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Kentucky’s Code of Legislative Ethics applies to legislators, lobbyists, and employers of lobbyists who attend summer legislative conferences, or who sponsor events in conjunction with those conferences.

Legislators interested in attending an out-of-state meeting are required to obtain approval for that travel from the presiding officer of the chamber in which they serve.

Kentucky lobbyists and their employers are required to report the value of food, beverages, and other expenses contributed to events to which Kentucky legislators are invited.  Lobbyists and employers are also required to report other expenses incurred in conjunction with the meetings, if the expenses are directly associated with the employer’s or lobbyist’s lobbying activities.  These include expenses for educational and promotional items, and conference registration and travel expenses. 


The Code of Legislative Ethics prohibits lobbyists and employers from buying food and beverages for individual legislators, and prohibits lobbyists and employers from providing legislators with out-of-state lodging or transportation from Kentucky to an out-of-state location.

Legislative conferences this summer include:  

· Southern Legislative Conference Annual Meeting – July 29-August 2, 2017 in Biloxi, Mississippi at the Mississippi Coast Convention Center and Beau Rivage Hotel.

· National Conference of State Legislatures Legislative Summit – August 6-9, 2017 in Boston, Massachusetts at the Boston Convention and Exhibition Center.  Speakers include:  Doris Kearns Goodwin, a Pulitzer Prize-winning author; Frank Luntz, news analyst for CBS and author of three New York Times best-sellers; and John Bolton, former U.S. representative to the United Nations.
· American Legislative Exchange Council Annual Meeting – July 19-21, 2017 in Denver, Colorado, at the Hyatt Regency Denver.  Speakers include: Steve Forbes, Chairman and Editor-in-Chief of Forbes Media; Darcy Olsen, CEO of the Goldwater Institute; and Peter Coors, Chairman of Molson Coors Brewing Company and president of the Adolph Coors Foundation.
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Frankfort — The Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission unanimously voted to appeal a recent federal court ruling that allows lobbyists to give gifts and campaign donations to state lawmakers.

“We thought it too important not to appeal,” said commission chairman George Troutman after the panel met in closed session for 23 minutes to discuss the litigation.

Earlier this month, U.S. District Judge William O. Bertelsman in Covington struck down part of Kentucky’s legislative ethics code, ruling that state lawmakers can accept gifts from lobbyists, and that lobbyists can make campaign contributions to candidates for the state legislature.

The ruling was a victory for state Sen. John Schickel of Union, and two Libertarian political candidates who sued in September 2015 to overturn state laws limiting campaign donations to $1,000 and prohibiting gifts to legislators from lobbyists. 

Bertelsman declined to rule on the issue of campaign contribution limits, saying the issue is moot because the legislature this year doubled the limit.  He did, however, rule that legislators cannot set up caucus campaign committees, which give unlimited contributions to campaigns. Caucus campaign committees gave nearly $800,000 to winning campaigns in Kentucky’s 2016 elections.


In their lawsuit, the politicians argued that the ethics laws violate their constitutional rights to free speech and equal protection by restricting their access to people who want to help them.

State regulators countered that the laws were meant to prevent bribery at the state Capitol. Most of the rules were enacted after Operation BOPTROT, an FBI investigation in 1992 that exposed 15 current or former legislators who sold their votes. Don Blandford, the House Speaker, was among those sent to prison.


Defendants in the case were the Kentucky Legislative Ethics Commission and the Kentucky Registry of Election Finance, which oversees campaign spending.

Six members of the ethics commission were present at the recent special meeting and all voted for appealing the federal judge’s ruling to the U.S. 6th Circuit Court of Appeals in Cincinnati. Two members — Tom Jensen of London and Bob Fulkerson of Louisville — were absent.  The panel has one vacancy.

The Kentucky Chamber of Commerce publicly urged the two state agencies to appeal the ruling and urged other groups that lobby the General Assembly to take similar action “to maintain the state’s current ethics system.”

