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Six Reasons Why PDC Audits Are Ineffective 1 

Stated goal of PDC audit program:  

“The audit findings provide PDC staff with an opportunity to identify problem areas in reporting campaign 
or committee contribution and expenditure activities that may suggest a need to revise the PDC’s advice and 
guidance given to filers, to recommend or initiate changes in the law, or to adopt or revise the rules for 
reporting, and if necessary, enforcement. The Commission believes that the primary purposes of conducting 
audits are to: 1. Verify that the information disclosed on candidates and political committee campaign 
finance reports is timely and accurate in accordance with RCW 42.17A. 2. Determine whether candidates 
and political committees are in substantial compliance with the law, rules and reporting requirements. 3. 
Evaluate record keeping and reporting procedures used by filers and suggest corrective action to ensure 
future compliance with the law, or law/rule changes as necessary depending on the audit findings.” – 
2018 PDC Audit Report  

1) PDC audits are not real audits: staff do not compare bank statements with what is reported on form C3 or 
form C4. 

One of the stated goals of the PDC audit program is to “verify that the information disclosed on candidates 
and political committee campaign finance reports is timely and accurate in accordance with RCW 42.17A.” 

Instead of comparing the candidate or committee’s bank statements to the C3s and C4s that have been 
filed to make sure that all activity has been accounted for, PDC staff merely look at what has already been 
reported and ask to see documentation. 

This means that if the candidate or committee didn’t report the contribution or expenditure in the first 
place, PDC staff aren’t able to tell.  And because they aren’t able to tell, it doesn’t get noted in the final 
audit report.  

For example, consider a candidate that fails to disclose a $10,000 mailer expenditure on form C4. 2 Unless 
agency staff actually look at the bank statement and compare it to what is reported on form C4, they 
wouldn’t be able to tell that a significant expenditure had gone unreported.  Obviously, the same thing 
could happen for a large unreported contribution. 

Instead of actually making sure that candidates and committees have accounted for all contributions 
received and all expenditures made, agency staff appear to spend a large amount of time fixated on 
quibbling, insignificant details relating to how expenditures are described. This prioritization makes no 
sense whatsoever.  

 
1 As of the time of this writing, the 2021 audit reports have not been released, so my criticisms are based off of the  
2018 and 2020 audit cycles. 
  
2 Similar to what happened in PDC Case 95994. 
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For these reasons, the PDC audit program (in its current form) is not able to effectively meet its goal of 
“verify[ing] that the information disclosed on candidates and political committee campaign finance reports 
is timely and accurate in accordance with RCW 42.17A.” 

2) PDC audits are not conducted until well after the election is concluded. 

For both the 2018 and 2020 audits cycles, the PDC audits did not start until well after the election had been 
concluded. 

To have audits be effective against bad or negligent actors, the PDC must understand that campaigns 
typically exist for a very short period of time, and to fulfill the very specific purpose of winning the office 
sought.  

The threat of audits or penalties after the election has concluded is significantly less frightening to the 
campaign when compared to the threats of audits or penalties while the campaign is ongoing.3  Because 
the threat of being audited during the campaign is nil, it is far more unlikely to compel compliance with the 
law.    

3) The risk of being audited by the PDC is extremely, extremely remote because so few audits are done. 

During the 2020 audit cycle, the PDC audited only eight candidates.  To put that in perspective, there were 
1082 candidates that cycle.  This translates to a .73% likelihood that an individual candidate campaign will 
be audited.  My understanding is the PDC has never audited a committee, which obviously translates to a 
0% likelihood that a committee will be audited.  

Because such a small number of campaigns/committees are audited, the fear of being audited is greatly 
diminished, preventing audits from meaningfully compelling compliance with the law.  

4) PDC audits only target well-resourced campaigns, which typically utilize professional compliance staff 
and are the least likely to be out of compliance.   

For the 2018 and 2020 audits cycles, the PDC has chosen to target only well-resourced campaigns for 
audits.  With one or two exceptions, these campaigns have all used professional treasurers. 

Obviously, when the agency only audits the people that are most likely to be in compliance, it perceives 
overall compliance to be much higher than it is actually.   

