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More than $8.6 million was spent on lobbying in the first four months of 2017, including a 30-day legislative session.  The Kentucky Chamber of Commerce spent $158,306, which is six percent more than the Chamber has ever spent in a comparable period, including in even-numbered years with 60-day sessions.  

Altria (Philip Morris) is the second-leading spender to this point, at $112,722.  U.S. Justice Action Network ($110,604) and Marsy's Law for All ($93,468) are new to the top five spending list, while the rest of the top ten consists of familiar names, including Kentucky Hospital Association ($81,758); Kentucky League of Cities ($74,012); Kentucky Bankers Association ($72,217); Kentucky Justice Association ($69,289); Anthem Inc. ($63,000); and Greater Louisville, Inc. ($54,384).

Other top spending businesses and organizations include: CSX Corporation ($54,317); Kentucky Medical Association ($52,277); Humana ($52,103); Kentucky Retail Federation  ($50,718); Norton Healthcare ($46,783); AT&T ($46,452); Home Builders Association of Kentucky ($45,792); Molina Healthcare, Inc. ($43,200); Kentucky Association of Realtors ($41,707); Kentucky Farm Bureau Federation ($40,588); Century Aluminum Company ($40,052); and Kentucky Association of Electric Cooperatives ($40,012).



Legislative leaders recently made three appointments to terms on the nine-member Legislative Ethics Commission.

Senate President Robert Stivers and House Speaker Jeff Hoover agreed to appoint Tony Goetz to the Commission.  Mr. Goetz is a native of Daviess County and worked more than 20 years for the University of Kentucky, including as UK’s Director of Government Relations. 

President Stivers also reappointed former Representative Pat Freibert of Lexington, and former Senator and Circuit Judge Tom Jensen of London to four-year terms on the Commission.  There is one vacancy on the Commission.


With the close of the 2017 General Assembly, several businesses and organizations terminated their lobbying registration in Kentucky, and a few more registered to begin lobbying.


Six organizations registered to lobby after the session ended last month, and the most recent registrant is DaVita Inc., a Denver-based Fortune 500 company that operates or provides administrative services at 2,382 outpatient kidney dialysis centers in the United States.

In addition to the 13 businesses or organizations that terminated lobbying activities last month, four more have terminated:  Appian; Center for Education Reform; National Council of State Boards of Nursing; and Partnership for New American Economy Action Fund.
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Drug Lobbyists’ Battle Cry Over Prices: Blame the Others

WASHINGTON, D.C. – New York Times – by Eric Lipton & Katie Thomas – May 29, 2017 


Hundreds of independent pharmacists swarmed the House and Senate office buildings one recent afternoon, climbing the marble staircases as they rushed from one appointment to the next, pitching lawmakers on their plan to rein in the soaring drug prices that have enraged American consumers.


As they crowded into lawmakers’ offices, describing themselves as the industry’s “white hats,” they pointed a finger at pharmacy benefit managers like Express Scripts and CVS Health, which handle the drug coverage of millions of Americans.


“Want to reduce prescription drug costs?” the pharmacists argued during their visits.  “Pay attention to the middlemen.”


A civil war has broken out among the most powerful players in the pharmaceutical industry — including brand-name and generic drug makers, and even your local pharmacists — with each blaming others for the rising price of medicine.


It is an industry that was already spending nearly double what other business sectors in the United States economy allocate on lobbying, and those sums continue to rise.  President Trump has only heightened anxiety by accusing the drug industry of “getting away with murder,” even though he has not weighed in with his own proposal.

For now, lawmakers are facing an almost daily assault.


“Everyone is very eager to maximize their profits and get a piece of the pie, and sorting it all out is complicated,” said U.S. Sen. Susan Collins of Maine.


The question is whether a rare confluence of public outrage, political will and presidential leadership can bring about a meaningful change that will slow the drain on consumers’ pocketbooks.


In polls, Democrats and Republicans alike have lowering drug prices near the top of their health care priorities.  Public anger has risen along with the skyrocketing prices for many essential medicines — insulin for diabetes, for example, and EpiPens for severe allergic reactions.  But will efforts to reduce drug costs surmount the industry’s aggressive lobbying and campaign contributions?

