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Scores rise with historic ethics  
and lobbying reform votes

he 2015-2016 General Assembly was one of the most successful for Common 

Cause in our history. This scorecard reflects that success, with average scores at 

their highest point in almost a decade. Significant success in Election and Eth-

ics reform lead the way, while Open Government and Judicial Selection weigh down the 

scores for some lawmakers.

T
campaign Finance and elections reForm

Three years ago Common Cause set out an agenda that 

would change the way we register and vote in Rhode Is-

land. In the last two years we’ve seen dramatic changes. 

Under the leadership of Secretary of State Nellie Gorbea, 

and legislative sponsors Senator Gayle Goldin and Rep-

resentative Aaron Regunberg, we saw online voter reg-

istration pass, and by the time of this newsletter it will 

be implemented. Another important change has been the 

purchase of new voting equipment, and a pilot program 

for electronic poll books. Additionally, in the wake of 

the Speaker Gordon Fox scandal, we saw minor changes 

made to Rhode Island’s campaign finance laws.

ethics and lobbying reForm

For seven years Common Cause sought to put a question 

before the voters that would restore the full jurisdiction 

of the Ethics Commission over members of the General 

Assembly. In 2016 that has finally happened courtesy of 

resolutions sponsored by Speaker of the House Nicholas 

Mattiello and Senate President M. Teresa Paiva Weed. 

Additionally, because of waves of scandals the General 

Assembly passed, at Secretary of State Nellie Gorbea’s 

behest, a complete overhaul of the state’s lobbying laws. 

Judicial selection

Legislative inaction has been a victory for our judicial 

selection system in Rhode Island. The “look-back” law 

that allowed governors to choose judicial candidates off 

of expired lists from the Judicial Nominating Commis-

sion was left to die in the 2015 legislative standoff, and 

never emerged in 2016.

open government and rules

While our initiative to overhaul the state’s Open Meet-

ings Act did not advance, there were a number of open 

government initiatives that saw legislative action. Nota-

bly the Raimondo administration spearheaded an effort 

to overhaul the state’s Administrative Procedures Act, 

opening up the rule-making process and bringing us into 

line with best practices.

separation oF powers

More than a decade after the Separation of Powers 

Amendments were put in our Constitution, the legisla-

tive work necessary to implement them has largely come 

to a close. Although several pieces of legislation that 

would have violated our constitutional order were pro-

posed, none received votes. We did see a new challenge to 

Separation of Powers through a bill that would delegate 

legislative authority to municipalities in a manner that 

violates the constitutional order.
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Common Cause Rhode Island 

is a nonpartisan organization 

whose mission is to promote 

representative democracy 

by ensuring open, ethical, 

accountable, effective gov-

ernment processes at local, 

state, and national levels by 

educating and mobilizing the 

citizens of R.I.
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Computing Votes 
noting abstentions, absences, and consideration 
Common Cause counted 16 Senate votes (weight equals 25) and 17 House votes (weight equals 32) 

from the Senate and House Journals in this two-year scorecard. Our lobbying, testimony, printed 

communications, or emails laid out Common Cause positions on most of the issues. In some cases, 

amendments proposed on the floor of the House and Senate focused the issue more clearly than 

final votes, or complimented votes on the entire bill. To better draw distinctions about what votes 

are most important to Common Cause, this scorecard utilizes a three-point scale for ranking votes: 

1 point – routine pro-votes or anti-votes based on positions  
advocated by common cause; 

2 point – votes that uphold or attack long-standing,  
clearly enunciated common cause principles; and 

3 point – votes on legislation or resolutions initiated by common cause,  
or on issues oF critical importance to government reForm. 

It’s important to note that Common Cause takes positions on issues based on concerns for process 

rather than issues of substantive public policy. The votes selected for this scorecard reflect that 

emphasis. A State Governing Board elected by the membership of Common Cause Rhode Island at 

its Annual Meeting each fall establishes our positions. 

The votes are divided into issue areas, including Elections and Campaign Finance, Ethics and 

Lobbying Reform, Judicial Selection, Open Government and Rules and Separation of Powers. 

Within these issue areas the number of pro-votes is divided by the total possible in that area (e.g. 

3 pro-Common Cause votes out of 4 results is a 75%). On some occasions lawmakers abstain, or 

recuse, on votes because of potential conflicts. In instances of recusal they are required by law to 

note the reason for the recusal in the House and Senate Journals. Since the Rhode Island Supreme 

Court’s case in the Irons decision, however, no body exists to sanction legislators who do not recuse 

when they have a conflict. 

