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(TAX) MONEY & POLITICS
WYOTODAY INVESTIGATES

By Sarah Elmquist Squires
and Marit Gookin
Managing Editor and Senior 
Reporter

During Wyoming’s 
last legislative session, 
property taxes were 
top of mind. Some 
legislators said it was 
the number-one issue 
they’d heard from res-
idents, and relief was 
on the way in the form 
of legislation proposing 
exemptions for many 
homeowners. 

And as lawmakers 
flocked to Cheyenne, so 
did lobbyists and local 
government officials. 
Across banquet spreads 
and intimate dinners 
with legislators, many 
government associa-
tion lobbyists and local 
elected leaders argued 
that property tax relief 
would come at a cost, 
and municipalities 
would suffer back 
home. 

At the end of many 
of those dinners with 
legislators, county 
commissioners pulled 
out government credit 
cards funded by those 
same property tax dol-
lars and assured them: 
“It’s on us.”

The way that money 
influences politics in 
Wyoming can be hard 
to track. The system 
doesn’t always ask 
for receipts. But there 
are many ways that 
public funds end up as 
well-oiled gears in the 
political machine, and 
lawmakers are taking 
notice. And the current 
system in Wyoming for 
restricting and track-
ing political money, 
and lobbying in gen-
eral, lacks the teeth 
experts say are needed 
for real ethics laws. 

Americans for 
Prosperity says govern-
ment-on-government 
lobbying is a trillion-
dollar-a-year enter-
prise. 

Here’s what that 
looks like in the Cow-
boy State. 

Follow the money
Lobbying happens 

in every U.S. state, and 
every state has rules 
about what is and is not 
acceptable – require-
ments for lobbyists and 
public officials alike to 
file reports, limits on 
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The money in Wyoming politics is a tangled web. Little 
reporting is required, what is reported isn’t monitored, and 
many elements of the system are seemingly disconnected 
from each other – so tracking down who spent what 
money where, and for what purpose, requires navigating 
a series of dead ends, question marks, and public 
records request forms across various levels of Wyoming 
government.
“It’s ethics disclosure lite,” State Senator Cale Case 

summarized.
The state’s ethics laws haven’t been significantly 

examined or altered in more than 25 years. And now, 
legislators are zeroing in on one kind of political spending 
in the Cowboy State: Taxpayer dollars used to lobby. 
Here’s what we’ve uncovered. 

Murphy
enters

sheriff’s
race

By Austin Beck-Doss
Staff Writer

Riverton law 
enforcement veter-
an Eric Murphy has 
announced he will run 
for Fremont County 
sheriff in 2026, citing 
his decades of experi-
ence and a desire to 
address the county’s 
ongoing public safety 
challenges. Murphy, 
who retired from the 
Riverton Police De-
partment (RPD) in 
2022 after serving as 
chief of police for six 
years, said his cam-
paign is a response to 
community members 
calling for his return 
to law enforcement in 
a leadership role. He 
also intends to de-
ploy the county’s law 
enforcement resources 
where crime density 
is highest, naming 
Riverton specifically 
as an area in need of 
support.

“As sheriff, I would 
be aggressive in my 
leadership style and I 
would expect that the 
deputies of Fremont 
County get out there 
into the community 
and do their jobs,” he 
said. “I am very, very 
much a hard-nose, tac-
tical, let’s-go-get-them 
kind of person.”

Murphy first 
hinted at his interest 
in the position in an 
October 21 Facebook 
post, describing it as 
an informal update 
rather than a formal 
announcement. 

“I’m seriously 
considering running 
for sheriff of Fre-
mont County and just 
wanted to let everyone 
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Ball fields reborn
Community celebrates ball field revamp

By Austin Beck-Doss
Staff Writer

For more than a decade, the Fort 
Washakie ball fields went unused. 
Horses grazed where a pitcher’s 
mound had stood, and weeds crept 
down the baselines and filled the 
dugouts. But on September 26, as 
kids tossed baseballs under a blue 
sky and community members 
shared hot dogs and chips, a new 

era dawned on the Ethete Road 
gathering space.

