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Kentucky lobbying interests spent a record $20.8 million in 2017, narrowly eclipsing the previous record of $20.78 million, set in 2016.  


The new record is surprising because the 2017 General Assembly was a short session, lasting 30 days, while the 2016 session lasted twice as long and included the enactment of the two-year state budget.  In 2017, 615 lobbyists worked for 714 employers, and were paid $18.8 million, which was more than 90 percent of all lobbying spending.  

Other expenditures for lobbying include:  lobbyist-paid expenses such as office rent and clerical assistance ($846,917); employer-paid expenses such as reimbursement of lobbyist travel and professional or technical assistance ($684,833), and employer and lobbyist sponsorship of receptions, meals, and events ($209,766).


The two top spending lobbying organizations in 2017 are the same as 2016, but they both spent considerably more in 2017 than the year before.  Kentucky Chamber of Commerce spent $338,783, up from $281,378 in 2016.  Likewise, Altria (Philip Morris and U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Co.) spent $312,196, up from $274,358 in the prior year.  

The other top 10 spenders include three new additions from the prior year, and several changing places on the list.  The Ky. Justice Association ($177,419) moved into third place, while the Ky. Hospital Association ($167,861) dropped a spot after spending $43,000 less than in 2016.  Anthem Inc. ($157,000) moved into the top 10, spending almost $30,000 more than 2016, followed by Marsy's Law for All ($152,385); Ky. League of Cities ($147,049, which is $36,000 more than 2016); Ky. Retail Federation ($140,147, down from $204,124 the prior year); Molina Healthcare ($129,600); and U.S. Justice Action Network ($120,604 in their first year of lobbying).

The rest of the top 20 spenders include: Humana ($116,968); AT&T ($111,525); Ky. Medical Association ($109,858); EQT Corp. ($103,073); Home Builders Association of Ky. ($100,377); Ky. Farm Bureau Federation ($96,739), down $43,000 from 2016; LifePoint Hospitals ($99,253); Greater Louisville, Inc. ($95,344); United Parcel Service ($91,369); and Commonwealth Credit Union ($90,507 in their first year of lobbying).
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In February, there are two special elections for seats in the House of Representatives.  The four candidates in the elections have filed financial disclosure statements, and those are posted on the KLEC website: https://klec.ky.gov/Reports/Pages/Legislators-and-Candidates.aspx

The election in the 49th House District (Bullitt County) is February 20, and in the 89th House District (Jackson, Laurel, and Madison Counties), the election is February 27.



Businesses and organizations which have recently registered to lobby include:  American Childhood Cancer Organization; American Retirement Association; Blue Equity; Century Link; Crime & Justice Institute; First Cash; G2LYTICS; Heaven Hill Distilleries; Kentucky Chapter of the American College of Cardiology; Kentucky Dataseam Initiative; Kentucky Health Department Association; Oldcastle Materials; OneMain Holdings; Owensboro Grain; Passport Foundation; Pathfinder Capital; Pegasus Institute; Point Pleasant Fire Protection District; Simple Contacts; Speedwash Car Wash/Fern Creek; and Warber Parker.
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As calls grow for Oaks to resign, Senate president refers case to Ethics CommitteeIn a new court filing, federal prosecutors say indicted state Sen. Nathaniel T. Oaks confessed to taking cash payments in exchange for official business, before becoming an FBI cooperator and upending an investigation into someone who was paying bribes to push legislation. (Ulysses Muñoz, Justin Fenton / Baltimore Sun video)
MARYLAND – The Baltimore Sun – by Luke Broadwater – January 9, 2018

Annapolis - As more politicians called for state Sen. Nathaniel T. Oaks to resign, Maryland Senate President Thomas Mike Miller said he plans to refer federal charges against Oaks to the General Assembly’s Ethics Committee — a move that could be the first step in Oaks’ removal.


Many legislators are calling on Oaks to resign amid new court filings in which the FBI contends he confessed to taking bribes.


Oaks is accused of taking $15,300 in cash payments from an FBI source he believed to be a wealthy out-of-town businessman.


