From the Commissioner…

November 13, 2013

Dear Fellow Montanans:

Today this Office accepted COPP complaints against four 2010 candidates for the Montana Legislature, along with complaints against corporations involved in campaigns of those candidates. The candidates, all of whom ran in 2010 Republican primary elections, are Mike Miller (HD84), Joel Boniek (HD61), Terry Bannon (HD68) and Ronald Murray (HD69). Dan Kennedy (HD57) was previously the subject of a similar complaint. See the Bonogofsky v Kennedy decision on this Website.

Dealing with COPP complaints against candidates involves both deference and public trust consideration. Montanans, as a People, govern through our elected public officials and we owe each such public official deference for his or her willingness to serve. But, as a People, Montanans also charge each elected office as a "public trust", meaning we expect the person in that office to act with honesty and consideration, just as we expect that in our own families.

This brings us to the 2010 Republican primary elections. The complaints filed with the COPP assert that certain Republican primary legislative candidates authorized campaign letters, attack flyers, and mailings orchestrated by unreported and undisclosed corporate services. Good government, in the form of effective governance, depends in part on the belief of Montanans, particularly opposing candidates, that the election process was fair. Complaints are filed because unreported and undisclosed contributions or expenditures are, by law, considered to be unfair.

This brings us to this Office. This Office is charged to enforce the sections of Montana law that require reporting and disclosure of campaign contributions and expenses. Other sections of law set the limits on the amounts that can be contributed to a single candidate. Still other sections of law prohibit a corporation from contributing corporate funds to a candidate.

The complaints filed with the COPP against legislative candidates implicate a number of Montana's Campaign practice laws. This means that, while a candidate is afforded deference for his or her willingness to serve, this Office must examine the circumstances of each complaint to determine whether or not sufficient evidence exists to show a violation of public trust, in the form of campaign practice violation.

I will write about how complaints against 2010 legislative candidates impact 2014 legislative candidates in my next letter. For now I want to assure Montanans that this Office understands its dual responsibility. This Office owes deference to our elected public officials. But, this Office also has a companion, and greater, responsibility to the People of Montana to enforce the laws measuring the election-related "public trust" duty placed on these elected officials.

Sincerely,

Jonathan Motl 

Commissioner of Political Practices