“It’s been at least 15, maybe 20 
years since the fields were really 
used,” said Leslie Shakespeare, chief 
implementation officer at the Wind 
River Development Fund (WRDF). 
“At one time, there were active 
youth and adult leagues here. But 
over the years, funding came and 
went. Maintenance fell between the 
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what and how much 
can be given to legisla-
tors, rules around what 
is prohibited and what 
isn’t. Wyoming’s laws 
are, by national stan-
dards, relatively lax 
and generic.

There is plenty of 
money spent on politics 
in the Equality State, 
from politicians and 
political action groups 
to lobbyists represent-
ing industry and other 
interests. 

Governments them-
selves in Wyoming 
occasionally dole out 
public funds for polit-
ical efforts. And gov-
ernment groups, from 
cities and towns to the 
state legislature, also 
spend public funds to 
belong to government 
associations, which in 
turn lobby up the chain 
on their behalf. 

Government asso-
ciations are private 
groups, to which 
governments and/or 
elected officials can pay 
dues in order to become 
members; these groups 
also often collect thou-
sands in fees from gov-
ernment entities. Some 
of the biggest such as-
sociations in Wyoming 
include the Wyoming 
County Commission-
ers Association, the 
Wyoming Association 
of Municipalities, and 
the Wyoming School 
Boards Association. 

Several weeks into 

WyoToday’s investiga-
tion for this story, a bill 
draft dropped from the 
legislature’s Elections, 
Corporations and Polit-
ical Subdivisions Com-
mittee, one that would 
bar tax money from 
being used for lobbying 
purposes. Seemingly 
aimed at government 
associations, which re-
ceive the lion’s share of 
their budgets from local 
governments, the bill is 
a fairly straightforward 
ban on the practice. 

Under recent scru-
tiny, several of the 
biggest government 
associations in Wyo-
ming have made claims 
that tax money isn’t 
being used for lobby-
ing – though as 501(c)3s 
and 4s, their finances 
are not public, and it’s a 
claim that some legis-
lators remain skeptical 
of.

The Wyoming School 
Boards Association 
(WSBA) brought in $2.2 
million in revenue in 
2024, with assets valued 
at $7.58 million. WSBA 
Executive Director Bri-
an Farmer explained 
that his organization 
typically employs two 
part-time lobbyists and 
spends around $75,000 
annually on those 
lobbyists; he himself is 
a registered lobbyist for 
WSBA. WSBA has not 
disclosed any lobbyist 
expenditures in recent 
years.

The Wyoming 
County Commissioners 
Association (WCCA) 
reported $1.43 million 
in revenue in 2024, with 
assets valued at $1.73 
million. Its executive 
director, Jerimiah 
Rieman, is the organi-
zation’s main lobbyist, 
and WCCA currently 
has a second, month-to-
month, contract lobby-
ist. 

WCCA has consis-
tently reported that 
non-taxpayer dollars 
have been used in its 
political spending, in-
cluding legislative ban-
quets and a campaign 
in 2022 to get voters 
behind a Constitutional 
Amendment. 

Rieman said he 
spends less than 50% 
of his time on “legisla-
tive engagement,” and 
estimated legislative 
advocacy work costs 
the association less 
than $100,000 annually. 
In part in response to 
legislative scrutiny, 
Rieman said WCCA 
is working to publish 
publicly more detailed 
accounting of its reve-
nue and expenditures. 

The Wyoming Asso-
ciation of Municipali-
ties (WAM) brought in 
$997,000 in revenue last 
year, with $2.75 million 
in assets on the books. 
Director Ashley Harpst-
reith said WAM usually 
employs one part-time 
lobbyist, though during 
the last legislative 
session it had two. Like 
Farmer with WSBA, 
Harpstreith is also a 
registered lobbyist. 

WAM is also among 
the government asso-
ciations that throws a 
banquet for legislators 
during the legislative 
session. During last 
year’s session, it spent 

nearly $8,500 on its leg-
islative banquet, with 
about $14,500 in total 
spending on meals with 
legislators and other 
officials. Last year 
was also the first time 
that WAM stated on its 
lobbying expenditure 
reports that outside 
sponsorships, rather 
than tax dollars, had 
been used for those food 
and beverage spreads. 