 “It’s still a very uphill fight,” said U.S. Rep. Lloyd Doggett of Texas, who like Sen. Collins has been pushing Congress to increase competition and lower prices, “given the millions they have spent on lobbying, advertising and campaign contributions.”


With billions in profit on the line, the pharmaceutical and health products industry has already spent $78 million on lobbying in the first quarter of this year, a 14 percent jump over last year, according to the Center for Responsive Politics.  The industry pays some 1,100 lobbyists — more than two for each member of Congress.


In the 2016 election cycle, the industry poured more than $58 million into the election campaigns of members of Congress and presidential candidates, as well as other political causes, the Center for Responsive Politics data shows.  That was the biggest investment in the industry’s history and a 20 percent jump from the last presidential election cycle in 2012.


No single proposal has emerged as a clear winner in the bid to lower prices.  Mr. Trump has sent conflicting signals: On one hand, he has accused the industry of “price fixing” and has said the government should be allowed to negotiate the price of drugs covered by Medicare.  At other times, he has talked about rolling back regulations and named an industry-friendly former congressman, Tom Price, to head the Department of Health and Human Services, and a former pharmaceutical consultant, Scott Gottlieb, to lead the Food and Drug Administration.
For now, it is a free-for-all.  The brand-name drug industry is the dominant player.  It spends the most on campaign contributions, has the largest army of lobbyists and has the biggest pile of chits among lawmakers to try to protect its own interests. 


Its trade group, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, or PhRMA, was so concerned about its vulnerability this year that it increased its annual dues by 50 percent — generating an extra $100 million to flood social media, television stations, as well as newspapers and magazines with advertising that reminds consumers of the industry’s role in helping to save lives.  A second set of PhRMA ads point blame for price increases elsewhere, like benefit managers and health insurers.

Nearly every week that Congress is in session, the industry holds fund-raisers at private clubs and restaurants to help bankroll the re-election campaigns of its allies. 

One former lobbyist for PhRMA recently boasted that he had once organized six fund-raising events in a two-day period.

In late April, for example, a PhRMA Industry Breakfast was hosted for Rep. John Shimkus of Illinois at a members-only hot spot across the street from the Capitol.


The industry had reason to thank Rep. Shimkus.  Last year, he helped save pharmaceutical companies billions of dollars by persuading the Obama administration to kill a project that was meant to test ways to lower the cost of the so-called Medicare Part B program, which spent $24.6 billion on prescription drugs in 2015.

Rep. Shimkus, who received nearly $300

 HYPERLINK "https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/summary.php?ind=H04&cycle=2016&recipdetail=M&sortorder=U" \o "Link" ,000 in drug-industry contributions in the last election cycle led an effort to collect signatures from 242 members of the House challenging the project.  He also co-sponsored legislation that threatened to block it, which became moot after the Obama administration backed down. 


Rep. Doggett of Texas said the industry war was in some ways a positive sign.

“We have moved from ‘There is no problem’ to ‘It’s not my fault,’” he said.  “It begins to focus attention on what so many of my constituents already know the problem is, which is price gouging.”

Former U.S. Rep. Corrine Brown guilty of taking money from sham charity 

FLORIDA -- Associated Press -- Tampa Bay TimesMay 11, 2017


After a historic, nearly 25-year career representing Florida in Congress, former U.S. Rep. Corrine Brown was found guilty of taking money from a charity that was purported to be giving scholarships to poor students.


The verdict came after prosecutors outlined a pattern of fraud by Brown, 70, and her top aide that included using hundreds of thousands of dollars from the One Door for Education Foundation for lavish parties, trips and shopping excursions.  She was convicted of 18 of the 22 charges against her, including lying on her taxes and on her congressional financial disclosure forms.


Brown watched the judge read each verdict in a silent courtroom with no visible reaction.  She later left the courthouse holding onto the arm of a companion, surrounded by dozens of reporters.  


Since her indictment last summer, she had been publicly defiant of the government's charges.  She had pleaded not guilty to all of the charges, including the fraud, but lost re-election last fall after her indictment.


"Former Congresswoman Corrine Brown violated the public trust, the honor of her position, and the integrity of the American system of government when she abused one of the most powerful positions in the nation for her own personal gain," Acting Assistant Attorney General Kenneth A. Blanco, said in a statement after the verdict.

