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In the first nine months of 2014, Kentucky’s Economic Development Finance Authority (KEDFA) approved 230 tax incentive packages for private sector projects.  

If all the projects are completed as planned, businesses will keep over $313 million they would otherwise pay to state government in taxes.  134 of the projects worth $148 million received final approval from KEDFA, while 96 projects worth $165 million got preliminary approval.


At least 82 of the projects will allow businesses to keep over $1 million they would have paid to state government.  In addition to the 230 incentive packages, 93 other companies were approved to receive state grants or tax credits ranging from $6,000 to $200,000 for training employees.

The largest tax incentive project will allow General Electric to keep up to $40 million of tax money to help pay for $277 million in upgrades at Appliance Park in Louisville.


Other beneficiaries of KEDFA incentive packages include:

Metalsa Stuctural Products, a Mexican company that makes vehicle frames for Toyota and GM in Elizabethtown.  If Metalsa adds 539 jobs at its plant, the company will be able to keep $21 million it would otherwise pay in taxes;


Westlake Vinyls, which has a chemical plant in Calvert City, will keep $20 million in tax incentives after spending $301 million to expand its operation;

Aleris Corp. will get $11.75 million in state tax incentives if they continue to employ about 800 people at the company’s Hancock County rolling mill; 


Quiver Ventures LLC, a partnership between French and Japanese aluminum companies, will receive $6 million in state incentives to develop an aluminum sheet-producing plant employing 80 people in Bowling Green, and the city will donate land in the Transpark for the new development.  Also, Warren County approved the issuance of up to $160 million in industrial revenue bonds for the construction of Quiver’s building.  The bonds will be repaid over 20 years by Quiver, which will pay no property taxes to the city and county for eight years, followed by 12 years of paying 25 and 50 percent of its property taxes;

CafePress will keep $10 million toward a $16.5 million expansion to move its global headquarters to Louisville from northern California.  The company does digital printing on a variety of products, including apparel, ceramics, and paper products;

Champion Petfoods USA, a Canadian company, will get $10 million from the state for bringing 147 jobs to Logan County at the company’s first U.S. plant, and the company will buy ingredients from local farmers and suppliers;

General Dynamics Information Technology will keep $9.3 million after bringing 750 jobs to call centers in Laurel (600 jobs) and Clark (150 jobs) Counties.  The call centers provide technical assistance for implementation of the federal government's Affordable Care Act;


TeleTech Services Corp. will keep $6 million after promising to bring as many as 700 jobs to a call center in Hopkinsville;


IPSCO Tubulars will get $5 million for keeping about 300 jobs at its steel pipe plant in Wilder after an expansion.  IPSCO is owned by TMK, a major Russian manufacturer of steel pipe; 


U.S. Smokeless Tobacco, an Altria company, can keep up to $4.5 million in state taxes if it creates 42 new jobs at its Hopkinsville plant.  Christian County and Hopkinsville combined to contribute another $1.4 million to the company’s expansion.

Other significant tax incentive packages were approved for:


TPUSA Inc. ($3.8 million) for a call center in Louisville; Riverine Fisheries International ($3.75 million) for an Asian carp fish processing facility in Hickman; Dana Sealing ($3.75 million) for its Danville manufacturing facility; Texas Roadhouse ($3.5 million) toward a $13.4 million project to expand its headquarters in Louisville; Faurecia Automotive Seating ($3 million) toward a new plant in Simpsonville; Universal Woods, Inc. ($3 million) toward expansion of its Louisville plant; Brady Worldwide ($3 million) toward a manufacturing facility in Louisville; Carhartt, Inc. ($3 million) for its apparel distribution facility in Hopkins County; iHerb Inc. ($3 million) for the internet retailer of nutritional supplements to establish a distribution center in Boone County; and Propulsys Inc. ($3 million) to retain 207 jobs in its Hopkinsville plant where it makes hydraulic motors and brakes.