When asked for 
more details on how 
WAM collected private 
dollars to fund political 
activities, Harpstreith 
declined. “No – I’m not 
– no, I’m not giving you 
my numbers,” she said. 
“And the reason I’m so 
defensive about that is 
because I’m not a pub-
lic entity.”

Harpstreith said 
she’d just crossed the 
year mark at the helm 
of WAM; previously, 
she was a lobbyist for 
the Wyoming Taxpay-
ers Association. “So I 
actually used to be on 
the opposite side of this, 
and seeking transpar-
ency,” she said of her 
work there. 

Though there are 
many other ways that 
tax dollars end up 
finding their way into 
partisan politics in the 
Cowboy State, the new 
bill is focused squarely 
on government associ-
ations. 

And when it comes 
to their work on legisla-
tion, there’s a singular 
question at the heart of 
the debate: Where is the 
line when it comes to 
“educating” legislators 
and “advocating” for 
local governments, as 
opposed to lobbying for 
a particular team? 
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Alaska reforms
Like Wyoming, Alaska’s older ethics laws in-

cluded general provisions against lobbyists giving 
gifts to legislators, but was more relaxed when it 
came to wining and dining them. But leading up to 
the 2018 election, a citizen-driven ballot initiative 
gained enough signatures to reform the state’s 
ethics laws, including a prohibition against lob-
byists buying food or alcohol for state leaders and 
restricting campaign spending and contributions 
from foreign-influenced corporations. It also made 

initiative to reform eminent domain laws. After 
blowback, the government association claimed it 
hadn’t used tax dollars to fund the campaign, but 
like several Wyoming government-funded associa-
tions, refused to open its books to prove it.

Then, in 2007 and 2008, the League of Cali-
fornia Cities dolled out another $2.47 million to 
rally against another ballot measure, one aimed 
at again limiting government eminent domain 
powers alongside tamping down rent-control ef-
forts. The money was also used to support another 
ballot initiative limiting governments’ ability to 
purchase residential property.

At the polls, the messaging worked, and voters 
responded by siding with these government-fund-
ed political campaigns.

Taxpayer-funded 
lobbying can be 
easier to track in 
states that have 
more detailed 

disclosure 
laws, though 

dollars 
funneled 

through 
government 

associations can 
still get hazy. 

In 2006, the 
powerful League 

of California Cities 
spent $4.8 million 

on a campaign to 
defeat California 

Proposition 
90, a ballot 
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“per diems,” or government payments for meals 
and travel for legislators, contingent on passing a 
budget bill, and required state officials to publicly 
justify travel expenses to foreign countries.

When the rubber hit the road, the legislature 
listened, passing a bill that mirrored the citizens’ 
demands. 

President Trump weighs in
In August, President Donald Trump sent a 

memo to U.S. Attorney General Pam Bondi, 
asking for an investigation into the use of federal 
grant funds for what he called illegal lobbying 
and partisan political activity. 

“In addition to being a wasteful, abusive, and 
potentially fraudulent use of the American peo-
ple’s money, the possible use of federal grants as 
slush funds for political and legislative advocacy 
raise serious legal concerns,” he wrote. “Federal 
law places strict limitations on the use of federal 
grant funds, and in many instances prohibits 
grantees from lobbying with appropriated funds 
or supporting political candidates or parties with 
grant funds.” 

In a White House fact sheet on the issue, Presi-
dent Trump pointed to several examples that trig-
gered a closer look at whether federal money was 
being used to lobby, or in a partisan way. First, it 
found that the National Institutes of Health had 
funded a grant that “adapted an LGBTQ+ teen 
pregnancy prevention program for ‘transgender 
boys.’” The fact sheet also found the U.S. Nation-
al Science Foundation had funded a grant “on 
advancing racial justice” in elementary mathe-
matics. 

Federal law already prohibits the use of feder-
al dollars from being used for lobbying. As the 
White House analysis stated, “Taxpayer funds 
should be used to benefit the general public, not to 
support political or lobbying activities.” 

Don’t mess with Texas?