Key to the government's conviction was the testimony of Brown's former chief of staff, Elias "Ronnie" Simmons, and the charity's president, Carla Wiley.  Both pleaded guilty after their federal indictments for misusing the charity's funds, and testified against Brown.


Federal prosecutors said Brown and her associates used One Door to bring in more than $800,000 between 2012 and 2016, including a high-profile golf tournament at TPC Sawgrass. Brown's indictment said One Door only gave out one scholarship for $1,200 to an unidentified person in Florida.


Brown testified in her own defense, saying she was left in the dark about the goings-on with One Door's money, and blamed the theft on Simmons.


Brown said she left those details to Simmons and other hired staffers, and said she should have paid more attention to her personal and professional finances.
Judge delays Sen. Johnson’s corruption trial

MICHIGAN – The Detroit News – by Robert Snell – May 22, 2017

Detroit – A federal judge has delayed the corruption trial of Sen. Bert Johnson to give his lawyer more time to prepare and investigate a government witness’ background.


U.S. District Judge Matthew Leitman delayed the trial 60 days to Aug. 22 after Johnson’s lawyer said he needed more time to hire a private investigator and an accounting expert.


Johnson’s lawyer Cyril Hall argued the aggressive time line and a June 20 trial date would lead to “a miscarriage of justice and ineffective assistance of counsel.”


Federal prosecutors opposed the delay, saying the case is not complex and evidence amounts to one secret recording, 26 law enforcement reports, three search warrant affidavits and a variety of records from the state, banks and cellphone companies.


The public deserves a speedy trial considering Johnson is an elected public official, Assistant U.S. Attorney Frances Carlson said.


Prosecutors plan to call about 12 witnesses over two or three days during the trial.


The Highland Park Senator was arraigned April 18 after a federal grand jury indicted him on accusations he put a “ghost employee” on the state payroll to repay her for a personal loan.


Johnson’s attorneys said they intend to retain one or two forensic accounting experts and a private investigator to analyze the evidence, which includes the recording made by his alleged “ghost employee” Glynis Thornton and materials seized in raids on his Highland Park home and Senate office.


Johnson borrowed at least $14,000 in cash from Thornton and later hired her as a community liaison, according to court records.  The no-show job was merely a way for Johnson to pay off the debt, the government alleges.


Thornton, who pleaded guilty in a separate public corruption case involving the state-run Education Achievement Authority in Detroit, was cooperating with authorities and secretly recorded a conversation with Johnson at his home in November 2015.


She is awaiting sentencing and is expected to testify against Johnson.

Johnson, 43, is facing conspiracy and theft charges that carry penalties of up to 10 years in federal prison.  The indictment alleges he conspired to steal public money between March 2014 and January 2015.


Johnson is accused of adding Thornton to his Senate office staff after she provided him with a personal loan.  Authorities allege she did not perform any work for him but earned $23,134 in taxpayer money.


Johnson, who is free on bond, remains in office. Senate leaders have heightened oversight over Johnson’s office staff and spending decisions during the case but have not imposed further sanctions.
Former NC legislator, Fletcher Hartsell, gets probation in state’s campaign finance case, prison in federal case
NORTH CAROLINA – The (Raleigh) News & Observer -- by Anne Blythe – May 19, 2017


Raleigh -- Former North Carolina legislator Fletcher Hartsell rose before a judge the second time in a week to acknowledge guilt related to several years of improperly spending and reporting campaign finances.


“It’s a sad day,” Wake County Superior Court Judge Donald Stephens said before handing down a sentence of up to 18 months of unsupervised probation.  "I am sorry you are here -- It's a great disappointment to have been such a fine legislator and with such an esteemed reputation, and then have it end this way is just most, most unfortunate," the judge said.


Hartsell, 70, admitted he filed campaign finance reports on three occasions knowing they included false information.  Wake County District Attorney Lorrin Freeman laid out the details for Stephens after Hartsell entered a guilty plea as part of an arrangement with prosecutors.


The state investigation found that Hartsell spent more than $200,000 from his campaign account to pay personal expenses from 2009 to 2012. 