“Kentucky has strong ethics laws which have guided us in the years since BOPTROT, kept our political system relatively clean and discouraged a ‘pay to play’ mentality,” said Dave Adkisson, president and CEO of the Chamber.  “It would be a disservice to the citizens of the commonwealth to roll these reforms back.  We urge the defendants of this lawsuit to file an appeal to maintain ethical boundaries in our legislative process.” 




Former Alabama legislator charged in bribery scheme; enters federal plea deal

ALABAMA – AL.com -- by Kent Faulk  -- June 22, 2017


Former Alabama Rep. Oliver Robinson has entered into a plea agreement to federal bribery, conspiracy, fraud, and tax evasion charges that he received bribes through his foundation from a coal company and law firm to advocate against EPA efforts to expand the number of polluted areas slated for cleanup in and around north Birmingham.


According to a court document, Robinson has been charged with conspiracy, bribery, honest services wire fraud, three other counts of wire fraud, and tax evasion. 


The charges were filed against Robinson by the U.S. Attorney's Office in Birmingham.  The plea agreement was entered at the same time.


The charges outline a conspiracy that the Oliver Robinson Foundation was paid money through a valuable contract with the law firm Balch & Bingham.  The law firm, which represented the Drummond Company and its property ABC Coke in opposing adding land in Tarrant and the Inglenook neighborhood of Birmingham to the Superfund's National Priorities List.


An unnamed partner (identified as Attorney #1) at Balch & Bingham and an unnamed Drummond employee (Employee #1) were involved in the conspiracy, according to the charges.


Balch & Bingham represented Drummond and ABC Coke in relation to the 35th Avenue site.


"Attorney #1" coordinated the response to EPA's actions on behalf of ABC Coke and Drummond Company.  "Drummond Employee #1," was involved with the attorney in responding to EPA.  The two formed the Alliance for Jobs and the Economy as a tax-exempt corporation in 2015 to raise money to help fund their opposition to the EPA actions, according to the charges.


The strategy employed by the attorney and the Drummond executive focused on protecting ABC Coke and Drummond from the tremendous potential costs associated with being held responsible for pollution within the affected areas, according to a statement from the U.S. Attorney’s Office.  They sought to accomplish this goal by working to prevent EPA from listing the 35th Avenue site on the National Priorities List and expanding the Superfund site into Tarrant and Inglenook.


The plan included advising residents of North Birmingham and public officials to oppose EPA's actions, according to court documents.  As part of the overall strategy, Balch & Bingham paid Robinson, through his non-profit foundation, to represent Balch & Bingham's and its clients' interests, exclusively, in matters related to EPA's actions in North Birmingham. Over the course of the contract in 2015 and 2016, Balch & Bingham paid $360,000 to the foundation.

Robinson is cooperating in an on-going investigation, said Robert Posey, acting U.S. Attorney for the Northern District of Alabama.  A federal grand jury also is looking at the case, he said.


Posey said Robinson represented the interests of those who paid him rather than those residents he was elected to represent.  Robinson accepted $360,000 in contracts in the bribery scheme, he said.


The key event, Posey said, was when Robinson went before the Alabama Environmental Commission in 2015 and urged them to resist EPA efforts to clean up polluted neighborhoods in and around north Birmingham.


"This case gets at the heart of public corruption in Alabama," Posey said in a statement to reporters today.  "Well-funded special interests offer irresistible inducements to public officials.  In exchange, the officials represent the interests of those who pay rather than the interests of those who vote.  Here a public official betrayed his community to advocate for those who polluted their neighborhoods."


In his plea deal Robinson agrees never again to seek elected office and pledges to pay restitution and forfeiture.  Robinson will be sentenced under federal sentencing guidelines and will likely face prison time, Posey said.


Two of the wire fraud charges brought against Robinson do not relate to the bribery conspiracy.  Those two counts relate to Robinson spending $17,783 of campaign contributions on personal items unrelated to his legislative campaigns.
What happens when one of your financial backers is indicted?