2015 Ethics sessions set for General Assembly members

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


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


On Thursday, guest speakers will include former Missouri House Speaker Rod Jetton, who wrote a book titled Success Can Kill You:  One man's story of success, failure and forgiveness; and former Missouri Senator Jeff Smith, who is a writer for The Recovering Politician, a blog for former elected officials.
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Lobbyists, Bearing Gifts, Pursue Attorneys General

NATIONAL – The New York Times – by Eric Liptonoct – October 28, 2014 


When the executives who distribute 5-Hour Energy, the popular caffeinated drinks, learned that attorneys general in more than 30 states were investigating allegations of deceptive advertising — a serious financial threat to the company — they moved quickly to shut the investigations down, one state at a time.


But success did not come in court or at a negotiating table.


Instead, it came at the opulent Loews Santa Monica Beach Hotel in California, with its panoramic ocean views, where more than a dozen state attorneys general had gathered last year for cocktails, dinners and fund-raisers organized by an Attorneys General Association.  A lawyer for 5-Hour Energy roamed the event, setting her sights on Attorney General Chris Koster of Missouri, whose office was one of those investigating the company.


“My client just received notification that Missouri is on this,” the lawyer, Lori Kalani, told him.


Ms. Kalani’s firm, Dickstein Shapiro, had courted the attorney general at dinners and conferences and with thousands of dollars in campaign contributions.  Mr. Koster told Ms. Kalani that he was unaware of the investigation, and he reached for his phone and called his office.  By the end of the weekend, he had ordered his staff to pull out of the inquiry, a clear victory for 5-Hour Energy.


The quick reversal, confirmed by Mr. Koster and Ms. Kalani, was part of a pattern of successful lobbying of Mr. Koster by the law firm on behalf of clients like Pfizer and AT&T — and evidence of a largely hidden dynamic at work in state attorneys general offices across the country.


Attorneys general are now the object of aggressive pursuit by lobbyists and lawyers who use campaign contributions, personal appeals at lavish corporate-sponsored conferences and other means to push them to drop investigations, change policies, negotiate favorable settlements or pressure federal regulators, an investigation by The New York Times has found.


A robust industry of lobbyists and lawyers has blossomed as attorneys general have joined to conduct multistate investigations and pushed into areas as diverse as securities fraud and Internet crimes.


But unlike the lobbying rules covering other elected officials, there are few revolving-door restrictions or disclosure requirements governing state attorneys general, who serve as “the people’s lawyers” by protecting consumers and individual citizens.


A result is that the routine lobbying and deal-making occur largely out of view.  But the extent of the cause and effect is laid bare in The Times’s review of more than 6,000 emails obtained through open records laws in more than two dozen states, interviews with dozens of participants in cases and attendance at several conferences where corporate representatives had easy access to attorneys general.


Often, the corporate representative is a former colleague.  Four months after leaving office as chief deputy attorney general in Washington State, Brian T. Moran wrote to his replacement on behalf of a client, T-Mobile, which was pressing federal officials to prevent competitors from grabbing too much of the available wireless spectrum.

 
“As promised when we met the A.G. last week, I am attaching a draft letter for Bob to consider circulating to the other states,” he wrote late last year, referring to the attorney general, Bob Ferguson.


A short while later, Mr. Moran wrote again to his replacement, David Horn.  “Dave:  Anything you can tell me about that letter?” he said.


“Working on it sir,” came the answer.  “Stay tuned.”  By January, the letter was issued by the attorney general largely as drafted by the industry lawyers.


The exchange was not unusual.  E-mails obtained from more than 20 states reveal a level of lobbying by representatives of private interests that had been more typical with lawmakers than with attorneys general.


“The current and increasing level of the lobbying of attorneys general creates, at the minimum, the appearance of undue influence, and is therefore unseemly,” said James E. Tierney, a former attorney general of Maine, who now runs a program at Columbia University that studies state attorneys general.  “It is undermining the credibility of the office of attorney general.”


Money gathered through events like the one in February 2013 at the Loews hotel is flooding the political campaigns of attorneys general and flowing to party organizations that can take unlimited corporate contributions and then funnel money to individual candidates.