The formula used to calculate the final score is: 

(pro-votes) / ((pro-votes + anti-votes) + (non-voting/2)) = (Final average) 

Common Cause never endorses candidates for any public office. This scorecard reports 

only how members of the General Assembly voted on particular bills and resolutions of 

concern to Common Cause. Scoring does not constitute opposition or endorsement. 

In the following section we provide brief descriptions of the bills we scored along with the Common 

Cause position on the legislation. For example: 

•Year – Chamber Bill Number (Primary sponsor) Final disposition of legislation
Plain language description of the bill. Explanation of Common Cause support or opposition for the legislation. 

(Number of points allotted)



Campaign Finance  
and Elections Reform 
[house: 8 votes For 16 points/senate: 8 votes For 12 points]

Common Cause has long supported efforts to limit the role of money in politics, and to increase participation in our democracy 

through voting. A major part of our effort to modernize our elections came to fruition when the General Assembly passed online voter 

registration; an idea first proposed by Common Cause three years ago. 

•2015-H 5789 Sub A (John DeSimone) Signed by Governor
First in a series of bills dealing with the Gordon Fox scandal, this requires candidates to submit paper copies of their bank statements to the Board 

of Elections. Common Cause supports efforts to increase compliance with our campaign finance laws. (Points = 2)

• 2015-H 5840 Sub A (Robert Craven) Signed by Governor

Second in the series; this requires candidates to maintain campaign money in separate accounts. Common Cause supports efforts to increase 

compliance with our campaign finance laws. (Points = 2)

• 2015-H 5920 (Joy Hearn) Signed by Governor

Third in the series; this requires appointment of a treasurer, other than the candidate themselves, for those with more than $10,000 in their 
account. Common Cause supports efforts to increase compliance with our campaign finance laws. (Points = 2)

• 2015-S 681 Sub A (Michael McCaffrey) Signed by Governor

Senate companion to the House campaign finance legislation proposed in the wake of the Gordon Fox scandal. Common Cause supports efforts 

to increase compliance with our campaign finance laws. (Points = 2) 

• 2015-S 384 As Amended (Daniel DaPonte) No vote in House

Prevents candidates with outstanding campaign finance fines from qualifying to run for office. Common Cause supports efforts to increase 

compliance with our campaign finance laws. (Points = 1)

• 2015-S 658 Sub A (Stephen Archambault) No vote in House

Would lift the exemption from the state’s Administrative Procedures Act that applies to the Board of Elections. Common Cause supports ef-

forts to increase transparency in our elections. (Points = 1)

• 2015-H 6051 Sub A (Aaron Regunberg) No vote in Senate

A key to our elections reform agenda; this legislation creates a system allowing citizens to register online or to update their registration online. 
Common Cause supports efforts to modernize our elections, increasing access and accuracy. (Points = 3)

• 2015-H 6312 Sub A (Kathleen Fogarty)/S 999 Sub A (Cynthia Coyne) Signed by Governor

Switching the authority to purchase new voting equipment from the Board of Elections to the Secretary of State. Common Cause supports ef-

forts to modernize our elections, increasing access and accuracy. (Points = 1)

• 2015-S 239 (Harold Metts) No vote in House

This legislation counts incarcerated persons at their home address, not the correctional institution, for purposes of reapportionment and redis-
tricting. Common Cause supports a reapportionment process that treats all citizens equally. (Points = 1)

• 2016-H 7024 (Aaron Regunberg)/S 2513 As Amended (Gayle Goldin) Signed by Governor

A key to our elections reform agenda; this legislation creates a system allowing citizens to register online or to update their registration online. 
Common Cause supports efforts to modernize our elections, increasing access and accuracy. (Points = 3)

• 2016-H 7330 (David Coughlin)/S 2415 (Cynthia Coyne) Signed by Governor

Legislation necessary to implement our new voting equipment. Common Cause supports efforts to modernize our elections, increasing access 

and accuracy. (Points = 1)

• 2016-H 7670 (Arthur Handy)/S 2589 (Joshua Miller) No signature required

A resolution calling for a federal Article V Constitutional Convention to overturn the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision. Although 

Common Cause opposes the Citizens United decision we believe an Article V convention is too dangerous. (Points = 2)

Ethics and Lobbying Reform 
[house: 2 votes For 6 points/senate: 2 votes For 6 points]

Over the last three years Rhode Island has been roiled by scandals involving a lack of lobbying disclosure. An unreported “loan” by a 

lobbyist to former Speaker Gordon Fox, a former Attorney General who refused to register despite a Pulitzer Prize winning expose, 

and the failure of anyone to register for the 38 Studios deal. 