In addition to taking cash payments, Oaks is charged with obstruction of justice after allegedly becoming a government cooperator and then tipping off the target of an investigation.


Federal prosecutors said Oaks confessed to taking money and upending the second investigation, charges Oaks is now contesting as he embarks on his 30th legislative session.


Many legislators said they would wait to see how the process plays out before calling on Oaks to resign.  House Speaker Michael Busch, House Appropriations chairwoman Maggie McIntosh, state Sen. Nathaniel McFadden and others said Oaks should decide for himself whether he should resign.


“There is a process,” said Del. Cheryl D. Glenn.  “When you are elected to office, nobody can force you to step down. You can resign on your own, but it’s not something you can be forced to do.”

Ethics committee investigations can result in a vote of the Senate to remove a sitting senator, Miller’s staff said.  If the committee’s investigation decides Oaks should be removed, it would then be up to the entire Senate to vote him out.


Federal documents released in court last week allege that Oaks confessed to the bribery. The government filing alleged that someone with ties to the bail bonds industry told the FBI that he had paid Oaks and another undisclosed elected official thousands of dollars over the years.
Michigan senator says his hands are clean in towing bribery scandal

MICHIGAN -- Detroit Free Press – by Paul Egan and Tresa Baldas -- January 5, 2018


Lansing – A Michigan state senator denied he has any involvement in a bribery scandal surrounding metro Detroit towing magnate Gasper Fiore.


Sen. Tom Casperson of Escanaba, chairman of the Senate Transportation Committee, whose name surfaced in an FBI affidavit in support of  a wiretap application related to a wide-ranging and ongoing corruption investigation, confirmed he met Fiore at a “meet and greet” in the Detroit area and asked for his support when running for Congress in 2016.


Casperson told the Free Press he later met in his Senate office with Gasper Fiore’s daughter Jennifer, hearing concerns about the state's handling of a $2-million-per-year contract the Fiores held with the Michigan Department of Transportation.


Fiore's daughter was concerned that MDOT might be trying to shut a Fiore company, Emergency Road Response, out of the MDOT freeway courtesy van contract the company has held since 2011.


Casperson said he told Jennifer Fiore that if she determined that MDOT was trying to exclude her family's company, to let him know, and he would look into it.  He said he never heard anything further about it and doesn't believe he ever contacted MDOT about the issue.


Casperson, who was not elected to Congress, said he never received any cash or checks from the Fiores and does not know whether they donated to his campaign.  Federal Election Commission records show no such donation.


"I've never felt more innocent in my life of anything, and I've never felt more guilty — just because of how it's being perceived," Casperson said.


During any meeting in his Senate office, "if somebody brought up money, even when that was someone close to me, I would change the subject, or I would ask them to leave," Casperson said.

"I'm not going down that path - it's not appropriate."


Gasper Fiore, 57, of Grosse Pointe Shores, awaits a May sentencing on a bribery conspiracy charge after recently pleading guilty to bribing a township official in Macomb County to win a towing contract, as part of a wider corruption case, through a deal with federal prosecutors.  He faces up to five years in prison.


On May 5, 2016, Fiore spoke with Joan, whom records show was divorced from Gasper Fiore in 2013, about the contract, according to the affidavit from an FBI agent in Detroit.


In the recorded call, Joan Fiore references a proposed amendment to the MDOT budget, written by Jennifer Fiore, “that would require contracting companies to pre-qualify, showing they had at least five years’ experience.  This would eliminate Fiore’s competition, Integral Blue, in the ERR (Emergency Road Response) contract,” the agent stated.


“Um, they just called about ERR, they said that, uh, they’re gonna talk with us and work with us on our amendment,” a transcript of Joan Fiore’s recorded telephone conversation with Gasper Fiore states.


It's not clear who "they" is, but the context suggests it is someone from MDOT.


“And they didn’t really want to do that,” Joan Fiore continued. “So they want to work with us on the amendment ‘cause it has to go to the Senate.  And now they see how much political might you have behind you, and they want to work with you.”


By May 26, 2016, the amendment to MDOT’s budget was no longer deemed necessary by the Fiores, records show.  The Emergency Road Response contract was again theirs.


