyder, gave $2,225.

 


For evidence of the influence lobbyists can play on Smith Hill, Marion, a registered lobbyist himself, said one should look no further than comments state Sen. John Tassoni made to The Providence Journal.  The retiring lawmaker made it clear he intends to become a lobbyist when the "revolving-door" rule, which forces lawmakers to wait one year after leaving office before they begin lobbying, is up.

 


While lobbyists will continue playing a major role in politics locally and across the country, some states have at least taken steps to curb their influence on lawmakers during key decision-making periods.  According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, Rhode Island is one of 22 states that do not place any restrictions on giving and receiving campaign contributions during the legislative session.

 


Common Cause has called for legislation that would limit fundraising during the session, but did not do so during the 2012 session.  During a press conference earlier this year, House Speaker John Fox indicated he would not support such a bill.  But Marion said the current system will continue to raise eyebrows.  He said he has spoken with lobbyists from some of the largest firms in the state and even they dislike the system.

 


"If you were creating a system of government from scratch and you proposed the idea that those trying to influence the government were allowed to give money to those they're trying to influence at the very time crucial decisions are being made it would be too farfetched to believe," said Marion.  "But that's the situation our campaign finance system puts us in.  There has to be a better way."

Ethics in the News from the Natl. Conf. of State Legislatures
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NEW HAMPSHIRE -- A top aide for the House majority office resigned from legislative employment after it was discovered he had filed for and received state reimbursements for political activities.  Minority leaders have asked for an apology for “an abuse of the public trust and of taxpayers’ money” and have questioned who authorized the aide to engage in the campaign activities.  The legislature’s ethics guidelines don’t expressly prohibit campaign work on state time.  Concord Monitor, May 16, 2012
 House majority leader Rep. D.J. Bettencourt resigned after he was accused of misrepresenting his internship experience in order to graduate from law school.  The majority leader, in the statement announcing his resignation, said he would be starting a new job as director of an organization founded by the Speaker, something the minority party questioned.  Bangor Daily News, May 28, 2012 
PENNSYLVANIA -- An aide for former Representative Mike Veon was sentenced to house arrest and probation for her role in misusing public funding for his non-profit organization, in addition to $100,000 in restitution.  Tribune-Review, May 23, 2012
Former state Rep. Mike Veon has been sentenced to at least another year in state prison for his conviction on corruption charges.  Dauphin County Judge Bruce Bratton on Tuesday sentenced the one-time House majority whip to a prison of one to four years, fined him $1,500 and ordered him to pay $119,000 in restitution.  The 55-year-old Veon is already serving six- to 14-year prison term — the longest handed out in a state corruption probe — for illegally using public resources for political purposes.  Associated Press, June 19, 2012
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