There have been repeated attempts to ban tax-
payer-funded lobbying in the state of Texas, held 
up in its House of Representatives. In July of this 
year, the state held its first-ever special session, 
and on the to-do list was a ban on the practice. In 
an unprecedented move, the Texas Legislature 
convened yet another special session in Septem-
ber, but the measure failed again in the House. 
The bill has been approved four times in the 
Texas Senate.

The Texas Public Policy Foundation estimates 
that local governments there spend up to $100 
million each legislative session for this kind of 
lobbying – money similarly funneled through 
government associations. 

“That’s $100 million that could go to fixing 
roads, hiring police officers, paying teachers, or 
offering real property tax relief,” the foundation 
wrote in its analysis. “Instead, it funds a small 
army of lobbyists who wine and dine lawmakers, 
push for regulatory expansion, and often stand 
in direct opposition to the interests of the very 
people footing the bill.

It’s been Texas Senator Mayes Middleton who 
has led the charge on the legislation. After its 
failure in the House during the September special 
session, Middleton told The Texan he wasn’t done. 
“Texas is not a state of quitters, and I will never, 
ever give up on this.”

Those who opposed the prohibition argued that 
far-flung municipalities would be underrepresent-
ed at the Capitol if they couldn’t band together for 
this kind of representation. “I think that where 
there’s no dissent, there is no democracy,” stated 
former judge and Texas Senator Sarah Eckhardt, 
a Democrat from Austin who voted against the 
legislation. “I think that your bill is an attempt to 
silence dissent.”

Page 4 October 29, 2025
Wednesday

Alaska reforms
  continued from page 3

FREEPIK.COM

Government ‘advocacy’
Whether it’s gov-

ernment association 
leaders and lobbyists 
or local officials, lan-
guage used to describe 
legislative outreach has 
been carefully coded 
in recent years. Local 
elected leaders who 
have used tax dollars 
on outreach and gov-
ernment association 
heads have described 
their work during the 
legislative session as an 
effort to educate state 
officials about how 
legislation will impact 
local governments on 
the ground. 

“It’s just such a 
small percentage,” said 
Harpstreith of her bud-
get spent on lobbying. 
“And then the actual 
part, if they want to de-
fine as lobbying, where 
I’m trying to buy a vote, 
I would say, is probably 
half of half a percent-
age point of my time or 
resources available.” 

The majority of these 
associations’ work 
happens well outside 
the legislative session: 
Training new local 
elected officials, pro-
viding resources and 
education to help them 
follow the law, and 
allowing them to band 
together to have a voice 
in Cheyenne.  

During a Corpora-
tions, Elections and 
Political Subdivisions 
Committee meeting this 
summer in Lander, the 
packed house was full 
of elected officials from 
across the state who 
showed up to defend 
the work of their gov-
ernment associations, 
including both Riverton 
Mayor Tim Hancock 
and Lander Mayor 
Missy White. They 
argued – and many 
county commissioners 
interviewed for this 
story echoed – that gov-
ernment associations 
can work to lift up local 
voices, that local levels 
of government are clos-
er to the people. And, it 
was pointed out, gov-
ernment associations 
increase efficiency: 
They prevent exactly 
the situation that was 
occurring at that meet-
ing, where every mayor 
and elected official with 
a stake in the conversa-
tion shows up to testify 
individually. 

“In terms of being 
able to ensure that 
our citizens are fairly 
represented, that they 
are well represented, 
WAM plays an extreme-
ly important role,” 
Mayor Hancock told 
the committee, pointing 
to changes to public 
officer training that 
took effect a few years 
ago. “WAM jumped 
on that immediately,” 
he said, explaining 
that WAM offered the 
training necessary for 
city council members to 
follow those new rules. 
“That’s been an in-
credible benefit to our 
community.” 

It isn’t just mayors 
and commissioners 
who feel that local 
government is closer 
to the electorate; some 
constituents showed up 
to chime in, as well. 

“I am a resident of 
Sheridan County, and 
I am speaking as one 
of those 500,000 tax-
payers,” Gail Symons 
commented. “I vote for 
all five of my county 
commissioners – but 
only two of the 93 [state] 
legislators. I know that 
[the county commis-
sioners] represent my 
interests more accu-

rately and directly as a 
result.” 