“Your contract, I’m not supposed to tell anyone, but it should be on the June 21 ad board (State Administrative Board) … when they approve it,” Jennifer Fiore told her father in a recorded telephone conversation. 


“You get a letter, that they send online, and it says you win.  And then they send your contract to ad board a few weeks later.”


The Fiores then mention interaction with Casperson.  “I stopped by and saw Randy, ‘cause I still have to pay him some money.  He did that …,” Gasper Fiore said.


“Pay who?” Jennifer Fiore replied.


“Well, that guy,” Gasper Fiore said. “Was he helpful?”


“Casperson?” she said.

 


“Yeah,” replied Gasper Fiore.


Jennifer Fiore then replied that the amendment to the MDOT budget was being pulled.  “We don’t need to pursue the amendment if we win,” she said.


“Right, I got all that,” Gasper Fiore said.  “But … Dell (a lawyer who appears to be acting as a lobbyist, according to the FBI) told Randy that … I think we had the meeting and all that was helpful, and he took care of him.”  
Lobbyist gift restriction launched from Missouri House to Senate 

MISSOURI -- St. Louis Post-Dispatch -- By Jack Suntrup -- January 17, 2018


Jefferson City -- The House approved and sent a lobbyist gift restriction proposal to the Senate — in near-identical fashion to the fast pace with which the body has historically acted on the issue.


The question now is whether the Senate — which has smashed attempts to rein in lobbyist gifts in the past — will change its ways and help move the proposal to Gov. Eric Greitens' desk.


Lawmakers were expected to send the proposal to the Senate last week, but House members quickly adjourned and left Jefferson City amid news of a scandal now enveloping Greitens and incoming inclement weather.

 


House members approved the measure on Wednesday on a 134-12 vote.


This proposal, sponsored by Rep. Justin Alferman, Hermann, would ban lobbyist expenditures on individuals save for customary gifts such as flowers or plants.  It would also exempt events in which every member of the Legislature is invited.


Rep. Deb Lavender, Kirkwood, said the legislation is a step up from current law, though an unintended consequence could be a lack of transparency.


"I'm concerned this will push a lot of things underground," she said.


Proponents of such efforts have cranked up the pressure in recent years, after high-profile ethical clouds which have swept in over the Missouri Legislature.


Three years ago, House leaders banned off-site committee hearings after news coverage of hearings being held at the Jefferson City Country Club.  Also, lobbyists are no longer allowed to cater meals for committee hearings at the Capitol.


At the same time, Greitens in 2016 rode into the capital city promising to clean up any perceived malfeasance in the legislative ranks.  A lobbyist gift ban he touted last year did not pass.


However, it appears the attention to the issue has helped to reduce freebies to lawmakers over the last several years.  A Post-Dispatch analysis of Missouri Ethics Commission data last year showed that in 2016 lobbyists gave $573,000 in gifts to Missouri politicians, the vast majority in the Legislature.  That year, the total was the lowest since at least 2004.

Brooklyn Assemblywoman Indicted on Fraud Charges

NEW YORK – New York Times – by Jesse McKinley -- January 9, 2018


Albany — Federal prosecutors in Brooklyn announced an 11-count indictment against a Brooklyn assemblywoman, alleging a raft of fraud, witness tampering and other charges, just the latest allegation of corruption and bad behavior among legislators in Albany.


The Assembly member, Pamela Harris, who represents Bay Ridge, Coney Island and several other south Brooklyn neighborhoods, was accused of four counts of making false statements, two counts of wire fraud, two counts of bankruptcy fraud, and a single count each of conspiracy to commit wire fraud, witness tampering and conspiracy to obstruct justice, according to Richard P. Donoghue, the United States attorney for the Eastern District of New York.


Ms. Harris, 57, a retired New York City correction officer who was elected in a special election in 2015, was arraigned before a United States magistrate after prosecutors released a lengthy dissection of her alleged crimes.


In one scheme, authorities accused Ms. Harris of trying to capitalize on a natural disaster, improperly receiving nearly $25,000 in federal funds by falsely claiming that she had been displaced from her Coney Island home by Hurricane Sandy in 2012.  In another, she is accused of siphoning money from a nonprofit she ran to pay her mortgage, take vacations and shop at Victoria’s Secret, according to the indictment.


