Advice for a new Political Campaign Treasurer
From Tim Bonham
A long-time treasurer.  Nothing official, basically just

things I've learned over the years.  (Often learned by the sad

experience of doing it the wrong way!)
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1. Files: get half dozen manila file folders, and a box or container to keep

   them in.  I keep it simple by having just a few large files.  Label them as

   follows: Income, Expenses, Bank Statements, Campaign Finance Reports, Other,

   Etc.  (I like the colored folders -- I use red for expenses, green for

   income, etc.)

2. Records: keep a copy of EVERYTHING, and save it in the appropriate folder.

 - All contributions: copy every check (copy 3-4 to a page), staple the pages

   together, write on it the date deposited & the total deposit amount, and save

   that copy in the Income folder.  If you deposit it in person, staple the

   deposit receipt to it, too.  If it's cash, copy the cash with a sticky-note

   of the giver's name next to it.

       (If you have a computer scanner, most of them have a copy-to-print

   function.  That works just fine for this small volume of copies.  Fax

   machines can do this too.  It's a real advantage to be able to do copies this

   conveniently, right in your home.  If you don't have a scanner, get one.

   They're pretty cheap nowadays.  It's reasonable to have the campaign buy one

   for you to use.  After the campaign's over, the committee can sell it to

   someone (even you) for used-scanner prices.)

 - Bills: write the check number on the bill "Paid check #xxxx" so you have a

   record of what check paid the bill.  Then save that bill in the Expenses

   folder.  Never pay anything without a bill to put in the Expenses folder.

       If it's from the candidate or campaign manager and they don't have

   receipts, have them write the amount and who/what it was for on a blank piece

   of paper, mark it "paid #xxxx", and then save that in the Expenses folder.

       But try to remind them to get a receipt for each expense.  Suggest they

   keep an envelope handy to put receipts in, write the amount & purpose for

   each right on each receipt or on the outside of the envelope, and every week

   or so send them all to you to get reimbursed.

 - Bank statements: keep them all the in a folder.  Reconcile every month.

   Don't let yourself fall behind!  You'll end up staying up late into the

   night the day before a report is due, stuck on trying to reconcile the

   statement from months ago, under deadline pressure.

 - Campaign finance reports: keep your copy of the reports you file in a folder.

   Always make a copy to keep for yourself.  Also keep any prep work you did for

   these reports in that folder.

3. Software.  Use one of the regular money management software packages to keep

   track of the finances.  I use Quicken, but MS Money, etc. would also work.

   Grisbi (www.grisbi.org) is a free open-source package that also works for

   this.  (Quickbooks works, but is more complicated than you need for this.)

   You don't need the latest version of Quicken, so buying an older version via

   eBay can save money, if you don't already have such software.

 - Always use the categories feature on each entry -- it makes reporting much

   easier.  I use income categories of Small Contribution, Large

   Contribution, Interest (if your bank account pays any), & Misc.  Sometimes

   add In-Kind Contribution if you are likely to get any. (You usually do in

   political campaigns.) Expense categories depend on how the campaign wants

   to break things down.  I typically use ones like Mailings, Literature,

   Lawn Signs, Fundraising Events, Public Events, Advertising, Committee

   Meeting expenses, Candidate expenses, Manager expenses, Treasurer

   expenses, Office Supplies.  And there are always Bank Charges.  It may

   help to look at the required Campaign Finance reports, see what items they

   want reported in separate lines, and make sure your categories allow you

   to split them out separately.

 - For income, use the split feature, and record each separate contribution that

   is part of that deposit.  Put the contributor name in the memo field.  That

   makes it easy to track contributions later.  Same for expenses, if a check is

   for several expenses, use the split feature to record each one separately.

   Use the memo spot to record who the bill was to, and what for.  (For example,

   a $47 check to Joe Smith might be $10 to Kinko's for copies, and $37 to USPO

   for stamps.  Use the split feature so it is recorded that way.)

3a. State Software.  If your committee files with the State Campaign Finance

   Board, they have free software available that is designed specifically for

   this task.  It does a lot of stuff automatically, and can actually file the

   state reports online.  The early versions had a few problems, including a bug

   that exposed all your contributors’ info to anyone.  Those have been fixed, and

   now I hear from people that use it that it's a pretty good piece of software.

       It checks things when you enter them, and notifies you of problems right

   then, when you have lots of time to get the needed info.  For example, on

   entering a contribution over $100, it will ask for the PAC registration #

   (and verify that against the state records) or for an individual, it will ask

   for the employer/occupation, and warn you if they are missing.  It can check

   online with the CFB lists, to make sure that the group contributing is

   registered as required, or that an individual is not a registered lobbyist.

   (All those lists are available online to see, but this software can

   cross-check them automatically.)