Freeman said Hartsell, while serving as his campaign committee's treasurer, "engaged in a pattern of deception in which he made multiple disbursements from his campaign account to himself or to other entities for personal expenses."


"There is nothing that does more to erode the confidence of the public than to have a long-serving senator come to plead guilty to felonies in open court," she said.


The criminal investigation followed a probe by the state elections board that revealed Hartsell spent campaign donations on dinners with his family, haircuts, shoe repairs, speeding tickets, part of his driver’s license renewal fee, and more.  The state elections probe came after a series of stories published by The News & Observer.

Freeman said the state investigation showed the former state senator, while representing Cabarrus and Union counties, forwarded campaign money to a property management company he and his wife ran to pay for upkeep of a church building it owned and leased out.  Hartsell had reported the expenditure as one that went to charity.


The prosecutor said Hartsell also moved funds to his law firm, and to pay tens of thousands of dollars in credit card bills.

The action in the Wake County courtroom came three days after a federal judge handed down an eight-month prison sentence for two tax-law violations and a count of mail fraud related to the misuse of campaign finances.  He also was ordered to pay $63,000 in restitution.


At the sentencing hearing in Winston-Salem, U.S. District Judge Thomas Schroeder told Hartsell that at a time when he should be “putting a capstone on his career,” the ex-lawmaker from Concord had instead added a “permanent stain” to it, according to The Associated Press.


In federal court, Hartsell had originally faced five counts of mail fraud, three counts of wire fraud and six counts of money laundering.  He pleaded guilty to one count of mail fraud and two counts of filing false tax returns.

An indictment alleged he spent campaign money on car expenses and repairs, lawn care, club memberships, a trip to Charleston, S.C., with his wife’s handbell choir, tickets to the musical “Jersey Boys,” a vacation with his wife in Edenton, and his granddaughter’s birthday party.  

The indictment said Hartsell concealed his actions by filing campaign finance reports that he knew were false.


Hartsell was an elected official for a quarter of a century in the North Carolina General Assembly — as a state senator and member of the state House of Representatives.


Freeman described the plea arrangement as one she hoped would help restore the public’s confidence in our elections.  “We are satisfied at the end of the day that people of North Carolina have been served in this matter through this joint prosecution,” Freeman said.


Hartsell reports to federal prison in July. 
Oklahoma State Sen. Kyle Loveless resigns amid criminal investigation

OKLAHOMA – The Oklahoman -- by Nolan Clay and Dale Denwalt -- April 27, 2017


Oklahoma City - Facing new accusations that he embezzled his own campaign funds, state Sen. Kyle Loveless resigned and admitted he made mistakes.

The Oklahoma City legislator stepped down two days after his defense attorney, Mack Martin, met with Oklahoma County District Attorney David Prater about the accusations.


He became the third Oklahoma senator in the last two years to resign in disgrace after coming under criminal investigation.  His resignation is effective immediately and is irrevocable.


A criminal investigation into his campaign finances has been underway since February.  The investigation by the DA's office at first focused on whether Loveless committed perjury when he failed to report all of his PAC donations on his campaign reports.


That investigation has expanded, Prater confirmed.  It now also involves whether Loveless embezzled campaign donations.


Legislators are allowed to use donations both to finance their campaigns and for "officeholder expenses" after being elected.  They are not allowed to use campaign funds to cover personal expenses such as purchases at the mall.


"I tender this resignation with much regret.  Mistakes I have made are the responsibility of no one other than myself," Loveless wrote in resignation letters delivered to the governor, lieutenant governor and Senate president pro tem.


Loveless, 43, became one of the more visible legislators at the Capitol after taking office in 2012, primarily because he was outspoken in his criticism of current civil forfeiture laws.


Loveless also has been under investigation by the Oklahoma Ethics Commission because of discrepancies over his PAC donations. 

The discrepancies can be seen by comparing campaign reports filed by Loveless with reports filed by political action committees.  Those records show Loveless did not report thousands of dollars in PAC donations given to his 2012 and 2016 campaigns.


Loveless has acknowledged in the past he's had personal shortcomings but was restored by God.