It is a self-perpetuating network that includes a group of former attorneys general called SAGE, or the Society of Attorneys General Emeritus, most of whom are now on retainer to corporate clients.


Giant energy producers and service companies like Devon Energy of Oklahoma, the Southern Company of Georgia and TransCanada have retained their own teams of attorney general specialists, including Andrew P. Miller, a former attorney general of Virginia.


For some companies, the reward seems apparent, according to the documents obtained by The Times. In Georgia, the attorney general, after receiving a request from a former attorney general who had become a lobbyist, disregarded written advice from the state’s environmental regulators, the emails show.  In Utah, the attorney general dismissed a case pending against Bank of America over the objections of his staff after secretly meeting with a former attorney general working as a Bank of America lobbyist.


That Bank of America case was cited in July when the two most recent former attorneys general in Utah were charged with granting official favors to donors in exchange for golf getaways, rides on private planes and a luxury houseboat.


While the Utah case is extreme, some participants say even the daily lobbying can corrode public trust.

 
“An attorney general is entrusted with the power to decide which lawsuits to file and how to settle them, and they have great discretion in their work,” said Anthony Johnstone, a former assistant attorney general in Montana. “It’s vitally important that people can trust that those judgments are not subject to undue influence because of outside forces. And from what I have seen in recent years, I am concerned and troubled that those forces have intensified.”


Some companies have come grudgingly to the influence game.


Executives from the company that distributes 5-Hour Energy, for example, have contributed more than $280,000 through related corporate entities in the last two years to political funds of attorneys general.


Company executives wrote those checks after the investigation into false claims and deceptive marketing, which initially involved 33 states, opened in January 2013.  Requests started to come in for contributions, including a phone call this year directly from Mr. Ferguson of Washington State, whose staff was involved in the inquiry.


In a statement after the company was sued by three states in July, the company strongly denied the allegations and compared being solicited for contributions to being pressured to pay “ransom.”  It asked, “Is it appropriate for an attorney general to ask for money from a company they plan to sue?”


Secluded Access

Breakfast was served on a patio overlooking the Pacific Ocean — a buffet of fresh baked goods, made-to-order eggs, lox and fruit — as the attorneys general, in T-shirts and shorts, assembled at Beach Village at the Del, in Coronado, Calif.


These top law enforcement officials from Alabama, South Carolina, Nebraska, Wisconsin, Indiana and other states were joined by Ms. Kalani, of Dickstein Shapiro, and representatives from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Pfizer, Comcast and Altria, among other corporate giants.


The group had gathered at the exclusive Beach Village at the Del — where rooms go for as much as $4,500 a night and a special key card is required to enter the private compound — for the most elite event for attorneys general, a gathering of the Edmund Randolph Club (named for the first United States attorney general).


The club has a $125,000 entry fee — money used to fund the campaigns of attorney general candidates with as much as $1 million, and to pay for the hotel bills, airfare and meals for the attorneys general who attend the events.


The agenda included panels to discuss emerging legal issues.  But at least as important was the opportunity for the lobbyists, corporate executives and lawyers to nurture relationships with the attorneys general — and to lobby them in this casual and secluded setting. (A reporter from The Times attended this event uninvited and, once spotted, was asked to leave.)


The appeals began the moment the law enforcement officials arrived, as gift bags were handed out, including boxes of 5-Hour Energy, wine from a liquor wholesalers group and music CDs (Roy Orbison for the adults, the heartthrob Hunter Hayes for their children) from the recording industry.


Andy Abboud, a lobbyist for Las Vegas Sands, which donated $500,000 through its chief executive to the group this year, has been urging attorneys general to join an effort to ban online poker.  At breakfast, he approached Attorney General Pam Bondi of Florida.


“What are you going to be doing today?” he asked.


“Sailing,” Ms. Bondi replied.


“Great, I want to go sailing, too,” Mr. Abboud said, and they agreed to connect later that day.


The increased focus on state attorneys general by corporate interests has a simple explanation: to guard against legal exposure, potentially in the billions of dollars, for corporations that become targets of the state investigations.