       Personally, I don't use it because I'm used to doing it the way I have

   been for years, which works for me.  The software I use also does all the

   checks & reconciliation with the bank, and produces the reports I want.  If I

   was just starting, I would probably use the state package.  But it doesn't

   interface with Quicken or MS Money, so you would probably still have to use

   one of them for your banking records & reconciling, or do that manually.

       Note that this is designed specifically for the State reporting, not the

   Hennepin County reporting.  They report the same data, but in slightly

   different formats.  I don't know how this software would work for a Hennepin

   County committee.  I think you could print out the reports from it and submit

   to Hennepin County, and they would accept them as including all the needed

   info. (Hennepin isn't too fussy about the format, as long as all the required

   info is reported.) But I'm not even sure if the State CFB would give the

   software to you if you are registered only as a Hennepin County Committee,

   and not registered with the State CFB.

4. Database: You might want to keep a separate database of people involved:

   contributors, volunteers, lawn sign locations, etc.  Just about any

   database or spreadsheet will work for this.  Sometimes someone else on the

   campaign will do this.  Then you need to work with them to make sure the

   contributors’ part matches your records.  (I often find it's easier to do

   this myself then to coordinate with someone.  But then, computer databases

   are easy for me.)  This is for campaign info, not required for Finance

   reports.

5. Contributions.  Check the Campaign Finance Info, and know the maximum limits.

   I think they are $100 in a non-campaign year and $500 in an election year.

   These are cumulative limits, so if someone gives you 3 contributions, you

   need to report the total of those 3.  You can get in trouble for accepting

   contributions which go over the limit. (Generally you have to return the

   excess amount, and are then fined 1-2 times that amount again.) But generally

   not if you notice it before filing the report, and fix it yourself (refund

   the amount over the limit).

       The state CFB cross-checks your itemized (over $100) items against the

   report from other groups. So if you report a $150 contribution from Union PAC

   x, their report must also show a $150 disbursement to you.  If not, they will

   send you a letter to both of you, requiring that you explain the discrepancy

   within 10 days.  Since many groups have similar names, it's easy to get the

   wrong one on the report. I once reported a contribution from local 320 when

   it should have been local 32.  That got me a letter from them, and took a

   whole lot to fix -- an explanation letter from me, an amended report from me,

   letters from the treasurers of both of those locals, etc.  (Researching

   something like this is when having Xerox copies of the actual checks will

   help you a lot.)

       Generally, they are reasonable in dealing with this.  They deal with a

   whole lot of reports, mostly done by volunteer, amateur Treasurers, and are

   quite accustomed to such errors.  As long as you can explain the situation,

   and file an amended report with the corrections, they don't impose any fines

   or such.  But they are serious about the 10 day response.  If you need more

   time to figure out something, write them within the 10 days and tell them you

   are working on it, but need more time.  They'll give you an extension (a

   month to 6 weeks, usually), but do keep working on this.  Because they do

   keep track, and will write to you again if you don't correct it.  And will

   get nasty if you just ignore them, assessing you fines, etc.

       But be careful -- the Campaign Finance Board itself is all republican

   appointees and they look for every chance to stick it to a DFL committee.

   So fixing a problem yourself, or correcting it with the staff, is much

   better than having anything actually go to the Board.

 - Anything totaling over $100 must be individually itemized on the report,

   including the name, address, and employer or occupation of the person.

   That last one is sometimes hard to get; don't wait until the night before

   you have to file the report to try to get it.  As soon as you see a

   contribution over $100, start trying to get the employer/occupation

   information.  Ask the candidate, they often know.

       If you don't have this info by the time the report is due, you can

   report "unknown--info requested" on the report, and they do accept it.

   But it isn't proper, and an opponent or the newspaper could make a fuss about

   it.  You can file an amended report (or just a letter) later when you get

   this information.  The State Campaign Finance office will write you in a

   month or so, demanding that info, and will threaten fines if you don't supply

   it promptly.  Hennepin County isn't so strict; they don't seem to follow up

   on this.

       Don't itemize any contributions unless you have to.  Those of exactly

   $100 do NOT have to be reported; don't do so.  (Because people like their

   privacy.  And itemized contributors are likely to be solicited by other

   candidates, and they generally don't like that.  Plus they might give to

   those, and have less left for you!)  Also, not itemizing them shows that more

   of your campaign contributions are coming from small donors (non-itemized)

   Vs. big donors (itemized).

       Another 'trick' is that everything with a 554-- zip code goes thru the

   Minneapolis Post Office, so it is fine to use "Minneapolis" for the city name

   on such addresses (rather than Edina, Golden Valley, etc.)  This is easier,

   and can be helpful, because the newspapers have been known to read these

   contributor lists, count contributions from non-Minneapolis addresses, and

   write a story 'Candidate x gets most of their money from outside Mpls'.  But

   the lazy reporters usually don't bother looking at the zip codes, they just

   look for a city name of Minneapolis.