But some disagreed. 
“They go and they use 
our dime, the taxpayer 
dime, to go and lobby 
against every one of the 
bills that the people put 
forward,” Wheatland 
resident Jill Kaufmann 
told the committee. 
“That is unacceptable. 
We are tired of it.”

Americans for Pros-
perity Wyoming chap-
ter official and former 
Wyoming legislator 
Tyler Lindholm said 
the ways in which tax 
money is part of the 
political landscape in 
Wyoming hasn’t been 
talked about much. 
“Most citizens don’t 
know that towns and 
school boards and legis-
latures and everybody 
have full-time lobbyists 
working for them,” he 
said. During his time 
in the Wyoming House, 
“it was an eye-opening 
experience to see how 
powerful these [gov-
ernment associations] 
are.” 

“It’s certainly been 
this way for a long 
time,” State Repre-
sentative John Bear 
(R-Gillette) noted. “But 
I think that the tax-
payers deserve a little 
better representation.”

Big money campaigns
When it comes to 

government associa-
tion spending, it isn’t 
just general education 
about how potential 
legislation might affect 
local governments. 
Several have engaged 
in true political cam-
paigns for and against 
government initiatives.

In 2022, when Wy-
oming had a constitu-
tional amendment on 
the ballot that would 
grant permission for 
local governments to 
invest tax funds in the 
stock market, WAM 
and WCCA spent tens of 
thousands of dollars to 
promote it. 

WCCA – the asso-
ciation representing 
county commissioners 
– disclosed just over 
$15,000 in spending on 
the issue. In its spend-
ing reports, WCCA 
specifically stated the 
money it spent on the 
campaign didn’t come 
from tax dollars.

WAM, on the other 
hand, spent $42,000. 

As part of WAM’s 
campaign to amend 
Wyoming’s Constitu-
tion, it offered 22 social 
media posts, many with 
catchy phrases like 
“Vote Yay for Amend-
ment A” and “Yippe-Ki-
Yay for Amendment A” 
starting in September 
of that year. The asso-
ciation, as part of that 
social media campaign, 
hid 442 comments on 
those social media 
posts – everyday Wyo-
mingites were barred 
from the conversation 
around the government 
association’s campaign. 

That same year on 
the same issue, Wyo-
ming’s biggest city got 
ready to throw down: 
$7,500 was budgeted for 
“statewide municipal 
government market-
ing campaign for the 
passage of Constitu-
tional Amendment A.” 
According to Cheyenne 
Mayor Patrick Collins, 
city leaders in Capitol 
city rethought that 
spending, and ultimate-
ly decided against it. 
“We chose not to pull 
the trigger,” he said. 
“We couldn’t figure out 
a way to do that that 
didn’t look like we were 

crossing a line that we 
shouldn’t cross.” 

Local governments 
are regularly on the 
dime when it comes to 
spending for political 
purposes. Riverton City 
Administrator Kyle 
Butterfield boarded a 
plane to Washington, 
D.C., on a trip in Febru-
ary for what he called 
advocating for air 
service funding from 
Congress. On Friday 
when contacted, he 
was quick to disclose 
the $2,185.10 cost – paid 
for by city taxpayers. 
He said it was a fine 
line between education 
and advocacy, and that 
he was about to get on 
another flight: This 
time, to Tampa, Fla., for 
an International City 
Managers Association 
conference. 

The cheese pull
This newspaper 

reviewed hundreds of 
records from multiple 
Wyoming counties 
(including Albany, Car-
bon, Fremont, Goshen, 
Teton, and Uinta), and 
found a striking pat-
tern: County commis-
sioners taking legisla-
tors out to dinner on 
the county dime during 
the legislative session. 
Not every county shows 
the bill on its credit 
card every year, but 
broadly across the 
state, it has become 
the norm for commis-
sioners to take their 
respective legislators 
out for a meal. Some 
records included item-
ized receipts – showing 
orders of everything 
from mozzarella sticks 
to seafood dinners to 
steak – that amount to 
hundreds of dollars for 
a single meal.

