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At its recent meeting in Frankfort, the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission unanimously recommended that the 2020 General Assembly clarify state law to specifically prohibit legislators and lobbyists from engaging in sexual or workplace harassment against legislative employees, or other legislators or lobbyists.

In past cases involving allegations of sexual harassment, the Commission has proceeded under a more general ethics law relating to misuse of office.  The recommended change would enshrine specific workplace protections into the legislative ethics law, and provide that a violation is ethical misconduct, punishable by fines and other sanctions.

The Commission also recommended that the ethics law be amended to give the Commission the authority to adjudicate a complaint filed against a legislator, even if the legislator leaves office after the complaint is filed, as long as the complaint is based on action that occurred not more than a year prior to the day the legislator left office.  

Under the recommendation, the same principle would apply in a case against a lobbyist or employer for up to a year after the lobbyist or employer is no longer registered.

In other action, the Ethics Commission unanimously chose Laura Hromyak Hendrix as its new Executive Director, effective September 1 when current director John Schaaf retires.

In selecting its next Executive Director, the Commission promoted Hendrix from her position of legal counsel for the Commission.  

“Laura’s knowledge of the ethics law and her legal experience will allow the Commission to continue its tradition of advising on and enforcing the ethics laws in a fair and nonpartisan manner,” said Commission Chairman Anthony Wilhoit of Versailles.  The Commission is the only citizen-run (no legislators) legislative ethics commission in the nation.

Schaaf has led the Commission staff since 2015, and served as the Commission’s legal counsel since 2004.  Before that, he was General Counsel for the Legislative Research Commission (LRC) for 16 years, practiced law in Louisville, and ran a weekly newspaper. 

In 1993, as LRC’s Counsel, Schaaf staffed the Task Force on Governmental Ethics, and drafted the legislation the General Assembly enacted as the Code of Legislative Ethics, creating the independent Ethics Commission.  
Schaaf has been active in the Council on Governmental Ethics Laws (COGEL), serving on its Steering Committee.  COGEL is an international organization for government ethics and campaign finance administrators.  
“John has had an exemplary career of principled public service,” Wilhoit said.  “He’s been instrumental in helping the General Assembly compile an excellent record of compliance and avoid the type of ethics problems which often occur in other states.”

Hendrix joined the Commission staff in May 2018.  Prior to that, she was General Counsel for the Speaker of the Kentucky House, General Counsel for the LRC for 11 years, and a Committee Staff Administrator and Legislative Analyst for LRC.  
She also served as the General Counsel for the Executive Branch Ethics Commission, Assistant General Counsel for the Kentucky Higher Education Assistance Authority, and clerked for Judge William L. Graham of the Franklin Circuit Court. 

Hendrix earned a bachelor’s degree in history from Washington University in St. Louis and a J.D. from the University of Kentucky College of Law.  She is a 2018 Council of State Governments Henry Toll Fellow.  She and her husband, Doug have three children and reside in Frankfort. 
In addition to Judge Wilhoit, other members of the Legislative Ethics Commission are:  Vice-Chair, retired Judge and former Senator Dan Kelly of Springfield; former Representative Sheldon Baugh of Russellville; former Representative Pat Freibert of Lexington; Anthony Goetz of Nicholasville; former Judge Paula Sherlock of Prospect; and Phil Huddleston and Dave Nicholas of Frankfort. 


                

There are currently 724 businesses and organizations registered to lobby the Kentucky General Assembly, and 588 lobbyists registered to represent those employers.  

By Monday, September 16, 2019, all lobbyists and employers are required to file Updated Registration Statements (expense reports) for the period May 1 through August 31, 2019.  

The easiest and quickest way for lobbyists and employers to file is to visit the Commission’s website http://klec.ky.gov and click “file forms online.”

Employers which have recently signed up to lobby are:  Danny Wimmer Presents; Encore Technology; Harley Davidson Motor Co.; and KEPRO, a Pennsylvania-based company whose website states it is “the nation’s largest CMS-designated quality improvement organization and care management organization.”

