
 
 

December 28, 2018 
 
Eric Spencer 
State Elections Director 
Office of the Secretary of State 
1700 West Washington Street, 7th Floor 
Phoenix, Arizona  85007 
espencer@azsos.gov  
 
Re: Campaign Finance Complaint Against Sister District Project  
 
Dear Mr. Spencer: 
 
I write to call your attention to multiple violations of the Arizona campaign finance code by the Sister 
District Project (“SDP”), a California-based entity that is organized for the purpose of electing Democrat 
candidates to the legislatures of various states, including Arizona.  The publicly available information 
supplies ample reasonable cause to believe that SDP (1) made contributions to at least one candidate for 
state office without registering as an Arizona political action committee, in violation of Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 
16-913(D), and (2) otherwise failed to report in-kind contributions and/or independent expenditures in 
support of Democrat candidates for the Arizona Legislature, in violation of Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-926.   
 
I. SDP Made Prohibited Contributions to Arizona Candidates 
 
“A candidate committee may accept contributions only from an individual, a partnership, a candidate 
committee, a political action committee or a political party.”  Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-913(D) [emphasis 
added].  A “political action committee” is in turn defined by statute as “an entity that is required to register 
as a political action committee pursuant to § 16-905.”  Id. § 16-901(41).   
 
Confirming the obvious import of the statutory text, the Secretary’s official campaign finance handbook 
instructs that “[a] candidate committee may accept contributions only from PACs registered with the 
applicable filing officer.  For example, a PAC that contributes to a legislative candidate must be registered 
with the Secretary of State’s Office.”  Arizona Sec’y of State, CAMPAIGN FINANCE: CANDIDATE GUIDE 
(rev. Sept. 2018), § 3.2.2, available at https://azsos.gov/sites/default/files/2018%200926%20-
%20Campaign%20Finance%20Handbook%20-%20Candidates.pdf.  An ineluctable corollary is that 
“[f]ederal and out-of-state PACs may not make contributions to candidates unless also registered in 
Arizona.”  Id.  Once registered, PAC entities must report to the Secretary all contributions and 
expenditures made in connection with Arizona candidate or ballot measure elections.  See Ariz. Rev. Stat. 
§ 16-926, -927(A).   
 
French for Arizona, the authorized campaign committee of Arizona House of Representatives District 6 
candidate Felicia French, reported the receipt of several in-kind contributions totaling $427.77 from SDP 
over the course of the 2018 election cycle: 
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The Secretary’s online repository of campaign finance filings indicates that SDP has never registered as a 
political action committee or otherwise disclosed its activities to influence Arizona elections.  While SDP 
apparently has organized itself as a federal political committee, its registration with the Federal Election 
Commission does not obviate the separate and independent mandate imposed by Arizona law to register 
and file reports in this jurisdiction as well.  
  
Because SDP did not qualify as an entity that could permissibly make contributions to candidates for state 
and local office in Arizona, its multiple in-kind contributions to French for Arizona directly contravened 
Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-913(D).   
 
II. SDP Appears to Have Made Additional In-Kind Contributions and/or Expenditures 
 
Notably, SDP’s efforts to influence Arizona elections appear to have been far more pervasive and 
multifaceted than a handful of discrete in-kind contributions to one candidate committee.  According to 
its website, SDP organized a cadre of California-based activists to target three specific Arizona legislative 
races in support of French, District 18 State Senate candidate Sean Bowie, and District 6 House of 
Representatives candidate Bobby Tyler.  SDP’s website includes pages dedicated to each of these 
candidates, which feature templates for social media postings, “dossiers” extolling the candidates’ 
biographies and platforms, copies of campaign literature, and forms for remitting monetary contributions 
directly to the candidates.1  Because it refuses to comply with Arizona’s disclosure directives, the nature 
and extent of SDP’s advocacy activities on behalf of French, Bowie and Tyler are not immediately clear.  
Its website, however, indicates that SDP undertakes a variegated array of initiatives to benefit its favored 
candidates, including mass mailings, phone banks, “textbanking,” and door-to-door canvassing.   
 
In addition, a news article reported that, on October 11, 2018, SDP assembled a group of approximately 
forty San Francisco activists to “craft[] personal messages on postcards to persuade registered Democrats 
in an Arizona state legislative district to get to the polls.”  Sylvie Strum, “A Labor of Love: Postcard 
Campaign Writers Seek to Increase Voter Turnout in Midterm Elections,” LOCAL NEWS MATTERS, Oct. 
                                                
1 An assortment of relevant screenshots from SDP’s website is attached hereto as Exhibit A.   
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30, 2018, available at https://www.localnewsmatters.org/2018/10/30/a-labor-of-love-postcard-campaign-
writers-seek-to-increase-voter-turnout-in-midterm-elections/.2  According to the article, the October 11 
gathering resulted in the dissemination of over a thousand postcards to Arizona voters.  See id.3  SDP also 
apparently organized and sponsored at least one phone bank campaign in San Francisco to benefit French 
and Tyler.  See Ex. C.    
 