The practice of 
taking your local leg-
islators out to dinner 
during the annual 
WCCA convention is 
a tradition that has 
emerged in order to 
allow for more local in-
put on state legislation, 
many of the county 
commissioners inter-
viewed for this story 
said.  

“Some of the legis-
lation can affect some 
counties very different-
ly,” noted Park County 
Commissioner Dossie 
Overfield. “This is an 
opportunity for us to 
give them our thoughts 
… I don’t see our role as 
lobbying, I see our role 
as educating.” 

Overfield and some 
other commissioners 
explained that there 
can be a significant 
disconnect between 
state legislators down 
in Cheyenne and the 
people they are actually 
representing; the role 
of county commission-
ers, the feeling seemed 
to be, is to bridge that 
gap. Additionally, 
many pointed to the 
ways in which the same 
legislation will have 
vastly different impacts 
on different counties. 
The WCCA members 
vote on its stance on 
legislation – but some 
county officials may 
have differing views or 
thoughts that they want 
to convey to their own 
legislators. 

“This is my 15th year 
[as a commissioner], 
and I’ve been involved 
in that process every 
single year,” com-
mented Platte County 
Commissioner Steve 
Shockley. “I’ve never 
seen anything I would 
question … We’re all 
elected officials, and 
we’re all there working 

for the people in our 
county.” 

In recent years, 
said Sheridan County 
Commissioner Lonnie 
Wright, it’s been some-
what hit-or-miss on 
whether some legisla-
tors even show up to 
banquets and dinners. 
Wright values the dia-
logue between different 
levels of government 
in Wyoming, and the 
different perspectives 
and ideas that organiza-
tions like WCCA offer.

Fremont County 
Commissioner Mike 
Jones said that he used 
to pay for legislator 
meals out-of-pocket – 
but eventually, those 
costs started to add up. 
“I don’t like wasting 
public money either,” 
he explained, but it can 
be hard to get ahold of 
legislators during the 
session – and you can 
have better conversa-
tions over dinner than 
when testifying.

But not everyone 
feels that these outings 
are beneficial.

“During the last four 
years, I just don’t feel 
like [our legislators] 
listen. I feel like I was 
beating a drum that 
wasn’t being listened 
to,” remarked Bighorn 
County Commissioner 
Bruce Jolley. “If you’re 
going to offer them a 
free meal, right away 
that makes it a little 
lopsided. I don’t want 
that, I don’t want them 
to want it, either … 
For me personally, we 
shouldn’t have to buy 
them dinner to get them 
to listen to us, and it of-
ten feels like they don’t 
listen anyway.” 

“I think it has be-
come an expectation be-
cause everyone does it,” 
State Representative 
Mike Yin (D-Jackson) 
said of the tradition of 
taking legislators out 
to dinner. “Which does 
not necessarily mean 
it’s the right thing.”

How we got here
Wyoming’s ethics 

laws were put on the 
books in 1998, on the 
heels of a redistricting 
effort that led to an in-
flux of new legislators 
in Cheyenne. There was 
an appetite at the time 
for some kind of ethics 
framework, recalled 
State Senator Cale Case 
(R-Lander) – but even 
so, it was difficult to get 
the ethics legislation he 
cosponsored passed.

Case credits former 
State Auditor Dave 
Ferrari with much of 
the work and momen-
tum behind the bill. It 
was an incredibly hard 
fight to get it across the 
finish line, he said, but 
Wyoming came out of 
the 1998 legislative ses-
sion with a new ethics 
law for public officials. 

The law wasn’t per-
fect, but it was a start. 
Some of the limits leg-
islators like Case hoped 
for, such as restric-
tions on former elected 
officials taking jobs in 
related fields within a 
year of holding office, 
were resoundingly 
rejected. Even so, Case 
and others who had 
fought for the legisla-
tion hoped that it could 
serve as a scaffolding 
for ongoing develop-
ment and refinement 
of the state’s code of 
ethics. 

In 1999, the one-year-
old ethics law was mod-
ified. At that time, Case 
remembered, some 
of the exceptions and 
loopholes that still exist 

Tax money  continued from page 3
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URANIUM WORKERS
DO YOU HAVE LUNG DISEASE?