Employers which have terminated and are no longer lobbying in Kentucky are: AARP Government Affairs; American Association of University Women; and Zoll, which develops medical devices.











Pharma cash donations target 'vulnerable' lawmakers as industry tries to defend itself

USA Today & Kaiser Health News -- by E. Huetteman, J. Hancock & E. Lucas -- August 26, 2019


In the heat of the most ferocious battle over drug prices in years, pharmaceutical companies are showering U.S. Senators with campaign cash as sweeping legislation heads toward the floor.

In the first six months of this year alone, political action committees run by employees of drug companies and their trade groups have given the 30 senators expected to run for reelection nearly $845,000, the latest update to Kaiser Health News’ “Pharma Cash to Congress” database shows.  That hefty sum stands out with Election Day more than 14 months away.

Lowering drug prices is one of the rare causes that has united Democrats and Republicans, and at least one proposal that would change the way the industry does business could get a vote in Congress this year.  One of the most promising and aggressive updates would cap drug prices under Medicare so they do not outpace inflation.


The number of big contributions and the lawmakers receiving them signal the industry is building loyalty as voters push candidates to talk about drug prices in the 2020 elections.  For the drug industry, the stakes are high.


Even senators who do not serve on committees that oversee the industry or represent states with significant industry ties have benefited from drugmaker cash this year.


“We support candidates from both political parties who support innovation and patient access to medicines,” said Holly Campbell, spokeswoman for the industry’s biggest lobbying group, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America (PhRMA). 

Several senators facing tough reelection campaigns have raked in tens of thousands of dollars this year, with some collecting much more than the industry has given them in the past decade, if ever.


“If it looks as though somebody is going to have a tough run – maybe a friend, maybe somebody you want to develop a better relationship with – you put some extra money in place,” said Steven Billet, a former AT&T lobbyist who teaches PAC management at George Washington University.


Thus far, senators running for reelection have together pulled in over $115,000 more than the 27 senators who were running for reelection in mid-2017.


The biggest single beneficiaries are Sens. Chris Coons, Delaware, and Thom Tillis, North Carolina, who took in a whopping $103,000 and $102,000 respectively in the first six months of the year. 


Tillis and Coons, the leaders of a Senate subcommittee on intellectual property, have been working on legislation to overhaul the patent system – perhaps the most powerful tool brand-name drugmakers have to keep prices, and profits, high.


Sen. John Cornyn, Texas, has been a vocal critic of the way some drugmakers use patents to extend their monopolies on drugs and block competitors, introducing a bill that would empower the government to sue drugmakers for gaming the system.


Cornyn, who faces a difficult reelection fight, received about $65,500.


Another top recipient was Sen. Cory Gardner of Colorado, who is considered vulnerable in 2020. John Hickenlooper, the state’s former governor, may decide to challenge Gardner, further complicating his chances of being reelected.


Despite Gardner’s lack of pharma-related committee assignments, he received about $81,000 from drugmaker PACs this year, ranking him among the top 10 recipients of pharma cash in Congress. Another vulnerable incumbent, Sen. Joni Ernst of Iowa, received about $35,500 – a huge bump for a lawmaker who, before this year, had collected about $15,000 total during her first term.


Sen. Gary Peters, Michigan, is also considered in danger as he runs for reelection. Like Gardner and Ernst, he does not serve on key committees, nor has he played a high-profile role in this year’s pushes on drug prices.


Peters received about $49,500 in campaign contributions from drugmaker PACs in the first half of the year, a personal record since being sworn in in 2015.  Last year he received about $10,500 from drugmaker PACs in total.


Congressional leaders, who also help fund the campaigns of party members, are a common target of pharmaceutical industry contributions.  Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, also running for reelection, has seen an uptick in donations: He received more than $85,000 during the first half of the year, a record for him over the course of the past eight years.


Sen. Bill Cassidy, Louisiana, who is a gastroenterologist by trade and has been active on health care issues, received about $76,000 from drugmaker PACs in the first half of the year despite the likelihood he will be reelected next year.


Pharmaceutical company PAC contributions are only part of the picture, though.  Dollars from individual drug company employees may flow in the same direction, as well as “dark money” spending that often dwarfs what must be disclosed.


