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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 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 21-July 25, 2018 in St. Louis, Missouri at the Hyatt Regency St. Louis at The Arch.

· National Conference of State Legislatures Legislative Summit:  July 30 - August 2, 2018 in Los Angeles, California at the Los Angeles Convention Center.  
· American Legislative Exchange Council Annual Meeting:  August 8-10, 2018 in New Orleans, Louisiana at the Hilton New Orleans Riverside.  
The Legislative Ethics Commission frequently offers guidance to help legislators, candidates, lobbyists, and their employers comply with the Code of Legislative Ethics.  In recent opinions, the Commission staff gave the following advice:
· The ethics code prohibits a lobbyist from purchasing a ticket to a campaign fundraising dinner for a legislative candidate.

· With prior approval from the presiding officer of the chamber in which a legislator serves, a legislator may accept out-of-state travel expenses from an organization, as long as that organization does not employ a lobbyist.
· The ethics code allows a legislator to serve on a university’s alumni council because the council is an advisory group with no official authority over the operation of the school.

· Kentucky Speedway can invite a caucus of legislators to a race day event at the Speedway, and furnish food, beverages, and the cost of attendance.  If the Speedway is registered as an employer of lobbyists, all expenditures on legislators must be publicly reported.  If the Speedway is not registered to lobby, no representative of the Speedway or its owner may speak to any member of the General Assembly about “any matter pending before the General Assembly or any of its interim or statutory committees.” 

· The ethics code permits an employer of lobbyists to provide local transportation to an event held in conjunction with the meeting of a multistate organization of state legislatures, and the employer is required to report the cost of that transportation.


Three businesses recently registered with the Legislative Ethics Commission to lobby in Kentucky.  They are:  Injured Workers Pharmacy, a Massachusetts-based home delivery pharmacy service working as an advocate for injured individuals; Kologik, a Louisiana-based software developer specializing in products for law enforcement; and Synergy Diagnostic Laboratory, a Florida-based drug testing lab.

The only organization to recently terminate its lobbying registration is the Washington Center for Internships and Academic Seminars, which provides internships and seminars to students from hundreds of colleges and universities and young professionals from the U.S. and other nations.
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Former State Sen. Jake Files Sentenced to 18 Months in Prison
ARKANSAS – Arkansas Business – June 18, 2008 


Former State. Sen. Jake Files, Fort Smith, was sentenced to 18 months in federal prison for wire fraud and money laundering in connection with money routed to him from the state General Improvement Fund and an unrelated charge of bank fraud.


Files, 46, also was ordered to pay $83,904 in restitution and will serve three years of probation after he’s released from prison, according to a news release from U.S. Attorney for the Western District of Arkansas Duane "Dak" Kees.


“Between August 2016 and December 2016, while serving in the Arkansas State Senate, Files used his senate office to obtain government money known as General Improvement Funds … through fraudulent means and for personal gain,” the news release said.  

“Specifically, Files authorized and directed the Western Arkansas Economic Development District, which was responsible for administering the GIF in Files’s legislative district, to award a total of $46,500 in GIF money to the City of Fort Smith.”


To get the GIF money, Files prepared and submitted three fraudulent bids to the Western Arkansas Economic Development District, the news release said.


Files then told an associate to open a bank account under her name to hide his role and that he would benefit from GIF award.  After the first installment of approximately $26,900 was wire transferred from the city of Fort Smith to the associate’s bank account, the associate withdrew approximately $11,900 in a cashier’s check made payable to FFH Construction, Files’ construction company, and the rest of the money in cash. 


“The associate then hand-delivered the check and the cash to Files who, in turn, deposited the check into his personal bank account,” the news release said.


Files also admitted to submitting a false loan application in November 2016 as part of a scheme to secure about $56,700 from First Western Bank, the news release said.


Gov. Asa Hutchinson said he was saddened by Files' case, according to The Associated Press.


