From the Commissioner…

 

February 11, 2016

Dear Fellow Montanan: 

        My life has changed some since the COPP complaint docket became current. I am working more on campaign finance report inspections and litigation issues.

        As you may know, several new laws (passed by the 2015 Montana legislature as the "Disclose Act") require additional reporting and disclosure of campaign related activity carried out in the 90 days before election day in Montana. Those disclosures are made by entities who have registered with the COPP, either as an independent or incidental political committee. These committees report and disclose in two ways - through registration (Form C-2) statements and campaign finance (Form C-6) reports. Under further changes made by the new laws, these statements and reports are transparent and available for review by the press and public through instantaneous posting on the COPP website.

        The COPP staff is now busy conducting an initial inspection of the final 2015 campaign finance reports (Form C-6) filed by independent political committees and candidates. The COPP is required by law to inspect every report filed. I have joined the team inspecting independent political committee reports. We have not yet seen the full effect of changes brought about by the Disclose Act. There are 126 independent political committees that have currently filed registration forms with the COPP. Each of these committees was required to report 2015 campaign activity on a report due January 31, 2016. Less than half filed the 2015 campaign finance report electronically with the remainder filing a hard copy report. That will change as Montana's new law requires electronic filing of all future 2016 reports. COPP inspection letters to the political committees are also reminding political committees of the need to timely amend the political committee C-2 registration form to list the names of candidates or ballot issues supported, opposed or addressed by expenditures made by the political committee. This requirement has long been set by Montana law, but it is given new importance by the Disclose Act. A member of the press or public should be able to fully see the campaign activity of a political committee by looking at the information set out in the statement and the campaign finance reports filed by the political committee.

        I am also working hard these days on litigation matters. The State of Montana's campaign practice system is challenged by the federal court by two lawsuits addressing the constitutionality of Montana's contribution limits and its system of campaign complaint investigation and decision making. The challenging groups are represented by the Indiana law firm of James Bopp, acting through Montana counsel Anita Milanovich. The cases are before Federal Judges Lovell and Christensen. The State of Montana is represented by attorneys Matt Cochenour and Dale Schowengerdt of the Attorney General's office.

       I am also working on state district court enforcement cases brought by the COPP, including a case set for jury trial in Helena, Montana on March 28, 2016. The COPP is represented in the March 28 action by two Billings private practice attorneys (Gene Jarussi and John Heenan) and Jaime MacNaughton, staff attorney for the COPP.

Sincerely,

Jonathan Motl

Commissioner of Political Practices