It can be traced back two decades, when more than 40 state attorneys general joined to challenge the tobacco industry, an inquiry that resulted in a historic $206 billion settlement.


Microsoft became the target of a similar multistate attack, accused of engaging in an anticompetitive scheme by bundling its Internet Explorer with the Windows operating system. Then came the pharmaceutical industry, accused of improperly marketing drugs, and, more recently, the financial services industry, in a case that resulted in a $25 billion settlement in 2012 with the nation’s five largest mortgage servicing companies.


The trend accelerated as attorneys general began hiring outside law firms to conduct investigations and sue corporations on a contingency basis.


The widening scope of their investigations led companies to significantly bolster efforts to influence their actions. John W. Suthers, who has served as Colorado’s attorney general for a decade, said he was not surprised by this campaign.


“I don’t fault for one second that corporate America is pushing back on what has happened,” Mr. Suthers said.  “Attorneys general can do more damage in a heartbeat than legislative bodies can. I think it is a matter of self-defense, and I understand it pretty well, although I have got to admit as an old-time prosecutor, it makes me a little queasy.”
To read the entire story from The New York Times, copy and paste this link into your browser: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/29/us/lobbyists-bearing-gifts-pursue-attorneys-general.html?emc=edit_th_20141029&nl=todaysheadlines&nlid=40142036&_r=0
Alabama House Speaker Mike Hubbard indicted on 23 felony corruption charges by Lee County Grand Jury

ALABAMA -- AL.com -- by Mike Cason AL.com-- October 20, 2014

MONTGOMERY -- Mike Hubbard, speaker of the Alabama House of Representatives and a powerful political leader, has been indicted by a grand jury and charged with 23 counts, including using his office for personal gain and soliciting things of value. 

Hubbard reported to the Lee County Jail where he was booked. 

If convicted, Hubbard faces a maximum penalty of two to 20 years in prison and up to $30,000 in fines for each count. 

Hubbard, 52, who led a historic takeover of the state Legislature during the 2010 election, was charged after an investigation in his home county that has lasted more than a year.

The charges against Hubbard include 23 class B felonies.  Those charges include:
· Four counts of using of his office as party chairman for personal gain;

· One count of voting for legislation with a conflict of interest;
· Eleven counts of soliciting or receiving a thing of value from a lobbyist or principal;
· Two counts of using his office as a member of the Alabama House of Representatives for personal gain;
· Four counts of lobbying an executive department or agency for a fee; and
· One count of using state equipment, materials, etc. for private gain.

According to the indictment, Hubbard solicited favors from some of Alabama's rich and powerful.  They include former Alabama Governor Bob Riley, Business Council of Alabama CEO Billy Canary, Hoar Construction CEO Rob Burton, Great Southern Wood CEO Jimmy Rane, former Sterne Agee CEO James Holbrook, lobbyist Minda Riley Campbell, Harbert Management Corp. vice president Will Brooke and political operative Dax Swatek.  

Most gave Hubbard what he wanted, according to the indictment, including major investments into Hubbard's company, Craftmaster Printing.

In a video posted to Facebook, Hubbard called the indictment political.

"Friends, if there was any doubt that this was a political witch hunt, I think it is pretty clear right now that is exactly what it is," Hubbard said.  "This has been going on for two years, dragging on and on, and here they come two weeks before an election and make these allegations.  The fact is that we've done some great things in this state and some powerful people don't like it." 


The special grand jury was called last year.  Attorney General Luther Strange recused himself from the investigation and appointed former St. Clair County District Attorney Van Davis to oversee it.

A letter from Strange to Davis made public in court records named Hubbard as the focus of the probe.  Hubbard has denied wrongdoing and has said the investigation is politically motivated.  The indictment does not remove him from office or his position as speaker.

Earlier this year, the investigation resulted in charges against two other state lawmakers.