ARIZONA – The Arizona Republic – by Ronald J. Hansen and 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.azcentral.com/staff/16877/yvonne-wingett-sanchez/" 
Yvonne W. Sanchez -- June 9, 2017

The recent indictment of four Arizona political figures has forced an unwelcome decision on the numerous elected officials they've lavished with campaign contributions over the years: what to do with the cash? 


So far, their responses vary.


Gov. Doug Ducey plans to keep nearly $14,000 in donations from those charged in the federal indictment alleging bribery intended to influence the Arizona Corporation Commission.


Even as the governor sees no reason to distance himself from the situation, other elected officials told The Arizona Republic they plan to unload the money to avoid any "taint" from the felony case.


"Frankly, for me ... with my integrity, I just don't want to have any questions involving anything at all," said Rep. T.J. Shope, who donated $500 from his campaign to the Coolidge Youth Coalition and $750 to Against Abuse in Casa Grande.

Still others said they would await a verdict before deciding whether to distance themselves from their political benefactors.


Andy Tobin, a Corporation Commission member who has received more than $12,000 from lobbyist Jim Norton and Pinal County developer George Johnson during his political career, said he would only get rid of the funds if they are convicted.


Both Johnson and Norton pleaded not guilty last week to fraud, bribery and other allegations, along with former Corporation Commissioner Gary Pierce and his wife Sherry Pierce. 


During the past two decades, more than 150 politicians have taken money from those named in the indictment, according to campaign-finance records.


The Republic reached out to a dozen current and former officeholders who received the lion's share of the more than $135,000 in state-level contributions from the indicted individuals, mainly Norton and Johnson.  The men also made more than $100,000 in contributions to candidates for federal offices — Congress and the presidency — during the same time span.


While word of the indictments has rocked Arizona political and business circles, some officials said it had not occurred to them to reassess their financial ties to those involved.


“I haven’t thought about it at all," said Senate President Pro Tempore Debbie Lesko, Peoria, who received $1,400 from Norton in 2013.  "I've always assumed people are innocent until proven guilty.  I'll think about it and I'll talk to my political consultant, too, and see what he thinks."

The issue of potentially tainted donors is one politicians can always expect to trail them, said John J. "Jack" Pitney Jr., who teaches about government at Claremont McKenna College in southern California. 


“Political opponents always try to tie politicians to unpopular contributors,” he said.  “Is it a fair attack line? It really depends on the circumstances. First of all it depends on the size of the contribution.  It also involves whether the contributor had some kind of other relationship with the politician.  Did this contributor do business with the candidate?”


 Some officials were uneasy keeping the money after fielding questions from The Republic in the days following the indictments.


State Sen. Frank Pratt, Casa Grande, who accepted $3,000 from Johnson, and State Treasurer Jeff DeWit, who received $500 each from Johnson and Norton, said they were preparing to donate equivalent amounts to charity. 

Likewise, Shope, who donated the funds to charity, said given the charges against them "I believe that there's probably some taint here."

Norton's status as a go-to lobbyist has quickly faded as high-profile clients have abandoned his 2-year-old firm. He stepped away from Axiom Public Affairs in an effort to halt the exodus.  Johnson has also removed himself from the management of Johnson Utilities.

The $3,000 Johnson gave to Pratt made him the largest single donor to the campaign, which raised $41,000 from individuals overall.
Using ethics loophole, Sen. Lauren Book votes to give her nonprofit $1.5 million

FLORIDA -- FloridaBulldog.org -- by Francisco Alvarado – June 22, 2017




Broward State Sen. Lauren Book voted “yes” last month to approve a state appropriations bill that included $1.5 million for Lauren’s Kids, the nonprofit she founded and leads as its $135,000-a-year chief executive officer.

A gaping loophole in Florida Senate ethics rules allowed Book to cast her vote despite her apparent conflict of interest.  The same loophole also meant she didn’t have to disclose her conflict publicly.


Senators are forbidden by ethics rules from voting “on any matter” in which they or an immediate family member would privately gain – except when it comes to votes on the annual General Appropriations Act.  Abstaining senators must also disclose the nature of their interest in the matter, according to the 335-page Florida Senate Rules and Manual.


