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State of Connecticut Ethics Commission 

On-Line Reporting System

Executive Summary

In 2000, the State of Connecticut Ethics Commission transitioned from a paper-based to an on-line reporting and disclosure system for both lobbyists and public officials.  This new system has yielded significant benefits to the Ethics Commission in processing the reported information, to lobbyists and public officials in submitting the information, and most importantly to the public in accessing and viewing the information.

An important feature of both applications is the ability to provide privacy and secure transmission of data.  In addition to the protections afforded by the Department of Information Technology’s firewalls and technical staff, access to both applications is user id/password protected, credit card transactions are secured and confidential data encrypted.  By saving the Ethics Commission staff significant amounts of time in paperwork and administrative tasks, the new system permits staff to focus on enforcement and compliance activities. 

The system enables lobbyists to pay registration fees on-line, by MasterCard, Visa, or American Express.  The Ethics Commission is the only state agency in Connecticut presently authorized to accept American Express under a pilot program with the State Treasurer’s Office.  Each time a registration is filed, the database is updated dynamically, providing the most up-to-date information possible on the agency’s web site.  Additionally, lobbyists periodically disclose the interests they represent and expenditures made; which information is also continuously transmitted to the web site database.

Since information is retrievable on-line, traditional Freedom of Information requests made to the Commission have dropped from 500 to 50 per month during the legislative session, and visits to the Commission’s web site approximate 2000 per month.  

The system is mandatory for lobbyists. Despite being voluntary for public officials, more than 650 of the 1,400 required to file financial disclosure records (disclosing assets held and sources of income) have chosen to submit their information on-line, indicating a high acceptance and usability of the system.  The remainder of the public official reports are entered into the Commission’s system by staff, thereby providing a comprehensive and searchable database of this information.  
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State of Connecticut Ethics Commission 

On-Line Reporting System

DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT

The State of Connecticut Ethics Commission is one of the principal agencies established to build and maintain the confidence of Connecticut citizens in the integrity of their state government. It administers and enforces a Code of Ethics for Public Officials and State Employees and a Code of Ethics for Lobbyists.

Connecticut’s ethics law contains stringent reporting requirements for both lobbyists and public officials. Every two years lobbyists must register with the State Ethics Commission and provide a wide variety of information, from client representation to expenditures. In addition, both elected and non-elected public officials and employees must file financial disclosure forms disclosing assets held and sources of income. This information is made available to the public in keeping with Connecticut’s Freedom of Information Statute. 

Up until January 2000, the State Ethics Commission relied on a paper-based reporting system to implement its filing and disclosure laws. To provide more timely, comprehensive and cost effective service, the Ethics Commission sought a solution utilizing an on-line registration and disclosure system that was mandatory for lobbyists and optional for public officials.  The system was launched in January of 2000.  It consists of a data-driven web application, running on an IIS web server on Windows NT 4.0.  Active Server Pages (ASPs) are utilized to create dynamic web page content, process forms to create and update data, and interact with other system components.  Separate IBM UDB databases are used for storing data for the Lobbyist and Statement of Financial Interests applications.  Third party components are integrated into the system to allow the application to perform userid maintenance functions and to submit and process credit card transactions.

Security is ensured for both applications by the use of NT userid/passwords, created programmatically using the ASPUser component.  By using dynamic ASP pages, the application shows a user only those pages and functions that the user is authorized for.  Secured Socket Layer (SSL) is utilized to provide secure communication between the web browser and web server.  No credit card number data is stored in the UDB database for privacy reasons.  In the Statement of Financial Interests application, where privacy of certain personal data is of special concern, the application uses a security product to safely and securely store the sensitive data.

Although Connecticut does not yet utilize digital signature technology, access to the two reporting systems is simplified for users by the Ethics Commission’s one-time requirement to submit a signed User ID/Password application.  The Commission is the first Connecticut State agency to utilize this system under a state statute authorizing electronic filing of required information. 

SIGNIFICANCE TO THE IMPROVEMENT OF GOVERNMENT

From the initial collection of information to final dissemination to the public, the use of a paper-based system had serious disadvantages in light of new technology available. Transition to an on-line system held the potential to rectify the following drawbacks:

The Ethics Commission staff spent a large percentage of its time on administrative tasks inherent in a paper-based system (mailing, filing, processing, etc.) and less on scrutinizing records for compliance.  

The Public – for whom the information is collected – had slower access to records due to the time required for the Commission’s small staff to manually retrieve and reproduce requested paper records. In addition, the paper-based collection limited the public’s options in viewing and analyzing the information. 

Filers (lobbyists and public officials) - Speed of compliance was compromised by the lack of an on-line system, resulting in slower processing and disclosure.

BENEFITS TO FILERS, TAXPAYERS AND THE STATE

The on-line registration system launched in 2000 brought the following basic benefits:

STATE BENEFIT 

The new system has allowed more time and resources to be devoted to compliance issues and less to paperwork and administrative tasks. In fact, during calendar year 2000 it is estimated that some $10,000 in printing, duplicating and mailing cost was eliminated by the switch to on-line filing.