“The PAC contribution is a signal to other folks who are associated with the industry,” Billet said.


PhRMA gives hard-to-trace millions to American Action Network and other groups that buy TV ads and robocalls, and engage in other political advocacy.


Drug prices have been among Americans’ top concerns for years.  Large, bipartisan majorities favor policies to control drug costs, including importing drugs from Canada and government negotiations to lower prices paid by Medicare.
Orthodontist accused of bribing former Arkansas lawmaker

ARKANSAS -- Courthouse News Service -- by Erik De La Garza -- August 19, 2019

Little Rock – A Florida-based orthodontist who operates several clinics in Arkansas was charged in a bribery and fraud scheme involving disgraced former state Senator Jeremy Hutchinson, who pleaded guilty in June for his role in the conspiracy.


The 15-count indictment accuses Benjamin Gray Burris, 47, of paying approximately $157,500 in kickbacks in part for Hutchinson to take official action as a state legislator to benefit the orthodontist and his companies.


Prosecutors say the payments were disguised as retainer payments and funneled through Hutchinson’s law firm from February 2014 through November 2016. Burris also allegedly gave Hutchinson gifts, including free orthodontic services for his family and the use of a private plane to travel to a college football game.


“In exchange for the retainers and gifts, Hutchinson performed some legal services and used and agreed to use his official authority as an Arkansas legislator to effect and attempt to effect changes to the Dental Practices Act,” the 20-page indictment states.


Hutchinson, a former six-term state senator from Little Rock who served in the Arkansas House of Representatives from 2000 to 2007, also advised and influenced members of the Arkansas Department of Human Services, on Burris’s behalf, to expedite the approval of Medicaid applications for physician employees of Burris’s clinics, prosecutors say.


Hutchinson, a nephew of Governor Asa Hutchinson, resigned last August after prosecutors unveiled federal charges against him for campaign finance violations and tax fraud.


Burris was charged with 14 counts of honest services wire fraud and one count of conspiracy to commit honest services wire fraud.  He is scheduled to be arraigned on Sept. 11 in Fayetteville.
Arkansas legislator in tax case says he’ll stay in office despite calls to resign

ARKANSAS -- Arkansas Democrat-Gazette -- by John Moritz -- August 3, 2019


Despite calls for his resignation from leaders in his own party, state Rep. Mickey Gates, Hot Springs, said he has no plans to step down after pleading no contest this week to failing to pay state income taxes.


Pressure on the three-term legislator ratcheted up after Gov. Asa Hutchinson said Gates should resign "or be removed from office."


"It is unacceptable for a public official, particularly a state legislator, to continue to hold office after being found guilty of a criminal violation of our tax laws," the governor said in a statement.

Rep. Dan Forestal threatened cops' jobs, impersonated police and tried to buy cocaine, police say

INDIANA -- Indianapolis Star -- by Ryan Martin and 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.indystar.com/staff/10047998/chris-sikich/" Chris Sikich -- August 14, 2019

An Indiana state representative threatened to use his power to punish police officers who pulled him over, according to a police report, which also accused the lawmaker of trying to buy cocaine, impersonating law enforcement, struggling with officers, and drunken driving. 


Rep. Dan Forestal, Indianapolis, elected in 2012, now faces a low-level felony and two misdemeanor charges that were filed by the Marion County prosecutor's office.


Forestal's interaction with police began when Indianapolis Metropolitan Police officers went to the area of E. 21st Street and N. Shadeland Avenue after hearing about a man impersonating law enforcement. 


An IMPD officer pulled Forestal over after finding him attempting to drive away from the Rodeway Inn parking lot, according to a police report. 


The officer, wondering whether Forestal had a gun because of the reports of him impersonating a police officer, ordered Forestal to show his hands. 


Forestal initially raised his hands, the police report said, but dropped them to his waist as the officer moved closer to the car.  Forestal would not raise his hands as the officer commanded him to. 

"After a brief struggle," the police officer wrote, "(two officers) were able to gain control of Mr. Forestal, place him on his stomach and place him in handcuffs." 