 - Contributions from married couples/domestic partners are officially supposed

   to be counted as a single contribution from whomever signed the check, UNLESS

   you have reason to believe that it was a joint contribution from both of

   them.

       My experience has been that most couples contribute jointly, and so I

   allocate half of it to each of them.  For example, if I get a $150 check

   from John & Mary Smith, I consider that as $75 each.  And since $75 is

   less than the $100+ reporting amount, I don't have to itemize this

   contribution.

 - Thank-You notes: make sure that the candidate writes one promptly; sometimes

   this takes some nagging.  I've been known to tell candidates I won't deposit

   the check until they mail the Thank-You!  People like prompt Thank-You notes,

   remember them, and are much more likely to give again if you do that.

       (I have some sample Thank-You notes that can be printed on a computer

   if you want to look at them.  Basically 1/2 of a landscape page on

   cardstock paper, folded in half to make a postcard-sized note.  On the top

   half "Thank You" in ornate script, middle empty for the candidate to write

   something, and on the bottom the campaign name, logo, address, etc.  These

   are simple, cheap, & easy to do.)

       If it's a big campaign with the candidate real busy, you or someone on

   the committee can address the Thank-you note, put on the postage stamp, etc.
   so all the candidate has to do is write a few words, sign them, & toss in the mail.

       It's helpful to periodically (like every 2 weeks or every month) print a

   list of all the recent contributions, and send it to the candidate/campaign

   manager, so they can check to make sure the donors all got a Thank You note.

 - In-Kind contributions.  These are where somebody donates something other than

   money to the campaign.  It can be food provided at an event, services like

   music or entertainment at an event, services like the design & maintenance of

   a website for the campaign, etc.  These DO have to be reported, and if the

   value is over $100, they have to be itemized on the reports.

       Don't go overboard on this; if a volunteer drives themself & the

   candidate to a neighborhood event, don't report that $.60 in gas as an

   in-kind contribution.  But if the same volunteer drives the candidate around

   regularly, you should report their mileage expenses.

       Be especially careful to report these for public events, where the event

   and entertainment has been advertised.  (Opponents may note that the event

   featured the xyz Band, and that this band normally charges $250 for an event,

   and will wait and look to see that your report shows an in-kind contribution

   for this. And report you if it doesn't.) You should be sure there is an

   in-kind donation recorded for such events.  (Also, corporate contributions are

   illegal in Minnesota.  So if the the xyz band is incorporated, do NOT report a

   contribution from them -- record it as personal contributions from the band

   members.  Same with events held at a restaurant or other business; record the

   reasonable value for renting that facility as a personal contribution from the

   owner or manager, not from the business.)

       Often the host donates things, and doesn't have much idea what they spent

   on the coffee, cookies, & bars they provided.  But talk to them, estimate a

   reasonable amount for this, and record that.  Same for any entertainment

   provided.  (If the estimate is below $100, you don't have to itemize it on

   the reports.  But make sure it is a realistic amount.)

       On my financial software, such in-kind donations are recorded as 2

   offsetting entries: on income, an in-kind donation from Mary Smith of $60,

   and on expenses, an in-kind expenditure of $60 for food at Mary Smith's

   coffee party.  Since they are offsetting, it won't affect the totals, but

   will show up correctly when you run reports.  And you should remember that

   these in-kind entries are separated from the real cash ones when doing

   reports.

 - Double-dipping from contributors.  Your most likely source for contributions

   is from those who have already given to you once.  So go back to then a

   second time, for more money.  But it works best if you have a reason or a

   'success' for going back to them.  Like 'our candidate just won endorsement

   from the DFL party.  Now we need your help again ...' or 'our candidate made

   it through the Primary Election, winning the highest number of votes.  Now we

   need your help to win the General this fall ...'.

       Another possibility is contributions to the DFL party.  For the sample ballot

   and any joint ads or literature, each candidate is asked to fundraise a share of

   of the total cost.  If you get your contributors to write checks to the DFL party,

   these will count toward your share.  And since the DFL is a party unit, your

   contributors can get the $50 rebate ($100/couple) for such contributions.

   So they can give $50 ($100/couple) and get it all back in a tax rebate

   check! Generally, it works best to get those checks from them, and deliver

   them to the DFL Treasurer with a note, to be sure the Treasurer credits

   them to your campaign.  The DFL Treasurer will probably send a Thank-You

   card, but have your campaign do one also.

6. Campaign Finance Reporting.  For a Minneapolis office, this is done thru

   Hennepin County.  All the forms are available online for downloading. See

   http://www.hennepin.us/ and look for elections, campaign finance.

       A campaign for a local office doesn't have to register with the state

   Campaign Finance Board.  And shouldn't; it's just more paperwork for you.