Rep. Greg Wren of Montgomery, pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor charge of using his office for personal gain.  He resigned his House seat, was ordered to pay $24,000 in restitution and agreed to cooperate with investigators . . . and:
Jury finds Rep. Barry Moore not guilty on all counts

ALABAMA -- Montgomery Advertiser – by Josh Moon -- October 30, 2014

Following nearly a full day of deliberation, the jury in Rep. Barry Moore's perjury trial found him not guilty of four felony counts of providing false information to a grand jury.

"I'm just relieved," Moore said outside of the courtroom in the Lee County Courthouse.  "My family and friends, I'm probably more relieved for them.  This was hard for me to go through, but it was harder on them to have to sit and watch this.  I'm most happy for them."

With the final "not guilty" verdict read by Judge Jacob Walker, Moore's wife, Heather, began to cry loudly and his supporters began to hug each other.  


A request for comment from the attorney general's office did not receive a response. Prosecutors exited the courtroom and courthouse through a back exit away from media – as they have done each day of the trial – and were not available for questions.

The verdict would be considered a bit of a surprise.


When Moore was indicted, recordings of his conversations with two Enterprise politicians – Jonathan Tullos and Josh Pipkin, an attorney who challenged Moore in the recent primary – were released to the media.  Those recordings seemed to show Moore passing along a threat from Speaker of the House Mike Hubbard to kill an Enterprise agreement with the state that would keep 100 jobs in the area unless Pipkin dropped out.

Moore told the grand jury he was unaware of a threat to the project and that he never told Pipkin that Enterprise would get the jobs if Pipkin dropped out, leading to the charges of perjury.

Moore's attorneys pointed out that no threat was specifically made on the recordings and that Moore repeatedly said he wanted to get the project pushed through regardless of Pipkin's challenge.  Baxley also hinted that the entire ordeal was a setup by Pipkin and Tullos to taint Moore and give Pipkin a better chance during the primary.

Despite Moore admitting on the witness stand that one statement he provided the grand jury wasn't accurate, jurors obviously came to believe that Moore did not intend to deceive investigators.  The jurors indicated they were unanimous in their decisions on each count.


What Thursday's decision means for the larger probe into Hubbard and other corruption isn't clear.  Hubbard was indicted last week on 23 counts for misusing his office, but none of those charges was directly related to the project Moore was accused of lying about.

Moore said he was "sorry" Hubbard is having to go through such an ordeal.  A short time later, Hubbard posted a message on his Facebook saying he was happy for Moore. 
"I knew once all of the evidence was out there that the jury would see through this," Hubbard said in the video message.  He predicted a similar outcome for his case.
Legislators need stricter disclosure rules, advocate tells panel

INDIANA – Indianapolis Business Journal -- The Statehouse File -- October 20, 2014

Indiana legislators need to be more transparent about conflicts of interest and should never be lobbying privately or publicly for issues that could impact their finances, an open-government advocate said.


The General Assembly should also add some independence to its ethics investigations, said Julia Vaughn, policy director for Common Cause Indiana.  Currently, a legislative committee investigates lawmakers accused of breaking state ethics laws or rules.


“We understand this internal process is extremely difficult,” Vaughn told the House Ethics Committee during a meeting at the Indiana Statehouse.  “It’s fraught with peril.  It’s not fair to the folks on the committee, it’s not fair to the person who had the complaint filed against them, but most importantly, it’s not fair to the public.”


Vaughn said the Indiana Constitution requires that lawmakers pass judgment on their own members.  But she said investigations into ethics complaints should be led by a pair of non-legislators – one Republican and one Democrat – who can help root out the facts before the committee makes a decision.


That would give the investigation “some independence and give the public some faith that the committee will be able to do a fair investigation and get to the bottom of whatever the complaint entailed,” Vaughn said.



The committee meeting was the group’s first since last April when it concluded that Rep. Eric Turner of Cicero, did not violate House rules when he lobbied in a closed-door caucus for a bill that benefited him and his family financially.  But the committee determined that Turner’s actions did not achieve “the highest spirit of transparency.”


Later, House Speaker Brian Bosma of Indianapolis, announced that Turner would lose his leadership position over the flap and the leader pledged to push for ethics reforms when the legislature reconvened in January.  And last month, Turner said he would leave the General Assembly after the November election, even if he wins his race.