"It is always a sad day when a public official violates the public trust," Hutchinson said.  "I have known Jake most of his life, and when he was charged, he resigned and accepted responsibility. ... It is up to all of us in public service to do right and restore public confidence."


U.S. District Chief Judge P. K. Holmes III sentenced Files and told him to turn himself to the U.S. Marshals Service on Aug. 2 to begin serving his sentence.
Overhaul of ethics rules approved in Arkansas Senate vote 

ARKANSAS – Arkansas Online -- by Michael R. Wickline -- June 20, 2018


Little Rock -- The Arkansas Senate approved an overhaul of its rules to create a committee on ethics, prohibit senators from certain activities involving conflicts of interest, and require more disclosure of other conflicts and their personal finances.


With Sen. Alan Clark, Lonsdale, as the only audible dissenter, Senate President Pro Tem Jonathan Dismang ruled that two-thirds of the body voted by voice to approve changes to its code of ethics.

"Unfortunately, corruption is bipartisan," Senate President Pro Tem-elect Jim Hendren, Sulphur Springs, told colleagues.  "We don't need to be playing political games" with the rules changes that he said have been his top priority since March.

Federal investigations in the past few years have led to convictions of five former state lawmakers: former Sen. Jake Files, Fort Smith; former Sen. Jon Woods, Springdale; former Reps. Eddie Cooper, Melbourne, and Micah Neal, Springdale; and Hank Wilkins of Pine Bluff, a former Senator and House member.


Lobbyist Milton "Rusty" Cranford's June 7 guilty plea in federal court accused "Senator A" -- acknowledged as Sen. Jeremy Hutchinson, Little Rock, by his attorney -- of accepting payoffs along with Wilkins and Woods. Hutchinson, who hasn't been charged or indicted, has denied any wrongdoing through his attorney. He and Hendren are cousins who are nephews of Gov. Asa Hutchinson.


Hendren said the new ethics rules will create an eight-member Select Committee on Senate Ethics, instead of the originally proposed five-member panel, because the committee will have a lot of work to do before the 2019 regular session.  Three committee members are required to be in the minority party under the Senate's new rules.

Before the regular session, Hendren said he wants the committee to clarify and develop procedures for the rules to require more disclosure from senators regarding conflicts of interests and their personal finances, determine how to make the ethics rules better and what ethics laws need to be changed, and help develop the legislative ethics course now required of senators.


Any senator who believed there was a violation of the code of ethics could file a complaint with the committee, which will investigate under the new rules.  The complaint will list the name of the accused, the accuser, the provision violated and a description of the suspect activities.  The Senate will be allowed to punish any violator with penalties ranging from a letter of caution to expulsion.

"Since I have been here, three of my colleagues are going pretty soon to prison," said Hendren, who has served in the Senate since 2013.  "We've got to start taking concrete action to right the ship," he said.

The new rules go into more detail about what activities involving conflicts of interest are prohibited.


The rules ban a member from participating in discussions and voting on proposals in committee and in the Senate on a matter that financially benefits him, his family or an associated business, including a business that employs a senator or in which he receives compensation as an attorney or consultant. 
Behind Florida’s payments to victims, links to lobbyists
FLORIDA – The Associated Press – by Gary Fineout -- June 4, 2018


Tallahassee -- When Florida lawmakers began clearing a backlog of payments to victims and families harmed by government actions, their explanation for the dramatic shift was that it was their duty to abide by court rulings for the injured.


What wasn’t said was that, of the $37.5 million in claims bills approved over the past two years, $16.9 million — nearly half — was awarded to victims represented by a lobbyist who is the brother of Florida’s outgoing House speaker, Richard Corcoran.


Of the roughly 100 claims bills filed in the House and Senate during the 2017 and 2018 legislative sessions, 21 were approved — and eight of those 21 were represented by Michael Corcoran’s firm.  Altogether, the firm submitted 19 claims, giving it a 42 percent success rate.