"I've been broken myself," he said in a 2013 church speech.  "The only things that got me through it was my family and my relationship with Jesus. ... Officials are human, too, but we still have to govern.  We still have to do things."


In August 2015, Rick Brinkley of Owasso resigned from the Senate and pleaded guilty to a federal fraud charge.  He is now in federal prison for stealing more than $1.8 million from the Better Business Bureau of Tulsa while an official there.


In March, Ralph Shortey of Oklahoma City resigned from the Senate after he was accused in a child prostitution case of offering to pay a 17-year-old boy for sexual "stuff."  Moore police officers found Shortey and the teenager in a room at the Super 8 in Moore early March 9.


The felony case against Shortey is pending in Cleveland County District Court.
South Carolina state Rep. Rick Quinn indicted by state grand jury conducting Statehouse probe 

SOUTH CAROLINA – Post & Courier – by Glenn Smith – May 16, 2017 

State Rep. Rick Quinn used his public office as a multimillion-dollar money funnel that enriched his family’s powerful political empire while doing the bidding of shadowy corporate interests in the Legislature, prosecutors said.

Misconduct charges handed down as part of the ongoing Statehouse corruption probe paint a picture of influence and greed involving a key cog in one of the state’s oldest and more durable political machines.

Quinn, a Lexington legislator, is accused of failing to report more than $4.5 million that unidentified groups had paid to companies operated by him and his father, embattled political consultant Richard Quinn.  He then improperly lobbied on their behalf, using his businesses and public office to influence government actions involving those groups, the indictment stated.  


Quinn, 51, is also accused of using his position to improperly steer $271,881 in House Caucus funds to family businesses in which he had a financial interest.  He funneled campaign cash to his and his father's companies, as well, the indictment states.


Quinn is the fourth lawmaker snared in the ongoing corruption probe led by 1st Circuit Solicitor David Pascoe.  His fate had been the subject of much speculation since news surfaced last year that he and his father had been named in a State Law Enforcement Division report detailing leads in the investigation. 


House Speaker Jay Lucas quickly moved to suspend Quinn from office until the matter is resolved. 


Quinn's father is a kingmaker in South Carolina politics, with a vast stable of clients and tentacles throughout state government.  His firm represents more than 25 lawmakers, a couple of large state agencies and a quartet of the state's biggest corporations.


The younger Quinn also works as a campaign consultant and owns Mail Marketing Strategies, a Columbia-based direct-mail company that does work for politicians.


Rick Quinn is charged with one count of common law misconduct in office and one count of statutory misconduct in office.  The first charge carries a penalty of up to 10 years in prison and an undetermined fine; the other, up to one year in prison and a $1,000 fine.


Quinn issued a written statement saying he has done nothing wrong and will ask for a speedy trial to resolve the case as quickly as possible.


"After nearly four years of investigation, Mr. Pascoe has accused me of conduct that the supervisory authorities said was legal and proper," he stated. "I have conducted myself in an honorable manner, and I look forward to clearing my family’s good name."

According to the indictment, Quinn routed business from the House Caucus’s campaign and operating accounts to three companies in which he had a financial stake: First Impressions Inc., a business run by his father as Richard Quinn & Associates; Mail Marketing Strategies; and The Copy Shop.  He served as House majority leader from 1999 to 2004, giving him considerable influence over the caucus and its members.


During this time, Quinn allegedly failed to disclose contributions and expenditures made to and from the caucus’ operating account, which were “improperly used for campaign purposes,” the indictment stated.  He also used his position to drum up business for Mail Marketing Strategies from other lawmakers, the document said.

Quinn also is accused of filing fraudulent campaign disclosures and improperly benefiting from campaign donations by steering those funds to his and his father's firms.


The Post and Courier and the Center for Public Integrity first raised questions about Quinn's use of campaign donations in the 2015 series "Capitol Gains," which detailed how weak ethics laws allow South Carolina lawmakers to use their campaign war chests as personal ATM machines. 


The series described how Quinn poured more than $105,000 into his own company and his father's since 2009, accounting for nearly 80 percent of the campaign funds he spent. He has continued to do so since that time.