Meanwhile another officer drove to the home of the person who initially called 911 about Forestal. 


A wife and husband told police they were outside their home when Forestal drove up in his car.  According to the police report, Forestal told them: "I'm a legit officer doing a drug bust and today is the last day before the feds descend and start kicking in doors." 

That same officer went to Blue Moon Bar and Grille, 7150 E Washington St., where Forestal had been drinking that night, according to the report.  At the bar, the report says, Forestal had been "harassing" other customers throughout the night.
Former Rep. Rodney Moore pleads guilty in campaign finance case, gets probation

NORTH CArolina -- The Charlotte Observer -- by Jim Morrill -- August 1, 2019

Former State Representative Rodney Moore, who was indicted in March on nine felony counts involving false campaign reports, was handed a suspended sentence after pleading guilty to a single count.


Moore pleaded guilty to one felony count of making false statements under oath, according to the Mecklenburg District Attorney’s office.


Superior Court Judge Lisa Bell sentenced him to up to five months in prison but suspended the sentence pending his completion of 12 months of unsupervised probation.


A former House leader, Moore was indicted on counts involving filing false campaign reports after investigators found that he failed to report more than $141,000 in campaign contributions and expenditures.


Moore, who lost his re-election bid last year, represented a northeast Mecklenburg district.


He was the first N.C. lawmaker charged with campaign finance violations since 2016 when former Sen. Fletcher Hartsell of Cabarrus County was indicted for using more than $200,000 in campaign funds for personal expenses.  A year later he was sentenced to eight months in prison on federal charges.


Last fall, the state elections board unanimously found that Moore failed to report contributions over at least seven years. Investigators had to subpoena his bank records after Moore failed to provide them.


Among other things, they found that:


▪ In one campaign account, Moore failed to disclose more than 65 contributions amounting to $36,605.  Those contributions included money from political action committees such as State Farm Insurance.  In each case, the PACs reported the contributions.  Moore did not.


▪ In the same account, he failed to report 1,689 expenditures totaling $95,753.  That included $95 for movie tickets, $1,768 for dry cleaning, $3,152 for clothing and $7,579 for food, according to the elections board.


▪ There were at least 284 ATM withdrawals that investigators say amounted to $24,676.


Bob Phillips, state executive director of Common Cause, said Moore’s case could be a symptom of a wider issue.


“It speaks to the problems of a part-time legislature with so much money sloshing around out there,” he said.  “It’s part of the problem with money in politics.”

Lawmaker’s Firm Reaps Payment to Help Throw Speaker’s Ball

OKLAHOMA -- Oklahoma Watch -- by Trevor Brown -- July 26, 2019


A company headed by a House member was paid tens of thousands of dollars to help throw a lavish party in honor of House Speaker Charles McCall, Atoka, raising conflict-of-interest questions.


An Oklahoma Ethics Commission report shows Poligram, an event planning and management firm founded and run by Rep. Mike Osburn, Edmond, was paid $40,000 in operating expenses related to planning the 2019 Oklahoma Speaker’s Ball.


The event traditionally attracts lawmakers, lobbyists, business leaders and advocates as they prepare to kick off the legislative session each year.


This year, organizers raised a record-setting $520,000 from businesses, special interest groups and other private donors.  Of that amount, $428,000 went to hosting the party, featuring dinner and a concert by the Nashville-based Downtown Band on January 26 at the National Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum.


The top expenses included $120,100 to About Last Night, another event planning company, $72,050 to the Petroleum Club, and a $50,000 donation to Tenaciously Teal – one of two charities that received a total of $75,000 from the event – and $40,000 to Poligram for a mix of management, event and website service fees.


Osburn started Poligram in 2006, according to a Secretary of State business filing, and has listed his ownership of the company on each of his annual financial disclosure statements.


According to the company’s website, it offers services that include association management, communications, event production and leadership development. State Ethics Commission and Federal Election Commission records show the only other time Poligram was paid by a political or campaign committee was in 2008, when it received $1,000 during a state Senate race.