Similarly, if an organization set out to determine the overall quality of life in Bangladesh, but only looked at 
the top 100 wealthiest individuals in that country, it would come to a far rosier conclusion than was 
justified. 

Choosing to audit only the most well-resourced campaigns means that the agency does not get a 
representative sample of overall compliance.  Because the audit reports don’t examine a representative 
sample of campaigns and committees, any results or recommendations will be heavily skewed. 

 

 
3 My understanding is that Seattle’s PDC equivalent (SEEC) actually goes around to many of the Seattle campaigns 
during the book inspection period and does limited audits, comparing the filed reports to bank statements and 
original records. 
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5) PDC audits only focus on select legal requirements that are judged by staff to be important, ignoring 
concerns of the regulated community. 

The audit process is supposed to be an important tool for the agency to understand what is and is not 
working for filers, and how the agency can improve training, enforcement, and applicable legal 
requirements.   

However, the audit process currently only focuses on requirements that staff believe to be important.  This 
omits any mention of other requirements that may be painful for filers, or other ways that the agency could 
improve its processes.  

For example, in 2020, the foreign contribution certification requirement took effect.  Despite this, agency 
staff did not look to see whether or not campaigns were complying with this requirement.  They also did 
not ask any questions relating to this requirement in the audit report.  

6) There are no recommendations that are coming from these audits. 

The audit process is supposed to be an important tool for the agency to understand what is and is not 
working for filers, and how the agency can improve training, enforcement, and applicable legal 
requirements.   

Well, here we are, 21 months after the first audit reports were released. How has the agency used the 
results of these (extremely flawed) audits to improve training, enforcement, and applicable legal 
requirements?   

From what I’ve been able to tell, there have been no recommendations or changes made as a result of 
these audits. 

A Better Way to do Audits  
 

- Conduct a greater number of audits that are more limited in scope (ideally covering one C4 reporting 
period) so that campaigns and committees recognize there is a substantial risk of being audited.  
 

- Select the campaigns or committees that are to be audited at random, as opposed to selecting the 
campaigns or committees that are most likely to be in compliance. 
 

- Conduct audits while the campaign cycle is ongoing to help ensure compliance BEFORE the election is over.   
 

- During audits, request bank statements from campaigns and committees and verify that Line 18 of form C4 
(ending balance for period) matches the actual bank account balance at the end of the relevant period. 
 

- Request documentation of the three largest contributions and three largest expenditures during the period 
covered to verify accuracy of what was reported on form C3 and form C4.  
 

- Be willing to listen to the regulatory concerns expressed by the auditees, and be willing to make 
recommendations based off of those concerns, or at least communicate those concerns in the audit reports 
to the Commissioners.  
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General Comments 

1) Mini-Reporting: don’t raise the threshold but eliminate it entirely 

Someone submitted public comment asking for the mini-reporting threshold to be raised to 
$7000.  The Commission should reject this request, and instead work towards the elimination of 
the mini-reporting option. 

The very name “mini-reporting” is a complete misnomer.  People who select the mini-reporting 
option file no reports whatsoever and members of the public using the agency’s website are 
unable to figure out who contributes to these entities or how these entities spend their money.   

All campaigns and committees in Washington State should have to follow the same set of rules 
when it comes to filing contribution and expenditure reports so that voters can access timely, 
accurate campaign finance information.  

Instead of increasing the mini-reporting threshold, the agency should work towards making 
ORCA easier to use and making campaign finance requirements easier to comply with.  

Per RCW 42.17A.110 (8), the Commission is not required to create rules allowing mini-reporting 
and should end this option entirely before the June 30 deadline via rulemaking. 

2) Legislative Proposal: Remove Proposal to Create New C4 Reporting Period 

Please remove the proposal to create a new C4 reporting period.  There is no consensus on this 
issue; treasurers will oppose this requirement.  

While the current bill draft does a handful of positive things for treasurers, the positive things are 
greatly outweighed by the proposed new C4 reporting period.  

Creating a new deadline without an existing system to actively and meaningfully punish those 
who violate existing deadlines is “putting the cart before the horse”. The agency needs to 
enforce existing C4 deadlines before lobbying the Legislature to create new ones. 