   But campaigns for a state office (like Legislature) or party units will have

   to register, if they want to be able to offer the Political Contribution

   Refund.  These may have to file reports with both the state CFB and the

   County elections office.  These reports cover the same info, but use

   different forms and are in annoyingly different formats (state reports are

   since the last report, while Hennepin County ones are cumulative from the

   start of the year, for example).  I've been told that some Treasurers only

   fill out the Hennepin summary page, mark all the others "see attached", and

   include a copy of the state report.  They say the County accepts that without

   complaint.  I haven't done it that way personally.

 - When you originally register the committee (which must be done within 7

   days of raising or spending $100), they will send you a big booklet of the

   rules, etc.  Read it thru at that time.  Don't let it scare you off!  Feel

   free to call me with any questions you have.

 - They used to mail you a set of the forms & instructions about 2 weeks

   before they are due.  Now, if you gave an email when you registered, they

   just send you an email reminder, with a link to the downloadable forms.

   (Unfortunately, they don't specify which committee this if for.  This is a

   problem if you are Treasurer for more than one committee or candidate.)

   These forms can either be printed out blank and filled in by hand or now they

   be filled out on your computer & then printed out. You can also download the

   blank forms if you need another copy.

 - But you can't file the forms online or by fax with the County; they have to

   be mailed or hand-delivered by the due date. (I don't know why; the state CFB

   will accept fax or online filings.)  After a few days (I think 5) they will

   start to charge you penalties for each day it is late (I think $25/day).

   Note that your forms are scanned and posted online, for anyone to read.  The

   newspapers (and your opponent) do read all these.  [So be careful what you

   say.] If your reports are late, sometimes the press or your opponent will try

   to make an issue of this, so try to have them in on time.  Filing an incomplete

   report (with some data. like a contributors' employer) is better than holding

   up the report waiting for that information.

 - Normally there are 3 reports in an election year,

   Pre-Primary (about Sep 1st), Pre-General (about Oct 25th), and Year-End

   (due Jan 31st the next year).  In a non-election year, only the Year-End

   report is required.  You have to file it every year; you will be fined if

   you don't.  (Even if the committee earned/spent nothing that year.)

 - Start on the reports early.  Usually the last date covered by the report is a

   week or 2 before the due date of the report.  Start work on the reports as

   soon as that last-reporting-date is past, so you have that time to do them,

   and gather any missing info you might need, or ask questions about something

   you don't understand.  Waiting till the night before they're due to start on

   them is NOT a good idea! (Speaking from experience, here!)

 - Part of the required reports is a list of all contributions over $100, and

   a list of people/businesses who were paid more than $100.  The reports have a

   form for this, but many Treasurers find it easier to say "see attached" and

   attach a printout from a spreadsheet or a text document with this

   information, rather than write it all out on the forms.  Especially as they

   want these in alphabetical order, and want a new, combined one for each

   report.  They have no problem accepting it this way.  (I can give you

   examples of my versions of these if you want.)

 - When I itemize the expenditures, I do it under the final payee.  For

   example, the campaign manager may buy the stamps for several mailings, and

   get reimbursed for them.  In the itemized list of expenses, I list "USPO"

   and include those expenses there, rather than listing them under the

   campaign managers name.  They are fine with that, as it more accurately

   reflects where & why the money was spent.

*****************************************************

   Treasurer Duties:

   The official duties of a Campaign Treasurer are:

     - make deposits of contributions.

     - write checks to pay bills.

     - keep the books.

     - file required campaign finance reports.

   But there are some un-official duties that generally fall onto the

   Treasurer, also.  These include:

     - nagging the candidate to raise more money.  Candidates hate this; they're

       interested in issues, not begging for money.  But the campaign can't run

       without money.  So you have to keep after them on this.

     - nagging the committee to stop spending so much money.  Committees always

       have lots of good ideas of things to do in the campaign.  But they all

       cost money, which is usually in short supply.  So you have to keep after

       them on this.  Make them rank things in priority order, and then only do

       as many as the campaign has money to do.

   A way to work on this is to make up a budget for the campaign, listing all

   the items that you are likely to spend money on (like literature, lawn

   signs, mailings, sample ballots, print ads, fundraising events, public

   events/parades, etc.) Try to be very realistic on the expenses of these.

   Update the budget every time the committee comes up with another item to

   spend money on.

       Then make a Treasurer's report at each committee meeting, and be sure

   to report not only the balance on hand, but also how it compares to the

   Budget, and projected future requirements.  For example: "we've risen
   $2000 toward our $11,000 budget, leaving $9,000 to rise yet.  There are

   60 days left in the campaign, so we need to raise $150/day from now on."

       The campaign committee may not like you for this, and consider this

   report a real downer.  But somebody has to keep on top of this, and it

   usually falls to the Treasurer.

