10 Ways Super PACs and Campaigns Coordinate, Even Though They’re Not Allowed To
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Campaigns and super PACs have become adept at working around rules barring them from directly working together. 

If Bobby Jin​dal makes it through to next Feb​ru​ary’s Iowa GOP caucuses, he will have at​ten​ded 53 town hall meet​ing with voters in the first state to vote in the nom​in​a​tion pro​cess. But his pres​id​en​tial cam​paign isn’t or​gan​iz​ing any of those events. That’s be​ing left to a su​per PAC sup​port​ing the Louisi​ana gov​ernor’s can​did​acy, Be​lieve Again.

 It’s just one of the latest ex​amples of how cam​paigns and out​side groups are push​ing the lim​its that pro​hib​it them from co​ordin​at​ing farther than ever. Su​per PACs are freed from the in​di​vidu​al donor lim​its that cam​paigns, but they’re also sup​posed to ex​ist as in​de​pend​ent or​gan​iz​a​tions that—though they may raise and spend as much money as they want on polit​ics—are not al​lowed to work dir​ectly with the cam​paigns they are sup​port​ing. But in 2016, cam​paigns are in​creas​ingly of​f​load​ing tasks to their bet​ter-fun​ded al​lies with little fear of re​per​cus​sion from a dead​locked Fed​er​al Elec​tion Com​mis​sion.

 Be​low are nine oth​er ways how su​per PACs and cam​paign are work​ing around, or simply ig​nor​ing, co​ordin​a​tion rules:

 — “Carly for Pres​id​ent” v. “CARLY for Amer​ica”
 No one is stretch​ing the lim​its of just what a su​per PAC can do to help a can​did​ate more than Fior​ina’s team in 2016. “CARLY for Amer​ica”, the su​per PAC, has taken over many of the du​ties that nor​mally would have been left to “Carly for Pres​id​ent,” the cam​paign it​self — from or​gan​iz​ing events in Iowa and New Hamp​shire to an​noun​cing en​dorse​ments to to host​ing con​fer​ence calls with the can​did​ate to field​ing ques​tions from the me​dia. All this, along with the nearly identic​al names of the groups, makes makes it dif​fi​cult to dis​tin​guish between the two. And they don’t ap​pear too wor​ried about mak​ing a dis​tinc​tion. Fior​ina tweeted out a pop​u​lar video that was pro​duced by her su​per PAC from her cam​paign’s ac​count earli​er this month.

— Pre-Cam​paign Ads
 Just about every TV ad that New Day for Amer​ica has aired so far has fea​tured Kasich speak​ing dir​ectly in​to the cam​era. How was the su​per PAC able to pull this off without con​tact​ing Kasich or his cam​paign? The Ohio gov​ernor filmed those parts of the ad be​fore he of​fi​cially be​came a pres​id​en​tial can​did​ate, mean​ing there was no cam​paign to co​ordin​ate with yet. Jeb Bush’s su​per PAC, Right Rise, used the same tac​tic.This only works for non-mem​bers of Con​gress, though, since FEC reg​u​la​tions only ap​ply to those seek​ing fed​er​al of​fice.

 — B-Roll Foot​age
 But there are still ways for sit​ting sen​at​ors and rep​res​ent​at​ives to provide foot​age to su​per PAC sup​port​ing them, like simply post​ing it on​line. Mitch Mc​Con​nell’s Sen​ate cam​paign, for in​stance, up​loaded a two-minute video to its You​Tube page in March 2014 called “Mc​Con​nell Work​ing for Ken​tucki​ans” that fea​tured sev​er​al shots of Mc​Con​nell smil​ing in​to the cam​era, work​ing at his desk, shak​ing hands with voters and speak​ing at ral​lies ac​com​pan​ied by noth​ing oth​er than some back​ground mu​sic. Some of that b-roll foot​age was later used in an ad from the Ken​tucky Op​por​tun​ity Co​ali​tion, a non​profit group sup​port​ing Mc​Con​nell’s reelec​tion. Sev​er​al oth​er Sen​ate can​did​ates fol​lowed suit.