PUBLIC BENEFIT

The new system provided the public with near instant access to disclosure information on the web. It also provides the public with a significantly shorter wait time when information is requested in paper form.  A typical information request (e.g. for the annual financial reports of a lobbyist) that used to take three days to be processed now takes a matter of minutes.         
The public also has more information to view. The number of lobbyist reports a user could view increased dramatically (from 1 to 14). Furthermore, a user could choose to view information in a way most pertinent to their interests.  These viewing options are included in attachment A.  With regard to public official Statements of Financial Interests (SFIs), the number of reports increased from 1 to 7.  Again, the Commission’s searchable database allows users to obtain more varied and specific information.  These viewing options are included in attachment B.

Additionally, Freedom of Information Requests have decreased from 500 to 50 per month during the legislative session.  Alternatively, the public now utilizes the web site reports, with approximately 2,000 hits per month.

FILERS (LOBBYISTS AND PUBLIC OFFICIALS)

The on-line registration and disclosure system offers both lobbyists and public officials a more convenient and cost effective method of filing necessary documentation. It also increases the speed at which disclosure statements are filed.

This also has benefit to the state and the public because it improves the speed at which disclosure statements can be reviewed and made public.

RETURN ON INVESTMENT / LONG TERM PAYBACK

Design, installation and operation of this system cost $200,000. This includes development costs for the Lobbyist and Statement of Financial Interests on-line filing applications, public information reports, required hardware upgrades and ancillary costs (i.e. – telephone system to develop and maintain an internal Help Desk for users).

For the state, taxpayers and filers it has meant less paperwork and significant time and cost efficiencies and for the public greatly increased access to information.

Specifically: 

· The system has provided a menu of public reports presenting information in a variety of formats which is much more timely, complete and accurate.

· The system has made available for the first time public access to information via the Internet which has reduced the frequency of traditional Freedom of Information requests form 500 to 50 monthly.

· The system has reduced paperwork volume by 95 percent for the Lobbyist filings and 50 percent for the Statement of Financial Interests filings.

· The system has significantly reduced staff time devoted to duplicative tasks such as paper processing and data entry allowing an increased emphasis by staff on enforcing compliance with both the Lobbyist and Public officials Codes.

· The system has permitted virtually unlimited access by filers and the public (24 hours a day 7 days a week) to Ethics Commission resources.

ATTACHMENT A

LIST OF ON-LINE VIEWING OPTIONS FOR LOBBYIST REPORTS

There are several lobbyist information reports available to the public on the web site.  Indicated below are descriptions of the most widely utilized reports.

Lobbyist List 

This list contains information for each registered lobbyist. Both the represented organization (client) and its individual representatives (communicators) are listed alphabetically to allow cross-referencing. 

Outside Communicators: Terms of Compensation

This report lists, alphabetically, the names of each individual (i.e., communicator) lobbyist; the lobbyist's firm (if applicable) and the name of the client being represented. For each listing the report discloses the financial terms of the communicator's lobbying agreement with the client (e.g., $50,000 retainer for year, $150 per hour )

Expenditures for Benefit of Public Official

This report lists, alphabetically, the names of all Legislative and Executive Branch Public Officials (and members of their staff and immediate families) who have been the recipient of a reportable lobbyist expenditure. 

Users can view the information by beneficiary or by payor.

Client Financials 

PRIVATE
Compensation Paid
This report lists, alphabetically, the name of each registered client entity and discloses the amounts of compensation paid to the client's lobbyists.
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Other Lobbying Expenditures 

This report lists, alphabetically, the name of each registered client entity and discloses the amount paid by the client for the following categories of lobbying expenditures: entertainment; media; solicitations; office expenses; and other expenses (e.g. gifts to the state).

Top of Form 2

Summary


This report lists, alphabetically, the name of each registered client entity and discloses the summary of the amount paid by the client for both compensation and the following categories of lobbying expenditures: entertainment; media; solicitations; office expenses; and other expenses (e.g. gifts to the state). 

ATTACHMENT B

LIST OF ON-LINE VIEWING OPTIONS FOR PUBLIC OFFICIAL REPORTS

Completed Statement of Financial Interests

This report lists, alphabetically, the completed Statement of Financial Interests as submitted by the filer.  Please note that the Ethics Commission has deleted the name of spouse, name(s) of children and residence address from the report in order to protect personal privacy.  If you require this information, it may be obtained from the Commission office.

Select SFI by Position/Department

This report, sorted by agency and position, lists alphabetically the completed Statement of Financial Interests as submitted by the filer.  Please note that the name of spouse, name(s) of children and personal residence address are not displayed in this report.

Completed SFI for a Selected Filer

This reports allows the user to select, from an alphabetized drop down list, a particular individual’s Statement of Financial Interests.  Please note that the name of spouse, name(s) of children and personal residence address are not displayed in this report.

Filers With State Contracts

This report lists, alphabetically, the name of each filer who has entered into contract(s) with a State agency(ies).

Filers With State Leases

This report lists, alphabetically, the name of each filer who has entered into lease(s) with a State agency(ies).

Securities

This report, sorted by the name of an individual security, lists alphabetically the name of each filer who has reported an interest in this security in excess of $5,000.

Delinquent Filers

This report lists, alphabetically, the name of each filer who has failed to submit his/her report by the statutory deadline.
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