Lobbying records show the Corcoran firm collected at least $89,000 in fees last year for its work on claims bills and is in line to receive tens of thousands more this year.


The success of the well-connected lobbying firm in winning approval for claims bills adds to a persistent debate among legislators as to who does — and doesn’t — get paid.


Claims bills are needed when someone sues state and local governments and a jury approves a payment above the caps enshrined in the state’s sovereign immunity law.  The law says state and local government cannot pay more than $200,000 to an individual or $300,000 overall.


But some legislators in the past complained that lobbyists held too much sway in deciding which bills were approved.  During the 2013 and 2014 sessions, legislators didn’t approve a single claims bill, in part due to opposition by then-Senate President Don Gaetz, who said it seemed bills were passing based not on their substance, but the effectiveness of the lobbyists behind them.


Rep. Jay Fant, a Jacksonville attorney, consistently votes against claims bills because of what he calls a flawed process.


“The way it is applied is just terribly imperfect,” Fant said.


Rep. Evan Jenne, Dania Beach, sponsored two claims bills this year and said both came from lobbyists.  “Every claims bill I’ve ever done, it’s been a lobbyist coming to me saying, ‘Would you mind carrying a claims bill?’” Jenne said.


Jenne said Jeff Johnston, Michael Corcoran’s partner, approached him about sponsoring a bill to compensate a family that sued the Brevard County Health Department for medical malpractice.  The bill passed and was approved by the governor.  Jenne said Corcoran’s is “one of the most effective lobbying firms” in Florida.

Rep. Cord Byrd, a Jacksonville attorney, sponsored two claims bills during the 2018 session that didn’t pass — and he blamed lobbyists for their failure.


One bill would have authorized Volusia County to pay nearly $2 million to a Kansas woman who was injured and disfigured after she was run over by a county-operated truck while sunbathing on Daytona Beach.  The bill was opposed by an insurer that covered the county.  The insurer was represented by a lobbyist.


“We don’t have a consistent process,” Byrd said.  “It’s cheaper to hire a lobbyist to go in year in and year out and kill a local claims bill than pay it out.”


Fant, who’s running for attorney general, said that if Florida is going to waive its sovereign immunity caps, it should have a codified, egalitarian process that doesn’t rely on who has the best lobbyist.


“This is something we should fix from a public policy standpoint,” Fant said. “I think we can do better in Florida.”

The two leaders of the Florida Legislature — both of whom are attorneys — haven’t directly addressed the issue of lobbyists, but say they feel strongly that claims bills must be addressed.


During his time as speaker, Richard Corcoran railed about the influence of special interests on government and put in place new restrictions on dealings between lobbyists and legislators.  He’s a strong advocate for a measure that will be on the ballot this fall to prohibit public officials from lobbying for up to six years after they leave office.
Corruption retrial begins for ex-New York Senate leader, son
NEW YORK – Associated Press – June 19, 2018


New York -- Ex-New York Senate leader Dean Skelos and his son returned to a Manhattan courtroom for the start of their retrial on corruption charges.


U.S. District Judge Kimba M. Wood told prospective jurors that Skelos and his son, Adam, were facing public corruption charges and she was seeking jurors who could be fair fact finders who would base their conclusions only on evidence they see and hear in court.


The trial is likely to last a month.  Potential jurors filled out questionnaires and lawyers had analyzed them before the formal start of jury selection.


Skelos and his son were convicted in 2015 of extortion, conspiracy and bribery.  Dean Skelos, 70 years old, was sentenced to five years in prison.  His son got 6½ years.  But neither had to serve time.


The convictions and the sentences were overturned by a Manhattan federal appeals panel that cited a recent U.S. Supreme Court ruling narrowing the definition of public corruption.  The high court decision had reversed the bribery conviction of former Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell.