“Legislators are allowed to vote on issues that may benefit their profession,” said Ben Wilcox, research director for the nonpartisan watchdog Integrity Florida.  “But it becomes questionable when it is a direct appropriation to an entity that a legislator controls and that would directly benefit that legislator.”


Lauren’s Kids, whose chairman is prominent lobbyist Ron Book, the senator’s father, has become one of the Florida Legislature’s most favored private charities.  Since 2012, Lauren’s Kids has bagged more than $10 million in taxpayer-funded handouts.


Gov. Rick Scott went along with the latest $1.5 million appropriation for Lauren’s Kids while approving Florida’s $83 billion 2017-18 budget earlier this month.


How that appropriation came to be is a story itself.  Lauren’s Kids only asked for $1 million.


But more than six weeks after the Florida legislative session ended, nobody is answering questions about how Lauren’s Kids snagged that additional $500,000.  Not Sen. Book.  Not Ron Book. Not Sen. Bill Montford of Tallahassee, who sits on the education appropriations subcommittee and sponsored a funding request for $1 million on the nonprofit’s behalf on Feb. 22.  And not Rep. Jeanette Nunez of Kendall, who sponsored the bill in the House. 


Lauren Book, 32, is a freshman legislator from Plantation.  She assumed office just seven months ago after running unopposed and has quickly ascended the state’s political ranks.  Her father’s clients contributed significantly to her campaign and political action committee.


In March, Sen. Book told Florida Bulldog she was advised by Senate counsel “that it is proper that I do not abstain on these matters unless the funding directly inures to my benefit, which it will not.”  Sen. Book, who was sexually abused by her nanny in her early teens, said she resigned from the board of directors of the foundation that raises money for Lauren’s Kids and that her salary was restructured to “ensure that no public dollars were used to compensate me for my work.”
Former top Massachusetts lawmaker often helped his business, family

MASSACHUSETTS – Boston Globe – by Andrea Estes – May 30, 2017

The calls kept coming, one after another.  It was state Representative Garrett Bradley on the line, wanting to get a message to the governor, pushing a plan to have the state bail out some financially struggling county governments.


But Bradley left out one key fact in his calls to then-governor Deval Patrick: Bradley’s law firm represented the retirement systems in Plymouth, Norfolk, and Bristol counties, and stood to make millions of dollars in legal fees from lawsuits filed on their behalf.  If the counties disappeared, so would the county treasurers, jeopardizing Bradley’s legal work.

Bradley’s keen interest in the successful county bailout, described to the Globe by a key Patrick aide who talked on the condition of anonymity, is part of a pattern in his 16-year legislative career of taking actions in his official capacity that advanced his business interests, state records and interviews with other officials show.


Two years after the county bailout, Bradley’s law firm reported earning $583,596 in lawsuits involving the retirement systems of the three counties that were in danger of shutting down, according to state records.Bottom of Form
E-mails to and from Bradley show that more than a decade earlier, in 2004, he helped his law firm win legal work from the state retirement system that was worth millions a few years later. Bradley’s own legal advisers later warned him against soliciting business from state agencies.


Bradley, who became assistant House majority leader in 2015, also tapped his Beacon Hill connections to help his sister and father-in-law get jobs, and two members of the Governor’s Council accused him of using political donations to help his wife get a judgeship.

Bradley said that he filed all the appropriate state disclosure forms “whenever there was any appearance of a conflict” between his public role and private interests, according to a written statement from spokesman Peter Mancusi.


Ethics experts said Bradley’s conduct, at a minimum, looks bad, and some of it raises thorny legal questions. For instance, no law prevents Bradley from doing legal work for county governments.  But he is required to disclose whenever private work creates a potential conflict of interest with his legislative duties, something Bradley did not do on the county bailout bills.


Likewise, legislators are allowed to recommend family members for public jobs, but they can’t use their position to help them get hired. Experts ask: Would Bradley have been able to contact top officials in the state treasurer’s office on his sister’s behalf if he were not a legislative leader?