 

— A Spe​cif​ic Type of Co​ordin​a​tion
 In 2016, one su​per PAC isn’t shy about the fact that it’s co​ordin​at​ing dir​ectly with a cam​paign: Cor​rect the Re​cord. After split​ting off from an​oth​er Demo​crat​ic out​side group, Amer​ic​an Bridge, Cor​rect the Re​cord an​nounced that it would work in tan​dem with Hil​lary Clin​ton’s cam​paign while re​main​ing a su​per PAC. The group be​lieves they can do this be​cause of a sec​tion of the fed​er​al code that ex​empts free on​line con​tent from cam​paign fin​ance reg​u​la​tions. So in​stead of run​ning TV ads like most oth​er su​per PACs, Cor​rect the Re​cord is stick​ing to de​fend​ing Clin​ton on its web​site and through so​cial me​dia with con​tent that is free to all — in​clud​ing the cam​paign.

 — Dir​ect Con​tri​bu​tions  
 Some can​did​ates have gone as far as to hand over a cut of their own cam​paign cash to a su​per PAC. Earli​er this year, Sen. Pat Toomey’s lead​er​ship PAC gave $50,000 to Prosper​ity for Pennsylvania, a su​per PAC aid​ing his reelec​tion bid in Pennsylvania. And in Louisi​ana, Dav​id Vit​ter sent $100,000 in leftover funds from his Sen​ate cam​paign ac​count to a su​per PAC back​ing his 2015 run for gov​ernor.

 — Fun​draiser Ap​pear​ances
 Can​did​ates are ac​tu​ally al​lowed to at​tend fun​draisers for su​per PACs sup​port​ing them, just as long as they don’t so​li​cit un​lim​ited con​tri​bu​tions. They can ask donors to give the amount equal to the leg​al max​im​um to cam​paign com​mit​tees — $5,400 dur​ing the 2016 cycle — but noth​ing more. Dur​ing the 2012 elec​tion, Mitt Rom​ney and Barack Obama both stopped by fun​draisers for their main su​per PACs — Re​store our Fu​ture and Pri​or​it​ies USA Ac​tion, re​spect​ively — but left the room be​fore any checks were cut. Ted Cruz at​ten​ded a fun​draiser for a group of su​per PACs sup​port​ing his 2016 bid back in June. And Clin​ton’s cam​paign chair​man, John Podesta, spoke this month at a donor event hos​ted by Pri​or​it​ies USA, which is now back​ing the former sec​ret​ary of state.

 — Secret Twit​ter Ac​counts
Dur​ing the last elec​tion cycle, some Re​pub​lic​ans set up Twit​ter ac​counts to share polling data with one an​oth​er. The ac​counts were pub​licly avail​able, but only those who were aware of their ex​ist​ence could find them and put them to use. An ex​ample of one of the tweets that would seem mean​ing​less to the un​trained eye, as CNN re​por​ted at the time: “CA-40/43-44/49-44/44-50/36-44/49-10/16/14-52—>49/476-10s.” Out​side groups that took ad​vant​age of this in​cluded the Karl Rove-foun​ded su​per PAC Amer​ic​an Cross​roads, the non​profit Amer​ic​an Ac​tion Net​work at the Na​tion​al Re​pub​lic​an Con​gres​sion​al Com​mit​tee.

 — Pub​lic Memos
 Cam​paigns took oth​er steps to make in​form​a​tion eas​ily avail​able to friendly su​per PACs dur​ing the last midterm elec​tions. In the heat of of the North Car​o​lina Sen​ate race, for in​stance, Re​pub​lic​an Thom Tillis’s cam​paign pub​licly dis​trib​uted a de​tailed 1,000 word memo con​tain​ing spe​cif​ic in​form​a​tion about its ad spend​ing. Usu​ally, a cam​paign would not want a memo out​lining its strategy out in the open. But an out​side group could eas​ily use that in​form​a​tion to fig​ure out ex​actly when and where they can help out.

 — Thank You Notes
 After a suc​cess​ful 2012 elec​tion cycle, House Ma​jor​ity PAC de​cided to take a vic​tory lap. The su​per PAC re​leased a four-minute long video in the Janu​ary of the fol​low​ing year fea​tur​ing each of the sev​en new Demo​crat​ic mem​bers of Con​gress they helped elec​ted. Each of them took their turn lav​ish​ing praise on the su​per PAC. “If it wer​en’t for House Ma​jor​ity PAC, I wouldn’t be here today,” Rep. Krys​ten Sinema of Ari​zona said in the video, which in​cluded a dis​claim​er at the bot​tom that read: “Con​gress​wo​man Sinema is not ask​ing for funds or dona​tions.”
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