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WHO ARE WE?

The Michigan Campaign Finance Network is a nonpartisan organization that 
started in 1996 with the altruistic goal of increasing public awareness of the 

impact that money has on politics. From the beginning, MCFN has been 
committed to making valuable fact-based information accessible to the 

public, voters, and policymakers so that Michigan can thrive for the people, by 
the people. 



WHAT WE DO

Original investigative 
reporting and research

Outreach via presentations, trainings
Serve as a resource for 

policymakers, journalists and 
the public



WHAT WE DON’T DO

Advocate for specific policies Anything particularly partisan
Accept anonymous 

donations over $250



AGENDA

1. Campaign finance committees from the most to the least transparent

2. How 501(c)(4) nonprofits keep money secret and anonymize donors to 
ballot question committees and independent expenditure committees

3. What other states have done



CAMPAIGN FINANCE: COMMON FUNDRAISING VEHICLES

Entity
Who 

oversees
Who can 
donate

Contribution 
limits

Disclosure Notes

Campaign MDOS/County
People, other MI 

PACs
Varies by office and 

county pop.
Filings to 

MDOS/County Clerk
Can only give token amounts to other candidates. PACs can give 10 
times the amount an individual person is able to.

Independent and Political 
Committees (aka Leadership 

PACs)
MDOS/County

People, other MI 
PACs

None
Filings to 

MDOS/County Clerk
Ability to “stack” multiple leadership PACs essentially nullifies donation 
limits.

Independent Expenditure 
Committees (aka Super PACs)

MDOS
Anyone domestic 

entity
None Filings to MDOS.

Can’t directly coordinate with campaigns, but under 2017 law, candidates 
can fundraise for one that may later “independently” help them. Can be a 
dark money intermediary.

Section 527 Accounts IRS
Anyone domestic 

entity

None. (But can’t give to 
most MI PACs w/o 

registering)

Giving and spending 
to IRS via form 8872

It’s a broad catch-all for tax-exempt political entities under the tax code. 
(e.g. all FEC-disclosing PACs are 527s, but not all 527s are FEC-
registered.) State PACs don’t need to file. Can also be a dark money 
intermediary.

501(c)(4) Nonprofits IRS
Anyone domestic 

entity
None.

Barely, via form 990 
to the IRS.

The dark money vehicle of choice. Uses (generally):
1) Paying “administrative” expenses, e.g., travel, meals, etc.
2) Anonymizing contributions to MI PACs that accept corporate funds 
(often ballot committees).
3) Directly running issue ads in elections.



NONPROFITS OBSCURE DONORS, BALLOT COMMITTEES 

Individual Donors 

Domestic LLC’s and 501(c)(4) organizations

Give unlimited funds



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

Domestic LLC’s and/or 501(c)(4) organizations

A compliance 
corporation



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

Domestic LLC’s and 501(c)(4) organizations

What we know from these:

1.) Name and other “doing business as” names
2.) Registered agent (can be a firm)
3.) Name of person who incorporated the organization

What we don’t know:

1.) Any financial information
2.) Board members (Not yet)
3.) Name of person who incorporated the organization



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

1.) Board members and salary

After the year has ended  the 
organization has to file an IRS 990 form

What do we learn?



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

2.) Companies they paid (only 
if they were paid $100,000+ 
in the last year) and other 
nonprofits they made grants 
to

After the year has ended  the 
organization has to file an IRS 990 form

What do we learn?



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

3.) Unitemized statements of 
revenue

After the year has ended  the 
organization has to file an IRS 990 form

What do we learn?



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

4.) Unitemized statements of 
expenses

After the year has ended  the 
organization has to file an IRS 990 form

What do we learn?



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

5.) Donor information (only if 
they choose to)

After the year has ended  the 
organization has to file an IRS 990 form

What do we learn?



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 
Ballot question committees and other 
independent expenditure committees

Domestic LLC’s and/or 501(c)(4) organizations

Give unlimited funds

(Way before a 990 
must be filed)



Nonprofits obscure donors, ballot committees 

Spends it on 
election related 
activity

501(c)(4)



What have other states done?

Arizona ‘22 Proposition 211

• Requires the disclosure of any contributor who pays $5,000 or more in 
an election cycle for any “independent campaign spending.’
• “Independent campaign spending” includes express and non-express 

advocacy, as well as research, polling, mailing, and social media list 
acquisition by independent committees. 

• Under this law, independent committees must track the original sources 
of all contributors over $5,000 and must ask these donors if they want 
their money spent on independent campaign spending (even if the funds 
are transferred from another entity) If not, they cannot use their money 
for this purpose.
• This stops the anonymization of donors to independent expenditure 

committees, the main contributor of dark money.

AN INITIATIVE MEASURE: AMENDING TITLE 16, ARIZONA REVISED STATUTES BY  ADDING CHAPTER 6:; RELATING TO DISCLOSURE OF THE ORIGINAL FUNDS USED FOR 
INDEPENDENT CAMPAIGN SPENDING
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What have other states done?

Arizona ‘22 Proposition 211

• A Citizens Clean Elections Commission was established to enforce the 
law, including the additional requirement that any independent 
campaign public communication must display the names of the top 3 
donors in the advertisement or make it available.

• The Commission can investigate complaints and issue fines for 100%-
300% of the undisclosed or improperly disclosed contributions.



What have other states done?

Alaska ‘20 Ballot Measure 2

• Similar to Arizona’s Prop 211, requires 
any individual, entity, or person that 
donates $2,000 in aggregate in a 
calendar year to an entity that has made 
an independent expenditure in the 
previous or current election cycle must 
fill out a disclosure form and submit it 
to the Alaska Public Offices 
Commission within twenty-four hours.
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ALASKA’S BETTER ELECTIONS INITIATIVE
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What have other states done?

Maine ’23 Question 2 and ’24 Maine Limit 
Contributions to Super PACs Initiative

• In ‘23, voters approved an initiative that barred foreign governments 
and entities with 5% foreign government ownership to influence the 
nomination of a candidate (already illegal) or in support or opposition 
to a ballot measure.

• In ‘24 voters will decide whether to create a contribution limit of $5,000 
to independent expenditure committees. 
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QUESTION 2: An Act to Prohibit Campaign Spending by Foreign Governments and Promote an Anticorruption Amendment to the United States Constitution

Maine Limit Contributions to Super PACs Initiative (2024)



STAY IN CONTACT

• Contact

• Address: 

• 602 W Ionia St., STE 108

• Lansing, MI 48933

• Email

• nick@mcfn.org

• tips@mcfn.org

• Phone

• (517) 482-7198

• Sign up for our mailing list: https://mcfn.us2.list-
manage.com/subscribe/post?u=7cb53c49625c1bb0c
d4bd61ca&id=0953a1a782&f_id=005e52e0f0

mailto:nick@mcfn.org
mailto:tips@mcfn.org
https://mcfn.us2.list-manage.com/subscribe/post?u=7cb53c49625c1bb0cd4bd61ca&id=0953a1a782&f_id=005e52e0f0