Rep. David Perryman, Chickasha, said privately funded events that benefit politicians, such as the Speaker’s Ball and gubernatorial or presidential inaugurations, are “rife with the potential for political favor and influence.” However, he didn’t allege that any illegal activity occurred with the Speaker’s Ball.


He noted that it is particularly concerning that the $40,000 paid to Poligram could be used to enrich a fellow legislator.


“When the funds that are donated for those events are channeled back into the pockets of other elected officials or into private entities owned by other elected officials, there must be scrutiny, and the scrutiny requires transparency,” Perryman said. “We often hear the phrase, ‘Follow the money,’ and transactions this large give rise to concern.”

State officials launch probe of former House Speaker Glen Casada's campaign finances

TENNESSEE -- Nashville Tennessean -- by Joel Ebert -- August 14, 2019

State officials initiated a probe of embattled former House Speaker Glen Casada's campaign finances.


The move by the Registry of Election Finance will force Casada to explain and defend how he received and spent campaign money for the first time in his nearly 20-year legislative career.  The Tennessean first reported last month that the probe would take place.


"It's not something I'm thrilled to ask for by any stretch of the imagination but I think we have to," said Tom Lawless, who made a motion to audit Casada's campaign accounts. "It's of sufficient import to the folks that put us here and to the taxpayers and to the people elected that we do this."

The registry also authorized an auditor to subpoena Casada's records.  

Hank Fincher, a registry member, said the audit was necessary, given news reports about Casada's spending. He noted how Casada used the state plane on the same day he attended a political event, as first reported by The Tennessean.


Fincher, who called Casada's actions a "clear unmitigated abuse of power," previously served with Casada in the legislature. 


"There's been enough reported that is very disturbing to me," Fincher said. "Sunshine's the best disinfectant." 


State records show Casada spent nearly $7,900 in taxpayer money for 10 flights on a state airplane in the last three months. On April 26, Casada traveled to Chattanooga on a state plane where he spoke at a political fundraiser. 


In recent years, Casada and his political action committee have spent thousands of dollars on food and beverages, a membership to a Nashville restaurant's private club and travel. 


He resigned as speaker on Aug. 2, after The Tennessean reported he sent sexually explicit and misogynistic text messages.


Casada will be forced to produce receipts for the selected time period and defend any expenditures he made with documents. Should any documents be missing, Casada could face a potential penalty.


The registry's decision to initiate an audit of Casada's campaign finances is a rare move. Typically, the panel only audits candidates and lawmakers selected in a random drawing. 


The last lawmaker to have his or her campaign finances probed by the registry outside of a random drawing was expelled former Rep. Jeremy Durham. 


The audit into Durham's campaign finances in 2017 found he spent campaign money illegally to buy custom suits, spa products and sunglasses. 


The registry levied a record-setting $465,000 penalty against Durham, which he is still appealing.
Texas House Speaker Dennis Bonnen apologizes for saying ‘terrible things’ that conservative activist recorded

TEXAS -- Dallas Morning News -- by J. Barragan, R. Allen & Robert T. Garrett -- August 6, 2019


Austin -- Speaker Dennis Bonnen apologized to his 149 House colleagues for “terrible things” he said about some of them, just hours after more details emerged about slurs uttered by him and chief sidekick Rep. Dustin Burrows.


“It was a mistake,” Bonnen wrote of his and Burrows’ June meeting with longtime conservative activist Michael Quinn Sullivan, which Sullivan secretly recorded.

“I said terrible things that are embarrassing to the members, to the House, and to me personally,” Bonnen said in an email obtained by The Dallas Morning News.  “You know me well enough to know I say things with no filter.”


Bonnen, whose hold on power has been rocked by Sullivan’s disclosure of the meeting in Bonnen’s Capitol office, stopped short of admitting he lied.  He had denied providing a list and has called for the full release of Sullivan's recording. 

While Bonnen in his apology said Sullivan “has worked hard to divide the House,” Sullivan quickly reminded House members of his allegation that Bonnen and Burrows enlisted his help in trying to defeat some of them -- a proposition he says he rebuffed.