More broadly, experts say, public officials have a responsibility to make sure voters have no doubt that they are doing their constituents’ business and not their own.


“Holding public office is a public trust,” said Paula A. Franzese, a Seton Hall University law professor and former head of the State Ethics Commission in New Jersey.  “Those who serve are put into office to preserve and protect the best interests of the people.  They are not there for personal enrichment at the public’s expense.”


Bradley abruptly resigned from the Legislature last July as the Globe asked questions about the overlap between his political and his legal careers, including his law firm’s longtime practice of reimbursing Bradley and other partners for their campaign contributions.


Since then, multiple agencies have launched investigations of Thornton Law Firm, where Bradley is now the managing partner.  A federal grand jury is looking into millions of dollars in reimbursements for campaign contributions, which may violate laws that require political donations to be made in the name of the actual donor.  State regulators recently asked Attorney General Maura Healey to open a criminal probe of her own.

Black lawmakers boycott conference over state flag
MISSISSIPPI – Mississippi Today – by Adam Ganuchau – May 1, 2017


The Mississippi Legislative Black Caucus announced it will skip the Southern Legislative Conference, which will be held this year in Biloxi, because of the state flag.


The 51 members of the black caucus said they would boycott this year’s conference because Mississippi leaders have failed to address changing the state flag, which is the last in the country containing the Confederate battle emblem.


The caucus expressed disappointment with House Speaker Philip Gunn and the Southern Legislative Conference for choosing to host its conference in Mississippi because of the flag.

The Southern Legislative Conference, chaired this year by Gunn, is a coalition of state legislators who meet annually to discuss policy work inside statehouses across the South.


“A stronger statement would have been to conduct the 2017 meeting in another state,” wrote Rep. Sonya Williams-Barnes of Gulfport, in a letter to Gunn.  “As a body, the Mississippi Legislative Black Caucus voted to boycott this year’s SLC meeting.  We believe participation at the meeting would send a message of support for the continued use of the Confederate flag.”


Last session, lawmakers filed 22 bills dealing with the state flag in some manner.  All died in committee.


Twelve bills, all drafted by black legislators, proposed a new state flag, while seven bills, all drafted by white legislators, would impose statutory punishments for governmental entities refusing to fly it.


Two bills would have left the issue to Mississippi voters on a statewide ballot (one in November 2017 and the other in November 2018), and another would have adopted a second official state flag.


All eight of the state’s public universities have stopped flying the flag, as well as some of the state’s largest cities, including Jackson, Biloxi, Tupelo, Greenville, Hattiesburg, Columbus and Vicksburg.


Williams-Barnes wrote in the letter to Gunn that she hoped he would use his position to “encourage (the SLC) to support our efforts to replace the flag with one all Mississippians can be proud to display.”


“We wish not to turn our backs on the millions of Mississippians, including our constituents, who desire a change in our state’s most prominent official symbol,” Williams-Barnes wrote.  “This decision is taken seriously and after much consideration.”


In 2001, Mississippi voters decided overwhelmingly to keep flying the current state flag. Since then, no substantial executive or legislative action has been taken.  Since 2000, five flag-related initiatives failed to garner enough signatures to make a statewide ballot. Initiative 55, which expired Oct. 15, 2016, would have stripped the Confederate emblem from the state flag.  Initiative 58, which expired Nov. 5, 2016, would have cemented the adoption of the current state flag in the Mississippi Constitution.


Mississippi leaders are split on the issue.  Gov. Phil Bryant and Lt. Gov. Tate Reeves have cited the 2001 vote, saying Mississippians should vote again on whether to change the flag. Opponents of the flag say a 16-year-old vote should not dictate today’s policy.


Gunn remains the highest-ranking state official to vocally oppose the flag, citing a portion of the population that feels excluded by the rebel emblem it contains.


“My position on the flag has not changed,” Gunn told Mississippi Today earlier this year.  “I still believe the flag needs to be changed.  I think we can find something that represents all of Mississippi, so we’re going to continue those discussions to see what we can come up with.”