Vaughn acknowledged the situation involving Turner with recommendations that the General Assembly do more to require its members to disclose financial ties they have to legislation – and to refrain from any lobbying on those issues.  Turner didn’t violate rules because his interests were buried in holding companies, which he did list on his disclosure forms.

Vaughn gave the committee a list of seven questions that should be included on lawmakers’ financial disclosure forms to clarify their business relationships.  “We want to drill down to every sub corporation there could be,” she said.  “We made our best attempt at figuring out every eventuality.”


Indiana is one of 47 states that require lawmakers to file financial disclosure forms, said Peggy Kerns, director of the National Conference of State Legislatures.  But Indiana is one of 14 states that don’t require lawmakers to disclose property interests.


Kerns acknowledged that there are gray areas in conflict of interest laws and rules. Generally, the rules address situations in which a lawmaker could benefit personally from legislation.  But they are not as clear about whether a conflict exists when a lawmaker is part of a group that benefits from legislation – such as a teacher voting on education issues.

The issues are especially complicated for Indiana and other states with part-time legislatures, in which lawmakers are generally working other jobs when they’re not at the Statehouse, Kerns said.


“I wanted to stress that the background and the experience and the education lawmakers bring to their jobs is important, the ability to share that is important,” Kerns said.  There’s a “fine line between advocating a personal position and advocating from experience and expertise.  Part of being a citizen-legislator is that you’re not an expert in everything” and therefore take advice from others with more experience in an area.


But public perception is important, she said. The public “needs to be assured someone is voting for the public interest not their own,” she said.

After resignation, Harrell guilty plea - and pledge to cooperate – hovers over SC legislators
SOUTH CAROLINA – Associated Press -- By Meg Kinnard -- October 24, 2014


COLUMBIA -- Former Speaker Bobby Harrell has left the South Carolina Statehouse in disgrace, quitting the seat he held for more than 20 years as part of a plea deal to avoid jail time for misdemeanor campaign finance violations.


But that deal also requires Harrell to cooperate with ongoing state and federal investigations, a caveat some say may have remaining legislators worried they could be next to feel the heat.


Harrell pleaded guilty to six campaign finance violations, all of which were misdemeanors. Prosecutors said Harrell improperly used campaign money to pay for flights on his private plane.  Harrell, who has consistently said a voluminous investigative report would clear him, now says he disagreed with the charges but pleaded guilty because he and his family couldn't handle fighting any longer.


"I have agreed to this today to end what has been a two year nightmare.  This has been incredibly hard on my family and me, and it is time for it to end," Harrell said in a statement, also saying he had a "fundamental disagreement" with authorities over the proper uses of campaign funds.


Although Harrell agreed to cooperate with state and federal authorities in an ongoing investigation, the details have not been revealed.  The four charges that remain against Harrell — including a misconduct count that could carry a possible 10-year sentence — are being held in abeyance during his probation but, according to his plea deal, could be reinstated at any time if authorities are dissatisfied with his level of cooperation.

After Harrell's court appearance, lawmakers were quick to weigh in via statements to media.  Acting House Speaker Jay Lucas of Darlington, who took over after Harrell's departure from leadership, called the day "disappointing" and a test of citizens' faith in their legislators, saying he hoped the chamber could move forward.


But with the specter of the ongoing probe, Winthrop University political scientist Scott Huffmon says that may be hard to do.


"The total fallout for next session will depend on who all is involved," Huffmon said. "Everybody calls their campaign manager and says, "Okay, I know I didn't do anything illegal.  Did you make sure you filed every receipt correctly?"


The potential for more indictments harkens memories of Lost Trust, the FBI's 1990 operation that resulted in 27 convictions or guilty pleas of state legislators and lobbyists.  John Crangle of Common Cause, who worked to bring allegations to prosecutors' attention, said he anticipated more than a dozen other lawmakers could now end up facing charges because of nefarious deals about which Harrell might know.