“At what point will he apologize for lying to the public and his #Txlege colleagues?” Sullivan said of Bonnen in a tweet.  “When will he apologize to me for putting me in the position of hearing his unethical proposal?”

Bonnen's letter came more than five hours after Direct Action Texas, a grassroots conservative group critical of state leaders, provided new and damning details of Bonnen and Burrows' alleged targeting of incumbent House members in a blog post.


On the Fort Worth-based group's website, Daniel Greer, a former colleague of Sullivan's, said he listened to the recording.  He quoted Bonnen as saying Rep. Ana-Maria Ramos, Richardson, was "awful" and fellow freshman Rep. Michelle Beckley, Carrollton, was "vile."


The speaker said Houston Rep. Jon Rosenthal makes his "skin crawl," Greer wrote, and Burrows derided fellow legislator Rep. Keith Bell of Forney as a "dumb freshman."


Rosenthal, in a joint statement with Bonnen, said though he was "shocked and disappointed" to hear what the speaker said about him, he accepted his apology.


Bonnen said he was "beyond humbled" Rosenthal would meet with him, "much less show the greatest level of class and integrity of anyone I've met."


"While I am not a deserving recipient of his kindness and concern, I am forever grateful and will not forget the lesson in character and sincerity he has taught me," Bonnen said.

The controversy has gripped the state legislature for nearly two weeks after Sullivan, a frequent critic of legislative leadership, claimed in late July that Bonnen and Burrows had improperly offered to give Sullivan's organization, Empower Texans, House media credentials in return for no further attacks -- and help in defeating 10 incumbent legislators in next March's primary.

Sullivan, whose organization has spent millions targeting sitting legislators it deems insufficiently conservative, has dribbled out the contents of the recording slowly and -- for Bonnen and Burrows -- painfully.  He has refused to let news outlets listen to the recording but has provided it to lawmakers, party officials and activists.


As more people listen to the recording, more potentially embarrassing details are revealed to the public, fanning the flames of the controversy and keeping the story in the news.
Committee asks Texas Rangers to investigate House speaker’s meeting with Empower Texans

TEXAS -- Ft. Worth Star-Telegram -- by Tessa Weinberg -- August 12, 2019  


After meeting behind closed doors for nearly an hour, the House General Investigating Committee unanimously voted to request the Texas Rangers Public Integrity Unit conduct an investigation into allegations of a quid pro quo offer made by the House speaker.


“It is the committee’s intention in adopting the motion that any investigation should follow the facts and the evidence without regard to political considerations,” said Rep. Morgan Meyer, Dallas, and chairman of the committee.


The unit has subpoena powers and may receive assistance from local law enforcement or state agencies. The committee also requested a copy of the Rangers’ final investigative report be provided to the committee at the conclusion of the investigation. 


In a statement, the Department of Public Safety said based on the committee’s request, “the Texas Rangers are conducting an initial inquiry into this matter.”


The allegations surrounding House Speaker Dennis Bonnen, Angleton, were raised a little more than two weeks ago by Michael Quinn Sullivan, the CEO of the conservative political advocacy group Empower Texans.  They revolve around a June 12 meeting between Sullivan, Bonnen and Caucus Chairman Dustin Burrows, Lubbock.


Sullivan claims that during the meeting Bonnen offered long sought-after press credentials for the organization’s news site in exchange for Empower Texans’ firepower to go against 10 incumbents during their re-election campaigns. 


Sullivan later revealed he secretly recorded the meeting, and those who have listened to it have said it largely support Sullivan’s accusations.


In a statement, Sullivan said he is pleased with the committee’s actions.


“While I am disappointed Speaker Dennis Bonnen and Rep. Dustin Burrows chose the course they did to deceive the public about our June 12 meeting, I’m glad the Texas House General Investigating Committee appears to be searching for the truth,” Sullivan said in the statement.

While the committee has subpoena powers, Rep. Nicole Collier, Fort Worth, and vice-chair of the committee, said in a statement members unanimously agreed that the Rangers were “the appropriate entity to investigate this matter.”
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