Ms. Harris pleaded not guilty to all 11 charges.  “We are disappointed that Ms. Harris was indicted,” her lawyers said in a statement, noting that none of the charges were related to her conduct as a lawmaker.
Pennsylvania’s lack of gift law criticized by government watchdogs 

PENNSYLVANIA – Watchdog.org – by Kyle Gibson – December 22, 2017

Despite past efforts by some lawmakers, the state of Pennsylvania does not have a ban on gifts that legislators can receive.


In late 2014 and early 2015, five current and former members of the state’s General Assembly were charged with bribery and other charges in connection with their acceptance of cash gifts from a lobbyist.  This led to proposed legislation to ban cash gifts, but a ban never took place, according to the Citizens Alliance of Pennsylvania.


Instead, the Pennsylvania House and Senate changed chamber policy to prohibit cash gifts from lobbyists, but the law itself didn't change.


Leo Knepper, chief executive officer of the alliance, said the lack of a gift ban is part of a broader culture within the state’s legislature.


“There has been a culture of ‘get everything you can’ in Pennsylvania’s General Assembly for a long time and the lack of a gift ban is just another component of that,” Knepper said.


Under Pennsylvania ethics laws, the release said lawmakers are required to disclose gifts of more than $250 per year.  Lawmakers also are required to disclose any transportation, lodging and hospitality worth more than $650.


Knepper said many gifts that are under the $250 and $650 thresholds might never be disclosed under current law.


“There could be quite a bit of gifts that are being given that do not cross the threshold, that do not ever have to be declared,” Knepper said.


In January, Rep. Rick Saccone introduced a bill to ban gifts.  The bill would ban both public officials and employees from receiving gifts from certain types of people.


The bill says public officials or employees should not solicit, directly or indirectly, transportation, lodging, hospitality or anything of value as a gift from any person who has or is seeking a contract or financial relationship with the lawmaker or government body, is paid to influence the passage or defeat of legislation, conducts operations or activities regulated by the lawmaker or governing body, or has an economic interest that might be substantially affected by the lawmaker or governing body’s performance.


Knepper said the bill also did a good job of allowing for certain exceptions, such as training. Exceptions to the ban include gifts from a relative or friend (unless they fall in one of the categories listed above), a lawfully made contribution, informational materials not deemed to be entertainment, awards open to the public, honorary degrees, training and light refreshments if provided in a group setting and intended for mass consumption.


“I think one of the problems that come up with gift legislation is that it is overly broad and kind of impossible to enforce,” Knepper said.


Jessica Barnett, a policy analyst at the Commonwealth Foundation, said Saccone’s bill is a starting point, but the state also would need to undergo a culture change.

South Carolina lawmakers overseeing regulators were wined and dined by utility companies

SOUTH CAROLINA – The Post & Courier – by Andrew Brown – January 13, 2018 


Columbia -- Years before South Carolina was saddled with two failed nuclear reactors, SCANA and other utility companies hosted "appreciation dinners" for the lawmakers who pick the state's seven utility regulators, The Post and Courier found.


The social affairs were held at top-end restaurants in cities across the country, with the state's largest utilities lavishing some of the Legislature's most influential lawmakers.  All of these lawmakers were on the Public Utilities Review Committee. That little-known panel selects and oversees the commissioners who decide how much we pay for water, gas and electricity.


During one dinner in July 2012, four lawmakers, their wives and a number of legislative staffers gathered with more than 19 utility officials at the Bluehour restaurant in downtown Portland, Oregon, where you can order a $44 rib-eye steak or a $150 caviar dinner.


These same lawmakers would help choose the make-up of the state's Public Service Commission, whose members earn more than $100,000 a year while deciding whether to grant utility requests for rate increases.  That commission approved rate hike after rate hike tied to the unfinished $9 billion nuclear plant - nine increases over the course of the project. 