The evidence in the Skelos retrial was expected to mirror what jurors saw at the first trial, when prosecutors said the once-powerful politician badgered companies that needed his political sway to funnel more than $300,000 to his son through consulting work, a no-show job and a payment of $20,000.


The father and son have both pleaded not guilty.  They are counting on a different result than what occurred at the retrial of former New York Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver.

He too had his conviction and a 12-year prison sentence reversed by the appeals court, which cited the Supreme Court McDonnell ruling.  In May, a jury convicted him again at a retrial. Silver is awaiting sentencing.

Ex-lawmaker pleads guilty to misusing Superstorm Sandy funds

NEW YORK -- The Associated Press -- June 12, 2018

New York -- A former New York state assemblywoman accused of paying a Victoria's Secret bill and other personal expenses with money meant for families displaced by Superstorm Sandy pleaded guilty.


Pamela Harris was indicted in January following allegations she pocketed $25,000 in federal funds by falsely claiming the storm chased her from her Coney Island home.  Authorities said the Brooklyn legislator committed other frauds, including cheating the New York City Council out of discretionary funds meant for nonprofits.


She faces up nearly five years in prison at her sentencing on Sept. 26.

More than 30 New York lawmakers have left office since 2000 over allegations of corruption or ethical wrongdoing, prompting regular calls for tougher ethics rules in state government.
Veteran senator pleads guilty, resigns in S.C. Statehouse corruption probe 

SOUTH CAROLINA – The Post & Courier --by Andy Shain and Joseph Cranney -- June 4, 2018 

Bottom of Form


Columbia -- Facing up to 16 years in prison on allegations that he pocketed $160,000 in campaign cash, state Sen. John Courson pleaded guilty and resigned from office.

The Columbia legislator will face no time behind bars for now after pleading guilty to misconduct in office.  Sentencing was postponed until he cooperates with prosecutors, which could include testifying before the state grand jury. 

He could face up to 10 years in prison if he fails to cooperate with the state, Circuit Judge Carmen Mullen said.  He has not been asked to pay back any of the campaign money.

"I am very disappointed that I’ve let down my constituents," Courson said after the brief hearing.  Courson becomes the fourth lawmaker to plead guilty and resign in the Statehouse corruption probe.

He joins former House Speaker Bobby Harrell of Charleston and former House Majority leaders Jim Merrill of Charleston and Rick Quinn of Lexington.  None of the other former lawmakers received prison time, just fines and probation. 

Courson said after the hearing he sent campaign contributions to his political consultant, Richard Quinn & Associates, which would give him a portion back to cover years of unpaid personal campaign reimbursements.  State law does not allow candidates to do that.  Plus, Courson failed to itemize the reimbursements on his disclosure reports.

Courson faced up to 16 years on two counts of misconduct in office and criminal conspiracy. He said he did not regret working with Richard Quinn, a political kingmaker whose clients have included Ronald Reagan, Strom Thurmond and Lindsey Graham, as well as some of South Carolina's largest corporations and state agencies.

All six lawmakers indicted in the Statehouse probe worked with Richard Quinn's firm at some point.  Two former lawmakers, Tracy Edge and Jim Harrison, await trial in the probe.  
Wisconsin lawmakers got $164,000 in travel and perks last year from outside groups
WISCONSIN – USA Today/Wisconsin – by Keegan Kyle and Patrick Marley -- May 29, 2018

Madison -- Business groups, ideological organizations and others paid more than $164,000 last year for Wisconsin legislators to travel and speak — in some cases overseas.


Fifty legislators last year had their meals, lodging, airfare and other travel costs covered by outside groups, or they received payments for speaking or other services, according to an analysis of financial disclosure by USA Today/Wisconsin.


Members of both parties enjoyed the perks and four of them received more than $10,000 in benefits, including one — Rep. Tyler August (Lake Geneva) — who had nearly $24,000 of his expenses covered.