The Radiation Exposure Screening  
and Education Program (RESEP)  

at National Jewish Health is offering  
FREE and CONFIDENTIAL  
health screening exams  

for pre-1991 uranium industry workers.

njhealth.org/MCC

RECA eligibility expanded! Find out if you qualify.

Wednesday, December 3, 2025
Thursday, December 4, 2025

8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

McMurray Medical Arts Building
419 S Washington St, Suite 102

Casper, Wyoming

AN APPOINTMENT IS REQUIRED. 
SPACE IS LIMITED. Call Today: 877.255.5864

Give me 
your ear
Sometimes, govern-

ment-funded lobbying 
is focused entirely on a 
specific goal, and, a spe-
cific pot of tax money. 

According to Ballot-
pedia, the city of Hunts-
ville, Ala., population 
170,000, paid lobbyists 
$100,000 to represent 
them in an effort to 
earmark federal funds. 
It paid off; in fiscal year 
2008, the city gleaned 
$4.7 million in those 
“earmarks.” 

Ballotpedia offers an-
other example of such 
lobbying: Utah, in the 
bottom 10 population in 
the country, similarly 
sought federal public 
transportation funds, 
and its transit author-
ity spent $1.6 million 
lobbying for public 
transportation dollars 
in 2003. 

today – such as being 
able to invite legisla-
tors to large events or 
banquets – were intro-
duced.

Who’s watching?
Today, lobbyists 

must fill out basic dis-
closure forms to satisfy 
the state’s ethics laws. 
The forms don’t re-
quire much in the way 
of detail, and a Wyo-
Today audit of such 
disclosures found a 
peppering of mistakes, 
from failure to disclose 
for whom a lobbyist is 
lobbying, to required 
funding sources in-
stead listing a series of 
restaurants patronized 
with lobbyist spending. 

Some states have 
independent ethics 
agencies, established 
to ensure that public 
official ethics laws 
are being followed. In 
Wyoming, there is no 
such agency, although 
the Wyoming Secretary 
of State’s Office collects 
the reports that are 
filed and keeps a data-
base of them. 

“Lobbyist activity is 
self-reported and our 
office does not directly 
verify the reported con-
tent,” the Secretary of 
State’s Office explained 
via email. “The reports 
are available to the 
public, so if a member 
of the public is aware 
of a discrepancy it can 
be reported to our office 
for investigation.” 

The databases in 
question can be confus-
ing to navigate, even 
when you know exactly 
what you’re looking for; 
this paper’s investiga-
tion involved hours and 
hours of trying various 
search combinations to 
attempt to paint a com-
plete picture of even 
just a handful of orga-
nizations, and even so 
there are pieces of the 
puzzle that are simply 
missing.

Current limits on 
lobbyist spending 
are some of the most 
general in the country. 
There’s no limit for 
food and beverages, 
which is a lax area 
of the law frequently 
taken advantage of in 
Wyoming. For instance, 
one dinner purchased 
by a lobbyist group in 
2023 for members of the 
Joint Transportation 
Committee came in at 
more than $19,000. 

General limits on 
loans, gifts, gratuity, 
discounts and “hos-
pitality” are $250, but 
disclosure forms do not 
include enough detailed 
information about 
spending to determine 
when and whether that 
limit is surpassed by 
Wyoming lobbyists. 

There are also few 
consequences for 
breaking the law. Lob-
byists may be banned 
from lobbying for a few 
years, but breaking 
these laws does not 
preclude someone from 
holding office and the 
penalties are otherwise 
relatively minor.

Anh-Linh Kearney, 
a policy analyst with 
nonpartisan govern-
ment accountability 
organization Repre-
sentUs, outlined the 
components of good 
government ethics 
laws: Transparency, 
accountability, and en-
forcement. On all three 
counts, critics say, 
Wyoming is far behind 
most other states.

“When they have so 
much power, there’s 
a lot of ways they can 
abuse it,” Kearney said. 
“Real accountability, 
with teeth, is import-
ant.”