• 2016-H 7388 Sub A (Robert Jacquard)/S-2361 (Erin Lynch Prata) Signed by Governor
This replaces the legislative and executive lobbying laws with a new, unified lobbying law, expanding its scope, requiring additional reporting, and 

increasing the penalties for non-compliance. Common Cause supports lobbying registration and reporting requirements so that citizens know who is 
trying to influence our government. (Points = 3)

• 2016-H 8189 Sub A (Nicholas Mattiello)/S 2953 Sub A (M. Teresa Paiva Weed) No signature necessary
This resolution puts a constitutional amendment before the voters that restores the full jurisdiction of the Rhode Island Ethics Commission over 

members of the General Assembly. Common Cause supports giving voters the chance to restore the full jurisdiction of the Ethics Commission. (Points = 3) 

Judicial Selection 
[house: 1 vote For 2 points/senate: no votes]

We saw a historically low number of votes on reform to our judicial system in Rhode Island. After failing to pass both chambers in 

the aborted 2015 session, the Raimondo administration abandoned efforts to expand the pool of candidates. 

• 2015-H 6307 (Anastasia Williams) No vote in Senate
A bill that renews the ability of the Governor to select judicial nominees from expired lists provided by the Judicial Nominating Commission for up 

to five years. Common Cause opposes efforts that undermine the original intent of our judicial selection process. (Points = 2)

Open Government and Rules 
[house: 4 votes For 6 points/senate: 4 votes For 5 points]

While there were no major open government initiatives that passed on the 2015-2016 session, as always there were a number of 

minor efforts, both positive and negative.

• Amendment to 2015-H 5258 Sub A (Patricia Morgan) 
This amendment to the House rules requiring that any member of a committee be allowed time to speak on the merits of a bill prior to its passage. 

Common Cause supports more inclusive rules for the House and Senate. (Points = 1)

• 2015-H 5258 Sub A (Samuel Azzinaro) 
The biannual House rules; continuing a trend of consolidating power in the office of the Speaker of the House. Common Cause supports more inclu-

sive rules for the House and Senate. (Points = 2)

• 2015-S 667 (Hannah Gallo) Signed by Governor
Legislation shielding from the state’s open records law evaluations of public school superintendents, principals, teachers, and school employees. 

Common Cause opposes overly broad exemptions from our public records law. (Points = 1)

• 2015-S 719 Sub A (Michael McCaffrey) No vote in House
Changes to the state’s Open Meetings Act excluding weekends and holidays from the calculation of 48 (forty-eight) hours’ notice. Common Cause 

supports increasing transparency in government through greater public notice. (Points = 1)

• 2016-S 2309 Sub A (Michael McCaffrey) No vote in House
Changes to the state’s Open Meetings Act excluding weekends and holidays from the calculation of 48 (forty-eight) hours’ notice. Common Cause 

supports increasing transparency in government through greater public notice. (Points = 1)

• 2016-H 7395 Sub A (Joseph Shekarchi)/S 3015 Sub A (William Conley) Signed by Governor
This is a comprehensive rewrite of the rule-making portions of the state’s Administrative Procedures Act; including improvements to transparency. 

Common Cause supports making the administrative rule-making process more transparent for citizens. (Points = 2)

• 2016-H 8124 Sub A (Carol Hagan McEntee) No vote in Senate
Provides a narrow exception to the state’s public records law for email of researchers at public universities. Common Cause supports narrowly 

tailored exceptions to our public records law. (Points = 1)

Separation of Powers 
[house: 2 votes For 2 points/senate: 2 votes For 2 points)

After two decades of significant votes, slowly Separation of Powers is taking hold in our constitutional system. 