"Special interests are paying for it and everybody thinks that has an influence on what legislators are thinking and doing — because you're getting a free trip," said Jay Heck, director of the government watchdog group Common Cause in Wisconsin.  "Of course you're going to be affected when you get a free trip ... That's just human nature."


August took trips to China, Australia and around the United States.  Some were covered by ideological groups, but much of it was funded by bipartisan organizations.


“If I saw a problem with it, I wouldn’t do it," said August, who presides over the Assembly as speaker pro tempore.


"It’s a way for us to grow as legislators and network with people from other states.  It’s not taxpayer-funded travel.  If it was, I certainly wouldn’t be doing it.”


Wisconsin law allows legislators to receive free travel if it is for official business or educational purposes.  Legislators from both parties have long taken advantage of that opportunity.


Most of the money spent for Wisconsin lawmakers last year benefited 20 of the state’s 130 sitting legislators, including several in leadership roles.  Three Assembly leaders — August, Assembly Speaker Robin Vos (Rochester) and Assembly Majority Leader Jim Steineke (Kaukauna) — each reported more than $9,000 in payments.


After August and Vos, two others received the most benefit — Sen. Chris Larson of Milwaukee and Rep. Mark Spreitzer of Beloit.


Larson disclosed nearly $12,000 in travel stemming from three conferences and two meetings for cultural exchange.  A trip to Switzerland funded by the American Swiss Foundation cost nearly $6,000 and a visit to Croatia and Hungary bankrolled by the American Council of Young Political Leaders cost more than $3,000.


Larson said he wasn't lobbied on the trips and he vetted the groups to make sure they weren't going to try to influence him to take positions he opposed. 


He said the public should be skeptical of trips paid by others, but he decided to take them because he thought it would help improve foreign relations at a time when the world is greeting America suspiciously. 

“They’re not sending us on these trips just for fun," Larson said of groups that fund trips for lawmakers.  "There’s definitely something they want out of us.”

Lawmakers must annually disclose how much in benefits they received and who paid for them, but they do not have to provide details such as where they went or what topics were covered. Larson said he believed lawmakers should be required to tell the public more about what they're doing on these trips. 


About half of the total payments for legislators came from three organizations: the nonpartisan National Conference of State Legislatures, the nonpartisan State Legislative Leaders Foundation and the American Legislative Exchange Council, or ALEC.

Craig Holman, who helped draft a federal law a decade ago that restricted when outsiders could cover travel expenses for members of Congress, said he was not concerned about travel paid by nonpartisan organizations like the National Conference of State Legislatures.  But he said he sees serious problems with having travel funded by ideological and political entities.


"(Lawmakers) are being influenced by accepting gifts of travel and that's what these gifts are designed to do," said Holman, who is now the government affairs lobbyist for the watchdog group Public Citizen.


He said Wisconsin lawmakers should be required to report their travel promptly, rather than once a year, and should have to make their itineraries available to the public online.  He also called for stronger laws on who can fund travel. 


"I strongly question relying just on the standard that the trip has to be educational," he said. "Anyone can define what educational is."


Heck of Common Cause said the public would be better off if taxpayers paid for lawmakers' travel.  That way there would be less travel overall and voters wouldn't have to worry about anyone unduly influencing their leaders.


ALEC is best known for connecting legislators and corporations to write model legislation that can be introduced anywhere.  ALEC paid about $27,000 last year for a dozen legislators from Wisconsin, according to their disclosures.

Drug company under pressure for high prices ratchets up political activity
WASHINGTON, D.C. – Kaiser Health News – by Jay Hancock and Elizabeth Lucas

Business looked challenging for Novo Nordisk at the end of 2016.  As pressure mounted over the pharma giant’s soaring insulin prices, investors drove its stock down by a third on fears that policymakers would take action, limit prices, and hurt profits.