The bill
The new bill draft 

in front of the Corpo-
rations, Elections, and 
Political Subdivisions 
Committee proposes 

a sweeping ban on the 
use of taxpayer funds 
for lobbying. 

“The preponderance 
of the lobbying that 
we’ve seen has been 
counter to what the 
public, the taxpayers 
themselves, are looking 
for,” State Representa-
tive John Bear re-
marked. In his opinion, 
it doesn’t make sense 
for taxpayers’ funds to 
be used toward lobby-
ing against measures 
that are in their own 
interest, such as prop-
erty tax relief. 

But the bill hasn’t 
gone without criticism. 
While not familiar with 
the details of the bill it-
self, Kearney noted that 
in order for legislation 
to be effective it must 
be specific. “I appreci-
ate the spirit of [a broad 
ban], but it really just 
leaves a mess for law-
yers,” she commented.

Government associ-
ation heads, for their 
part, varied in their re-
sponses to the bill. Rie-
man, who represents 
county commissioners, 
said his organization 
years ago made a con-
scious effort to ensure 
revenue from taxpayers 
wasn’t used for things 
like political campaigns 
and lobbying. Farmer, 
representing school 
boards, likened the 
legislation to pushing 
against free speech. 

Harpstreith, current 
head of WAM and for-
mer Wyoming Taxpay-
er Association lobbyist, 
initially said the bill 
didn’t bother her at 
all. Then: “We feel like 
we’re under attack,” 
she said of government 
associations. “I just 
think this is such a 
witch hunt.” 

“The intent of the 
bill isn’t necessarily 
about accountability 
for taxpayer money, I 
think the intent of the 
bill is to silence a level 

of government that 
disagrees with who’s in 
power right now,” Rep. 
Yin said. 

For Sen. Case’s 
part, he isn’t opposed 
to associations giving 
their opinions during 
the legislative session 
– but more stringent 
disclosure require-
ments may be benefi-
cial. “I’d rather have 
their associations be 
on the same page than 
deal with [each mayor] 
individually or create 
policy in a vacuum,” he 
explained. Legislators 
need information to 
make the best decisions 
for the state, he con-
tinued, and in a small 
state like Wyoming, 
they rely on citizens 
and other levels of gov-
ernment to participate 
in the process and offer 
that information. “It’s 
not necessarily a bad 
thing on its face – but 
having it be truthful, 
having it be open, is 
important.” 

The ultimate ac-
countability on the use 
of taxpayer funds, Case 
pointed out, is to the 
voters at the ballot box. 
Greater transparency 
can help inform those 
decisions.

A spotlight
Wyoming isn’t the 

first state to hone in 
on the use of taxpay-
er funds for lobbying 
efforts. The Texas 
legislature has similar-
ly targeted this issue, 
even convening special 
sessions in an effort 
to push a prohibition 
against taxes in lobby-
ing across the finish 
line. Alaska recently 
banned buying food and 
beverages for lawmak-
ers and added stricter 

spending limits. And, 
President Donald 
Trump has compelled 
Attorney General Pam 
Bondi to launch an in-
vestigation into the use 
of federal grant money 
being used for lobbying 
or partisan politics.  

Here on the ground 
in Wyoming, some 
leaders said the legis-
lature’s focus on gov-
ernment associations 
is missing the broader 
picture of needed re-
form. 

“When it comes to 
campaign financing, 
there’s a lot of im-
provement that can 
be made,” Rep. Yin 
commented. “In my 
opinion, the target area 
[of first step ethics law 
improvements] does 
need to be campaign 
finance.”

Sen. Case also noted 
campaign finance as 
an important area 
in which Wyoming’s 
regulations are lack-
ing. Both Yin and Case 
pointed to the recent 
case of Honor Wyo-
ming, an organization 
that carried out vitri-
olic campaigns against 
certain legislative 
candidates without 
revealing the source of 
its funding – which was 
ruled by the Secretary 
of State’s Office to be 
permitted. 

“I think the prob-
lem lies in the outside 
money and influence 
coming into our state,” 
WAM’s Harpstreith 
said. “That’s the story.” 

Austin Beck-Doss contributed 
to this story.

Tax money continued from page 4
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