From the Commissioner…

August 30, 2013

Dear Fellow Montanans:

I mentioned city elections in my previous letter and I was promptly asked just why and how the Commissioner's office was involved in city elections.

The "why" stems from the need for Montanans, as a community of people, to have faith and trust in Montana elections, including local elections. As a collective body we have determined that "the holding of public office...[in Montana] is a public trust..." Section 2-2-103 MCA. That path to public office begins when a candidate files for election with Montana Secretary of State and/or local election officials. Within 5 days of such filing the candidate must also file a campaign form with the Commissioner. This campaign form starts the process by which the candidate is required to account for and report contributions to, and expenditures by, his or her campaign.

The "how" revolves around two staff in the Commissioner's Office. Local elections occur in odd numbered years. In 2013 approximately 680 Montanans stepped forward to file as candidates for local elections. Each of the 680 candidates then further filed a campaign form with the Commissioner, with that form examined by Mary Baker or Karen Musgrave. There are 56 local election venues (the counties of Montana) and when all candidates in a venue had filed complete campaign forms Mary Baker certified the candidates on the ballot for that local election venue.

Karen Musgrave scanned all 680 candidate forms, placing 620 of the hard copy forms into a filing cabinet in the Commissioner's file room. The other 60 candidates were separately organized because those candidates reported that they expected to spend more than $500 in their campaign, thereby requiring further reporting of contributions and expenses. The scans of all 680 candidate forms were then organized into one website package that can be accessed by any Montanan. Just go to the "search for candidate" icon to the left of this letter, click on that icon, then click on "candidate report search" and then enter 2013 into the election year slot and hit search. The names of all 680 candidates, along with the certification forms, are available for your review.

So how does this work, largely unknown to most Montanans, affect public trust? In some instances the information resulting from the work provided direct and immediate information to those interested in a particular campaign. But the larger effect is cultural. Many Montanans are voters and a few Montanans are brave enough to step forward and offer their time for public service. Whether acting as a voter or candidate Montanans expect that their elections and the campaigns for election will be fair and open. The prompt, thorough and readily accessible display of candidate campaign information by this office helps fulfill this cultural expectation. Further, when complaints are made as to a particular election this office follows with an analysis and decision as to the issues raised. In turn, fair and open elections promote civic discourse leading to better governance. Better governance increases public trust.

Sincerely,

Jonathan Motl 