A new tally last week showed Quinn has used campaign funds to pay Richard Quinn & Associates more than $82,000 since 2009 for consulting services, surveys and political mailings, even though he owns his own direct-mail firm.   The lawmaker also has shoveled more than $52,000 in campaign donations into his own company for similar services.


The indictment capped months of speculation surrounding the Quinns.  Investigators have collected records from Quinn's father's clients, including the University of South Carolina, BlueCross BlueShield of South Carolina and SCANA.  Former lawmakers who worked with Quinn have gone before the State Grand Jury to testify.  


The State newspaper reported in March that investigators raided the firm's offices and hauled away boxes of records. Soon after, a Quinn client, Sen. John Courson, was indicted on accusations of laundering $133,000 in campaign money through the consulting firm.


The SLED report in which the Quinns were named was used in the case that led to the 2014 guilty plea by then-House Speaker Bobby Harrell of Charleston, for pocketing campaign cash.  The report also mentioned suspect actions by state Rep. Jim Merrill when the Charleston legislator headed the House Caucus.  Merrill was indicted in December on 30 ethics charges dating back to 2001, including lobbying while in office.


Quinn's indictment came about a year after one of his allies, Attorney General Alan Wilson, tried to fire Pascoe from the corruption probe.  Richard Quinn & Associates ran Wilson's campaigns for attorney general in 2010 and 2014, and Wilson has continued to pay Quinn for work on his 2018 re-election bid.  In all, Wilson has paid RQA $471,000 since 2009 for campaign-related work.


Wilson appointed Pascoe special prosecutor of the corruption probe but later tried to block the prosecutor’s efforts to use the State Grand Jury in the investigation, calling the move an overreach on Pascoe's part.  Wilson torched the special prosecutor in a fiery news conference, calling Pascoe a liar, “tainted” and said he wasn’t even his fifth choice for the job.  Pascoe, in turn, accused Wilson of interfering with the investigation. 


The dispute landed before the state Supreme Court, which dealt Wilson a humbling blow by siding with Pascoe and allowing the special prosecutor to maintain control of the probe.

State Sen. Carlos Uresti Appears in Court for Wire Fraud, Bribery Charges 

TEXAS – San Antonio Current – by Alex Zielinski -- May 17, 2017


Sen. Carlos Uresti made his first appearance in federal court, less than 24 hours after it was announced that San Antonio lawmaker has indicted by a federal grand jury on 13 criminal charges.


Uresti has been charged in two different cases involving alleged bribery and wire fraud.  The first questions his role in what the feds call "an investment Ponzi scheme" involving FourWinds, a now-bankrupt fracking company. 


Uresti, who provided legal services to the company, allegedly helped recruit FourWinds investors while maintaining a small stake in the company.  The second case centers on Uresti's alleged involvement in helping a medical company land a contract with a West Texas detention center by bribing a local county judge.


If convicted on all counts, Uresti could face up to 200 years behind bars.


At the hearing, U.S. Magistrate Judge Henry Bemporad ran down the 22 total charges against Sen. Uresti and his two co-defendants in the fracking case, former FourWinds CEO Stanley Bates and company consultant Gary Cain.  All three, wearing leg irons and handcuffs, were told not to contact each other before their arraignment hearing. 


Bemporad specifically banned Bates from drinking alcohol during this timeframe and only allowed Uresti to travel outside of Texas before the hearing.  Bemporad released the three men on a $50,000 bond apiece.


Shortly after the brief hearing, Uresti told reporters he was innocent of all charges. 


"I look forward to my day in court when all the facts come out and the truth and not just what's been in the press,” Uresti said, standing in front of the federal courthouse.  “In the meantime, I have a job to do.  I am headed back to Austin, back to the Capitol, to do what I was elected to do by the voters, and that's to fight."


His attorney, Mikal Watts, has his own history with federal fraud charges.  In 2015, Watts was indicted on charges he made up fake clients in lawsuits against BP following the 2010 Gulf of Mexico oil spill.  He was acquitted last August.

"He looks great today," Watts told reporters after the hearing.  "I am very confident that Carlos Uresti is an innocent man."  He said that calling the charges "unfounded" is the most "polite" word to use. 


Watts said the indictment won't affect Uresti's role in the Texas Senate.  The San Antonio legislator has at least two more weeks of work left at the capitol.
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