The Mississippi Economic Council, a coalition of the business leaders that serves as the state’s chamber of commerce, led the 2001 charge to change the flag.  In late 2016, the council unveiled a bicentennial banner to honor the state’s 2017 bicentennial.  Many, including former council president Blake Wilson, say the banner could spark a new conversation about the state flag.


“You’ve got a brand that disenfranchises 37 percent of your population (who are African Americans), so why would you use that brand?” Wilson said.  “It’s not a brand that brings people together.”

Ohio lobbyists fail to report $55,000 in legislative gifts for first 4 months of 2017

OHIO – Cleveland.com – by Jane Morice – June 7, 2017

Columbus - Ohio lobbyists failed to report about $55,000 in gifts, meals and beverages for legislators during the first four months of this year, according to a report from the legislative inspector general.  That's more than in past years.


The inspector general's office follows statehouse calendars, social media, reservations and tips to keep track of lobbying activity and compares it to submitted reports, Inspector General Tony Bledsoe said in a news release.  All meals and beverages of any cost and all gifts of more than $25 must be reported.


"In most cases, the filer submitted a statement with an affirmative declaration of 'no expenditures,'" the news release states.  "As lobbyists and employers work to amend their lobbying reports, the OLIG reminds all filers to review calendars, receipts and other records before submitting a lobbying Activity & Expenditure Report.  Knowingly filing a false statement is a misdemeanor of the first degree."


Bledsoe attributes the increase in unreported expenses to several factors: human error, complacency on the lobbyists' end due to focus on the state budget and sometimes purposefully dodging the reports.


Lobbyists are required to file activity and expenditure reports with the state's Joint Legislative Ethics Committee three times per year.


Bledsoe said it's been about 10 years since there's been a "slip" in compliance rates, but occurrences such as this tend to be cyclical.


"Our goal is to simply get information out to the public," Bledsoe said. "We will work together with them [lobbyists] to correct this trend of increased delinquencies."


More than 80 companies and organizations failed to file a report at all, according to the inspector general's office.

Amid investigation, Tennessee legislative leaders call for review of double dipping

TENNESSEE -- The Tennessean -- by Joel Ebert and Dave Boucher  -- June 20, 2017 


State watchdogs and former lawmaker Jeremy Durham agree with findings of a USA Today Network-Tennessee analysis that noted possible rampant double dipping by Tennessee lawmakers.


But there’s disagreement on what to do about it.


Earlier this month, when the Tennessee Registry of Election Finance imposed more than $465,000 in fines on Durham for violating campaign finance laws hundreds of times, there was a lengthy discussion about lawmakers potentially using campaign money for expenses already paid for with state dollars.


Although registry member Tom Lawless called the practice a legislative "quagmire," fellow member Hank Fincher downplayed the issue by noting its prevalence. 


“I frankly don’t recall if I was guilty of this, but I freely admit that I might have been and I could see a lot of my colleagues running afoul of this because this gets into some real meticulous record keeping,” said Fincher, who formerly served as a lawmaker.


In response to the registry's discussion, leading lawmakers are asking for more information to find out if their colleagues are in fact breaking the law. 


"Good laws and policies are only as good as the awareness of them.  It is our hope that this will serve to remove any remaining misconception or misinterpretation on this matter," Lt. Gov. Randy McNally and House Speaker Beth Harwell said in a joint statement. 


Harwell and McNally have repeatedly downplayed the idea of rampant abuse of the per diem system.


Although Fincher also downplayed the problem during a recent registry meeting, Fincher said he believes legislative leaders could do more to address any possible abuse. 


Among the 12 findings in the registry’s audit of Durham, officials noted he used $7,702 in donors’ money to cover expenses already paid for with legislative per diems — money lawmakers receive, in addition to their regular salary, to cover food, lodging and other incidental costs on days they serve in their official capacity.