Then things got worse.  A Massachusetts law firm sued the company and two other pharma firms on behalf of patients, claiming that high insulin prices of hundreds of dollars a month forced diabetics to starve themselves to minimize their blood sugar while skimping on doses.  At least five states began investigating insulin makers and their business partners.

As scrutiny rose, Novo Nordisk engaged in what analysts say is a time-honored response to public criticism.  It aggressively ratcheted up spending to spread its influence in Washington and to have a louder say in the debates over drug prices.


The drug maker’s political action committee spent $405,000 on federal campaign donations and other political outlays last year, more than in 2016 — an election year — and nearly double its allocation for 2015, according to data compiled by Kaiser Health News.


“We remain committed to being part of the discussion,” said Tricia Brooks, head of government relations and public affairs for Novo Nordisk, acknowledging scrutiny over insulin prices but saying the company has many other issues to work on with policymakers.  “I don’t want us to run away from it and hide or keep our head down and wait for it to roll over.”


Novo Nordisk also spent $3.2 million lobbying Congress and federal agencies in 2017, its biggest-ever investment in directly influencing U.S. policymakers, according to the Center for Responsive Politics.  Taken together, the increases represent a “major corporate policy shift” for the company and appear to be a classic business response to growing political risk, said Kent Cooper, a former Federal Election Commission official who has tracked political money for decades.


The pharma industry as a whole has behaved similarly, cranking up political contributions and lobbying.  Meanwhile, despite much talk about change, Congress and the Trump administration have done little to control drug prices or threaten drug-company profits.


Pharma businesses overall made political donations of $12.1 million last year, down from a $13.6 million election-year surge in 2016 but nine percent higher than the haul for 2015, according to the KHN analysis.  Pharma industry lobbying expenses surpassed $171 million last year, the highest level since 2009, during negotiations over the Affordable Care Act, according to CRP.


“It’s been hot in the health care arena for — how many years now?” said Steven Billet, who teaches lobbying and PAC management at George Washington University.  “Anybody in this world now is sitting there thinking, “When I go back to the board next year, I’m going to ask for 15 percent more in my [lobbying and campaign finance] budget.  Because this isn’t going away.’”


Like most big corporations, Novo Nordisk runs a political action committee, or PAC, which solicits employee donations and gives the proceeds to political candidates’ campaigns.  The company is Danish.  Only workers who are U.S. citizens or permanent residents are allowed to support the PAC.

The firm’s influence-seeking has grown along with its U.S. sales, which went from hundreds of millions of dollars in the early 2000s to some $9 billion last year.  Its biggest business is diabetes, including various types of insulin whose list prices have more than doubled in recent years.


The wholesale list price for a vial of Novo Nordisk’s Levemir, a long-acting insulin, went from $144.80 in 2012 to $335.70 in January.


Even Alex Azar, a former Eli Lilly executive who became Health & Human Services secretary in January, said in his confirmation hearing that “insulin prices are high, and they’re too high.”  Along with Novo Nordisk and Sanofi, Lilly is one of the three big insulin makers under investigation by state attorneys general for price increases that seem suspiciously similar in size and timing.

Sanofi and Lilly both spent more last year on political donations and federal lobbying than Novo Nordisk. Lilly’s political spending was $548,100 for 2017, up 12 percent from 2015, the previous off-election year, the data show.  Sanofi’s was $527,200, down from 2015.

But potential insulin price limits threaten Novo Nordisk more than those companies because diabetes-related drugs account for an exceptionally big portion of its business.  Several proposals under consideration by Congress could lower insulin prices or limit future increases.

One would allow the Medicare program for seniors to negotiate prices for covered drugs, thus lowering the cost.  Other proposals would make it easier for competing, “biosimilar” alternatives to break through the thicket of patents created by sellers of complex drugs such as insulin.  Others would bring more transparency, requiring companies to publish and justify price increases.  None of the proposals has made it out of congressional committees.  In the face of inaction by Washington, Novo Nordisk’s stock has recovered much of the ground it lost in 2016.
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