The Post and Courier's findings come on the heels of the paper's investigation "Golf, Beaches and Power," which revealed how utility-backed groups paid tens of thousands of dollars to cover conference trips for the state's public service commissioners. 


The "appreciation dinners" were listed in the utilities' lobbying records and highlight the lengths that SCANA and other utilities go to influence lawmakers and regulators alike.  The dinners also showcase the cozy relations utility executives enjoy with the people who run the state. 


The findings come amid a vigorous debate among lawmakers about potentially widespread changes to the ways state government regulates utilities, including possible bans on gifts and political contributions from the state's utility monopolies.


The dinners were held at some of the same conferences where public service commissioners rubbed elbows with lawyers, lobbyists and utility executives.  At least six current and former lawmakers on the utility committee attended the elegant dinners in Portland, St. Louis, Los Angeles and Charleston between 2009 and 2012. 


“No issues or nothing were discussed,” said Sen. Thomas Alexander, a legislator from Walhalla and head of the Public Utilities Review Committee.  “It was just a dinner.”


Several utility-funded meals came less than four months after commissioners green-lighted the V.C. Summer project, even though the utility only had a "generic" construction schedule in place. 


In every case, the dinners were sponsored by SCANA, Duke Power and a number of other utility groups.  This can bypass the state's limit on how much a single company can spend on lawmakers.
As corruption probe continues, some lawmakers want South Carolina politics to be more transparent 

SOUTH CAROLINA – The Post & Courier – by Andrew Brown – January 6, 2018


Columbia -- As the corruption investigation into South Carolina politics enters its fifth year, several state lawmakers are pushing for more transparency in the Statehouse - again. 


Several members of the House and Senate have introduced legislation that would shed more light on politicians' campaign accounts, their personal sources of income, and their income taxes. 


The round of bills introduced for the 2018 legislative session is only the latest attempt by several state lawmakers to reform South Carolina's ethics laws in the wake of a corruption probe that has led to seven indictments thus far - six of them against current or former lawmakers. 


"Right now there is a cloud of suspicion over the entire House and Senate," said Sen. Mike Fanning, Great Falls, who filed an ethics bill earlier this month.  "The vast majority of people in the House and Senate have nothing to hide." 


In past years, lawmakers altered the state's ethics laws by expanding sources of income that lawmakers and state officials must disclose to the public.  They also, for the first time, gave the State Ethics Commission the power to monitor the House and Senate, which had policed themselves to that point. 


Lawmakers like Rep. Gary Clary don't think those measures went far enough.  The former circuit judge filed a bill this month that would require lawmakers to disclose any money they or their family members received as part of an arrangement with an organization that has lobbyists in the Statehouse. 


Clary said lawmakers need to pass a variety of ethics reform to reassure the public that the people they send to Columbia are there for the right reasons.  "The ethics laws have been so lax in South Carolina for so long," he said. 


Last session, another ethics bill sponsored by Clary and Rep. Mandy Powers Norrell never reached a subcommittee in the House.  That legislation, if passed, would shed light onto "dark money" groups that currently don't disclose their donors to the Ethics Commission, even as they seek to influence elections. 

On the other side of the Statehouse, senators are also offering up their own ethics reform.  Fanning and Sen. William Timmons have both sponsored legislation to change how political candidates disclose their campaign's banking records. 


Both senators want the ethics commission to have direct access to campaign bank accounts, instead of lawmakers submitting reports on their political contributions and expenditures.  They also propose to collect fees from each campaign account to fund the ethics commission's work. 


Timmons also wants to give the ethics commission the power to obtain lawmakers tax returns if two-thirds of the commission's members decide they are needed in an investigation. 


"I think it's pretty obvious why this is necessary," Timmons said. "We have a major problem in Columbia."
Special interests gave Utah lawmakers $9 of every $10 in campaign funds they raised
UTAH – Salt Lake Tribune -- by Lee Davidson -- January 22, 2018 

Constituent donations add up to about three percent of campaign accounts, raising questions about who’s got legislators’ ears.

Josh Kanter couldn’t help laughing when he heard the numbers, not because they are funny but because they’re so lopsided.


Special interests provided 92 percent of all the campaign donations that members of the 2018 Utah Legislature raised last year.