In Tennessee there is no enforcement process for the legislature or the registry to ensure lawmakers aren’t double dipping. When they receive their per diems, lawmakers do not have to present any proof of the expenses.


An analysis by USA Today Network-Tennessee found, like Durham, 55 lawmakers spent thousands of dollars in campaign donations in 2016 on items they may have already used taxpayer money to cover.


The possible per diem problems involve 42 members in the House and 13 in the Senate. Some lawmakers have denied any wrongdoing. 

In its audit, the registry zeroed in on dozens of expenses Durham made with campaign funds on days he also received a per diem.  Auditors argued Durham’s use of campaign funds to cover purchases already reimbursed by the state violated Tennessee’s campaign finance laws.


Board member Patricia Heim agreed three small expenditures Durham made at conferences were not very serious, but using $475 to cover registration at a conference was worth punishing Durham.


Heim said Durham’s double reimbursement for funds associated with attending the two conferences showed his actions were purposeful.


“Once is sloppy, twice is intentional,” she said.


The issue of double dipping with per diems is hardly contained to Tennessee.


Last year a former lawmaker in Oklahoma was charged with perjury and embezzlement after he accepted $4,000 in state reimbursements for travel costs paid for by his campaign account.  The ex-lawmaker was ordered to pay $10,000 in restitution to the legislature after pleading guilty to a single count of perjury.

New federal complaints: State Sen. Brian Kelsey, other lawmakers broke straw donor laws

TENNESSEE -- The Tennessean – by Dave Boucher and 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.tennessean.com/staff/10046654/joel-ebert/" 
Joel Ebert  -- June 21, 2017 


Federal authorities are poised to probe a series of potentially illegal donations and contributions involving state Sen. Brian Kelsey, five other state lawmakers — including House Majority Leader Glen Casada — and four political action committees.


The flow of money into and out of Kelsey's failed 2016 congressional bid is the subject of a complaint filed with the Federal Election Commission and a letter sent to the U.S. Department of Justice.


The complaint and letter stem from a USA Today Network-Tennessee investigation earlier this month that found Kelsey and others may have been involved in illegal straw donations, inappropriate coordination and other possible wrongdoing.  


“In order to disguise the illegal transfer of prohibited state money into his federal race, it appears that Kelsey concocted another illegal scheme to pass the money through a dark money daisy chain and straw donor reimbursement scheme," said Brendan Fischer, an attorney and Federal Election Commission reform program director with Washington, D.C.-based Campaign Legal Center, one of the organizations to file the FEC complaint. 


"Kelsey appears to have stacked legal violation on top of legal violation, and we anticipate that federal authorities will take this very seriously.” 


In addition to the donations from lawmakers and others, the complaint also highlights a money trail from Kelsey's state campaign through state and federal political action committees to a federal advocacy organization that purchased radios advertisements supporting Kelsey's campaign for Congress. 


The complaint says the suggestion the transactions between Kelsey and the PACs were merely a coincidence “would defy belief.”
 


The complaint further alleges Kelsey, along with Casada, Sens. Steve Dickerson and Dolores Gresham, and Reps. Ron Gant and Martin Daniel, as well as a failed legislative candidate, violated federal campaign finance laws, while even labeling the legislators straw donors. 


The complaint relies heavily on a USA Today Network-Tennessee analysis, which outlined money moving from Kelsey's state campaign account to lawmakers who had also made personal contributions to his federal campaign.


A political consultant with knowledge of the Tennessee lawmaker’s transactions previously said Kelsey asked multiple state legislators to make a federal contribution in exchange for a donation to their own state campaigns.

The complaint against Kelsey and other lawmakers is not the first time Tennessee politicians have faced federal scrutiny.  In the past, the FEC has probed the finances of Sen. Jim Tracy and former lawmaker Joe Carr. 
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Ethics Code applies at 2017 conferences in Biloxi, Boston, and Denver	





Ethics Commission appeals ruling that allows 


lobbyists to give gifts, money to lawmakers


Lexington Herald-Leader -- by Jack Brammer -- June 21, 2017
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