In the event that the agency decides to move forward with this proposal, I intend to file the APA 
Rulemaking Petition that would require the agency to actively and meaningfully engage in the 
enforcement of C4 reporting deadlines (as neighboring states do). 



Top 6 Reasons to Oppose Increasing Number of C4 Reporting Periods 
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1) C3s (contribution reports) are already filed on a weekly basis.   

 
Voters have a far greater interest in contribution information (reported on form C3), as opposed to 
information about expenditures (reported on form C4).  Increasing the number of C4s due the month 
before the election would dramatically increase the amount of work that treasurers must perform 
without much if any benefit to the public. 
 

2) Increasing the number of C4s would distract treasurers from core responsibilities. 

Treasurers already have a significant number of responsibilities the month before the election, as this 
represents our busiest time of the year. These responsibilities include: paying invoices, making deposits, 
collecting foreign contribution certifications, answering questions from candidates, providing cash on 
hand updates, filing C3 reports, and filing LMC reports.  The requirement to file an additional C4 would 
distract us from these core responsibilities with little if any corresponding benefit to the public.   

3) Proposal to add a 27-day pre-election report wouldn’t actually provide additional information to 
voters during 18-day voting period.  

As it stands currently, ballots are mailed out 18 days before the election. The proposed additional C4 
report falls well outside the 18-day voting window and wouldn’t do anything to provide additional 
information to people while they are voting.  We already file a C4 report at the 21-day pre-election 
mark, so by the time most people get their ballots, they will be able to access information that is current 
within 7 days.   

Asking treasurers to file an additional C4 when voters don’t even have their ballots in hand is like asking 
us to mow the lawn when the grass is not yet high enough to be cut by the blades: all burden and no 
benefit.  

4) Other options for voters to get “up-to-date” pre-election expenditure information exist.  

In the rare event a voter actually wants more information about pre-election expenditures, they can 
either: a) wait to vote until after campaigns file their final seven-day pre-election C4, or b) request to 
inspect the campaign’s books.  These two pre-existing options should accommodate those rare voters 
that are interested in expenditure information.  

5) Agency doesn’t actively or meaningfully enforce current C4 reporting deadlines.  
 
In contrast to neighboring state campaign finance authorities1, the PDC does not actively or 
meaningfully enforce current C4 reporting deadlines. Instead, the agency utilizes a passive “complaint-
based system” that relies on members of the public to understand what filing deadlines are, find a 
violation, and file a complaint. These complaints are often dismissed by agency staff with no monetary 
penalties issued.  

 
1 Responses from both the PDC and neighboring state campaign finance authorities on this topic were submitted 
as public comment at last month’s meeting and are re-attached to this document.  
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Creating a new deadline without an existing system to actively and meaningfully punish those who 
violate existing deadlines is “putting the cart before the horse”. The agency needs to enforce existing C4 
deadlines before lobbying the Legislature to create new ones.  
 

6) No example provided of how this proposal would accomplish any benefit for the public. 
 
Neither agency staff nor anyone else have provided any clear example of how this proposal, if it had 
been instituted for previous election cycles, would have averted any negative election-related 
outcomes. The purported benefit to the public of requiring an additional C4 report is too vague and 
abstract to justify asking the Legislature to adopt the proposal.  

 

BUT, in the event the Commission decides to adopt the proposal anyway, please consider doing one 
or both of the following:  

 

a) Putting the proposal in a standalone bill, separate from the rest of the agency request legislation.  

This way, the proposal to add a C4 reporting period can live or die on its own merits and not create 
controversy that may impede the rest of the agency request legislation (which is great, and which will 
likely have broad consensus support) from passing.  

b) Instead of a 26-day C4 report, making it a 34-day C4 report. 

As noted in your materials, creating a 34-day C4 report instead of a 26-day C4 report would maintain the 
existing 2-week intervals between the 21/7 day C4 reports.  As noted by another treasurer (Jason 
Bennett) back in June, vendor invoicing often does not occur immediately, and a two-week window 
would make compliance with the reporting requirements more realistic.  

 

 

 

 


