Only three percent came from individuals who live in the member’s district, a Salt Lake Tribune analysis of disclosure forms shows.  This is a pattern seen over several years.


“It is certainly disheartening to me that so much comes from special interests,” said Kanter, chairman of the Alliance for a Better Utah, which backs campaign-finance reform.


As the Legislature convenes, the statistics again raise questions about how much influence industry, political action committees and wealthy donors wield compared to regular Utahns.


Kanter isn’t cynical enough to argue that donations purchase votes, but “I certainly think donations buy access,” he said.


“Donations create access, and access creates a communications channel -- and therefore that’s the perspective that they [lawmakers] are hearing,” he said.


Steve Erickson is a lobbyist for groups that don’t make political donations, such as the Crossroads Urban Center for the poor and the Utah Audubon Council.  He says that indeed makes access to policymakers more difficult “because money is the mother’s milk of politics,” and more easily opens doors for groups that do give.


“It’s a little more difficult but it can be done, and generally most legislators are open to us to hear our concerns,” he said.  “It just means we have to be a little noisier.”


Adam Brown, a political science professor at Brigham Young University, agrees that donations help bring access. 


Most big donors tend to give to large numbers of lawmakers across party lines, he said, with a little extra to those who sit on relevant committees or who are in leadership positions. 


“When you see giving across parties, it supports the claim they are not necessarily buying a vote,” Brown said.  “If they [donors] are getting anything for it, it appears to be a chance to make their pitch.”


He added, “I don’t know how many of your readers will believe it, but research backs claims that it’s not swaying [lawmakers’] vote.”


Senate President Wayne Niederhauser believes that.


While he says politicians depend on and appreciate donations, “at the end of the day, the legislators are going to be listening to their constituents because they are the ones who vote, the ones who put us into office.”


However, Niederhauser had a somewhat different take on the influence of contributors in 2016 when he warned of teachers’ unions trying to take over the Utah state school board with big donations.

Senate Minority Leader Gene Davis also said big donors get no extra favors, and most lawmakers listen to all sides on debates.


“I don’t think any of my fellow colleague could be called on the carpet for being in the pocket of special interests,” he said.


Davis, though, was himself criticized two years ago when he co-sponsored a resolution praising Azerbaijan for its commitment to religious freedom -- contrary to the charges of human rights groups -- after he took a trip there funded through a nonprofit tied to the government’s oil company.


The Tribune analysis of campaign disclosure forms shows legislators received contributions totaling a combined $1.2 million in 2017, a non-election year. 


Of that, just over $1.1 million, or 92 percent, came from special or out-of-state interests such as corporations, executives, lobbyists, PACs, and party arms and politicians (who usually raise their money initially from other special interests).


In short, Utah’s 104 legislators raised an average of $11,518 last year, and $10,629 came from out-of-state or special interests.


About $33,000 of the total raised, or three percent, came from individuals living in the district of members receiving money (an average of $317 for each lawmaker).  Regular Utah voters donated about another $59,000 outside their home districts to state lawmakers who were not their own.


The largest donors in the state include: EnergySolutions, $67,700; the Utah Association of Realtors, $55,250; Comcast, $35,500; the Utah County Legislative PAC, $30,500; Orbital ATK, $28,650; SelectHealth, $24,019; Reagan Outdoor Advertising, $23,900; Altria (a tobacco company), $23,000; Utah Workers Compensation Fund, $22,400; and Maverik, $22,000.


By industry and interest group, the largest donors in 2017 were: health care, $173,420; waste treatment, $88,150; finance, $79,846; telecommunications, $76,950; real estate, $74,350; lobbying firms, $46,394; energy $43,350; education groups, $41,305; and construction firms, $29,350.


Tobacco and beer interests were also significant donors — $26,000 and $15,425, respectively — even though nine of every 10 Utah lawmakers are Mormons, whose religion preaches abstinence.


Legislators spent a combined $1.05 million in 2017, even though it was not an election year for most.  The spending ranged from putting money in their own pocket by repaying campaign loans to traveling, donating to local groups, and buying gifts.
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