• 15-H 5160 (Patricia Serpa) No vote in Senate
A change to the system for expanding charter schools that requires local approval. Common Cause opposes delegations of legislative authority to 

local governments as a violation of Separation of Powers. (Points = 1)

• 16-H 7051 Sub A As Amended (Patricia Serpa)/S 3075 Sub A As Amended (Hanna Gallo) Signed by Governor
A change to the system for expanding charter schools that requires local approval. Common Cause opposes delegations of legislative authority to 

local governments as a violation of Separation of Powers. (Points = 1)

• 16-S 2538 As Amended (Michael McCaffrey) No vote in House
Brings a number of commissions into line with Separation of Powers. Common Cause supports continued efforts to bring boards and commissions 

into line with our constitution. (Points = 1)
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3. Switched parties from Democratic to Republican in March 2016



D
id

 N
o

t V
o

te

E
th

ic
s 

(2
 v

o
te

s 
/

w
ei

g
h

t =
 6

)

Se
p

ar
at

io
n

 o
f  

P
o

w
er

s 
(2

 v
o

te
s/

 
w

ei
g

h
t 2

)

C
am

p
ai

g
n

s 
an

d
  

E
le

ct
io

n
s 

(8
 v

o
te

s 
/  

w
ei

g
h

t=
12

)

P
ro

-C
C

 V
o

te
s

Ju
d

ic
ia

l R
ef

o
rm

  
(0

 v
o

te
s/

 
w

ei
g

h
t =

 0
)

A
n

ti
-C

C
 V

o
te

s

O
p

en
 G

o
ve

rn
m

en
t  

(4
 v

o
te

s 
/ 

w
ei

g
h

t=
5)

Fi
n

al
 S

co
re

Karen L.

Shelby

Jan P.

Michael J.

Kenneth A. 

Nicholas A.

Carol Hagen

Daniel P.

James 

Joseph M.

Helio

Mary

Patricia L.

Michael A.

Robert A.

Eileen S.

Brian C.

Jared R.

William W.

Jeremiah T.

Thomas A.

Robert D. 

Justin

J. Aaron

Daniel P.

Sherry

Deborah

Patricia A.

K. Joseph 

Scott A.

Joseph J.

Teresa Ann

Carlos E.

Joseph A.

Stephen R.

Anastasia P.

Thomas

MacBeth3

Maldonado

Malik

Marcello

Marshall

Mattiello

McEntee1

McKiernan

McLaughlin

McNamara

Melo

Messier

Morgan

Morin

Nardolillo

Naughton

Newberry

Nunes

O’Brien

O’Grady

Palangio

Phillips

Price

Regunberg

Reilly

Roberts

Ruggiero

Serpa

Shekarchi

Slater

Solomon, Jr.

Tanzi

Tobon

Trillo

Ucci

Williams

Winfield

52

56

67

41

68

15

33

7

57

19

64

62

26

49

28

21

48

25

54

46

3

51

39

4

72

29

74

27

23

10

22

34

58

24

42

9

53

R

D

D

D

D

D

D

D

D

D

D

D

R

D

R

D

R

D

D

D

D

D

R

D

R

R

D

D

D

D

D

D

D

R

D

D

D

Total Votes and Average Percentages:

0%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

-100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

93.42%

25%

-100%

-100%

100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-75%

-100%

-100%

-100%

25%

-100%

100%

-100%

-100%

100%

-100%

-100%

-75%

-100%

100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-75%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-67.76%

38%

75%

75%

75%

28%

75%

38%

75%

100%

75%

75%

75%

63%

75%

100%

28%

34%

75%

75%

75%

53%

25%

53%

81%

63%

63%

75%

75%

75%

75%

75%

75%

66%

63%

19%

75%

75%

65%

17

23

23

27

17

23

17

23

25

23

23

23

24

23

27

18

19

25

23

23

11

19

23

23

22

22

23

23

23

23

23

23

22

21

17

23

23

1649

-50%

-100%

-100%

100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-50%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-100%

-89%

5

9

6

5

9

9

6

9

6

9

9

9

5

9

5

9

10

7

9

9

6

13

8

7

9

10

9

9

9

8

9

9

9

8

6

9

9

626

0%

0%

25%

0%

-25%

0%

50%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

33%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

-75%

0%

0%

0%

8%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

-8%

25%

0%

0%

-0.99%

10

0

3

0

6

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

3

0

0

5

3

0

0

0

15

0

1

2

1

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

1

3

9

0

0

107

63%

72%

75%

84%

59%

72%

74%

72%

79%

72%

72%

72%

79%

72%

84%

61%

62%

78%

72%

72%

45%

59%

73%

74%

70%

69%

72%

72%

72%

73%

72%

72%

70%

69%

62%

72%

72%

69.73%

First Name Last Name District Party

Rhode Island House of Representatives

1. Elected in June 2015 to replace Representative Donald Lally (missing votes affects score)
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Dennis L.
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Cynthia A.
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Rhode Island  
Senate
First Name Last Name District Party

1. Resigned October 2015 (missing votes affects score); 2. Elected in January 2016 to replace Senator Christopher Ottiano (missing votes affects score)