"Harrell absolutely has to cooperate," he said after the hearing.  "He didn't do all this stuff by himself."


Prosecutor David Pascoe, who handled Harrell's case, declined to comment on any ongoing investigation.  Regardless of what may come within the ensuing three years during which Harrell must cooperate and sit out of politics, Huffmon said it's too early to say that his political career is entirely over.


"In probably 49 other states, this absolutely would be the death knell of a career," he said. "But, like the sign on my door says, 'This is South Carolina.  That ain't how we do things down here.'"

PDC filings: Sen. Ericksen continues to take dozens of lobbyist meals
WASHINGTON -- The Bellingham Herald -- By Samantha Wohlfeil -- October 23, 2014  


After topping a list of legislators who received free meals, drinks and golf games from lobbyists last year, Whatcom County Sen. Doug Ericksen has accepted at least 50 meals and other goods from lobbyists in 2014, according to reports submitted to the state.

Ericksen, who is currently running to keep his 42nd District state Senate seat, was found to have taken the most benefits from lobbyists during the first four months of 2013, according to a report compiled by the Associated Press and radio stations KUOW and KPLU.

During that four-month period, Ericksen was found to have accepted freebies on 62 occasions, for a total worth more than $2,000. 

Fuse Washington, a group that supports Ericksen’s opponent, Seth Fleetwood, analyzed how many meals Ericksen had taken from select lobbyists this year.  “I was curious to see if he’d change his ways after getting so much negative attention for doing this,” said Collin Jergens, Fuse communications director.  “What we found is he was more or less doing the same thing.”

The group pored through reporting forms from 85 lobbyists, finding 28 who had paid for lunches, drinks, or events for Ericksen.  Between January and July of this year, Ericksen went out with lobbyists on at least 51 occasions, valued at more than $1,200, according to forms filed by lobbyists.

Ericksen has said he finds it important to meet with constituents often, and he is proud to be one of the most active legislators in Olympia.  “I think the people of Whatcom County understand I’m fighting to keep jobs and keep taxes low,” Ericksen said.  “They understand that this is just an issue that is being brought forward by partisans to distract people from increasing energy costs and taxes on working families.”

Comparing a list of the dozens of companies that sponsored free meals or events Ericksen attended this year with a list of his campaign donors, at least $45,550 in cash contributions came from the same companies.  That’s 12.7 percent of Ericksen’s total cash contributions reported through Oct. 22.

Accepting free meals from lobbyists is something both liberal and conservative politicians do, Jergens said.  “The free meal thing seems like it’s not a partisan thing — it’s not like one side loves it and the others hate it or something,” Jergens said. “People don’t like that their representatives are so cozy with lobbyists, and getting kickbacks.”

Last week, the Legislative Ethics Board decided that legislators should not accept more than 12 sit-down meals throughout any session, according to an Associated Press report.  That rule won’t limit receptions where lobbyists provide free meals for large groups.

Ericksen said he will continue meeting with his constituents, by the rules, as he has already done.  “I’d like to reiterate everything we’ve done in Olympia has been by the ethics rules,” Ericksen said.  “To me, it’s not going to get in the way of meeting with constituents.”

Through this year’s session, legislators received $90 per day to help cover the costs of legislative business, which could include the costs of lodging and food.  Legislators currently make $42,106 per year. 

“Part of the reason that these meals are such an important issue to people is that after eating out with the lobbyists, Ericksen effectively turned around and billed the taxpayers for the same meals, $630 per week,” said Alex Ramel, a volunteer for Ericksen’s opponent. 


Ericksen said that the sum, which was increased to $120 per day following the 2014 session and is commonly called a per diem, is actually an “allowance in lieu of per diem.”  He opted to stay at $90 for the remainder of 2014.

Ericksen said the idea his actions in the legislature might be influenced by playing golf or taking a free meal from groups that also donate to his campaign is not right.  “It’s absolutely a ridiculous charge,” Ericksen said.  “Cherry Point jobs are under attack every day by my opponent. I’m meeting with people in Olympia to keep those jobs.”
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