The fair market value of all resources expended by SDP to assist the French, Bowie and Tyler 
campaigns—including but not limited to direct cash outlays and the value of postcards, postage and 
website development and hosting—constitute either (1) prohibited in-kind contributions by SDP to the 
benefitted candidates, or (2) unreported independent expenditures.   
 
Arizona law defines the term “contribution” capaciously to encompass any “thing of value that is made to 
a person for the purpose of influencing an election.”  Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-901(11).  Contributions include 
direct cash transfers but are not limited to such transactions; “goods, services or anything of value” 
furnished to a candidate or candidate committee “without charge or at less than the usual and normal 
charge,” likewise constitute “contributions” governed by source and amount limitations and by reporting 
requirements.  Id. § 16-901(11)(d), (32).  While the value of a single individual’s volunteer services is 
exempted from the statutory definition, see id. § 16-911(B)(1), this dispensation does not extend to the 
outlays and activities of entities, such as SDP.4  Accordingly, if and to the extent SDP coordinated its 
operations with any candidate, the associated fair market value of these disbursements and activities is 
imputed to the benefitted candidate(s) as a contribution from SDP.  See Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-922(E) (“An 
expenditure that is coordinated with a candidate . . . is deemed an in-kind contribution to the candidate.”).  
As discussed at length above, SDP, as an entity that did not register with and report to the Secretary of 
State as an Arizona political action committee, was prohibited by law from making contributions to any 
candidate in this state.5  See id. § 16-913(D).    
 
Alternatively, if SDP’s efforts were not coordinated with candidates, the transactions nevertheless were 
potentially reportable as independent expenditures.  An “independent expenditure” is any uncoordinated 
disbursement that “expressly advocates the election or defeat of a clearly identified candidate.”  Ariz. Rev. 
Stat. § 16-901(31).  Any entity that makes independent expenditures in excess of $1,000 in connection 
with a state legislative race must disclose these outlays to the Secretary of State.  See id. § 16-926(H).6   
 
                                                
2 A copy of the article is attached hereto as Exhibit B. 
 
3 Although the article did not identify the Arizona candidate who was the focus of the October 11 postcard 
blitz, this effort does not appear to correspond to any of the transactions previously reported by the French 
campaign as in-kind contributions.    
 
4 An “entity” is any “organized group that consists of more than one individual.”  Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-
901(22).  
 
5 Further, to the extent the French, Bowie or Tyler campaigns accepted and/or failed to report contributions 
in the form of coordinated expenditures, those committees likewise are liable for violations of Ariz. Rev. 
Stat. §§ 16-913(D) and -926.   
 
6 In addition, such independent expenditures must be separately reported to the Citizens Clean Elections 
Commission.  See Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-941(D), -958(A).   
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SDP’s sole and manifest purpose is to advocate the election of Democrat candidates—to include French, 
Bowie and Tyler—to public office.  Indeed, SDP’s website explains that its “teams act as an expansion of 
campaign’s [sic] field and fundraising programs” to mobilize support for “amazing Democratic 
candidates.”  In this vein, SDP’s webpages dedicated to French, Bowie and Tyler, see Ex. A—and, 
undoubtedly, any postcards, phonebanks or other public communications sponsored or distributed by SDP 
for those candidates—bear “no reasonable meaning other than to advocate the election” of French, Bowie, 
and Tyler, see id. § 16-901.01(A), and hence would qualify as independent expenditures.  Given the scope 
and extent of SDP’s efforts on behalf of these candidates, there is at least reasonable cause to believe that 
the value of SDP’s outlays and activities may have exceeded $1,000, and thus were subject to public 
disclosure. 
 

*** 
 
In sum, there is “reasonable cause to believe” that SDP (1) made prohibited candidate contributions as a 
non-PAC entity, and (2) failed to report in-kind contributions and/or independent expenditures made on 
behalf of French, Bowie and Tyler.  In either case, by disregarding its disclosure obligations, SDP 
obscured its extensive efforts to influence Arizona elections and deprived this state’s voters of information 
to which they were legally entitled before casting their ballots.  I accordingly request that you refer this 
matter to the Attorney General for further investigation and the imposition of appropriate fines and 
penalties pursuant to Ariz. Rev. Stat. § 16-938.        
 
Thank you for your attention to this important matter. 
 
 
       Respectfully, 
 
 

/s/Jonathan Lines                     
Jonathan Lines, Chairman 
Arizona Republican Party 
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On a second-floor loft above a raucous bar full of enthusiastic NFL

fans in San Francisco’s Richmond District, several dozen people sit

quietly on barstools around high top tables.

Every one of them is hunched over small squares of paper, scribbling

furiously, never once glancing at the four screens above them blaring

the matchup between the Eagles and the Giants.

The 40 or so men and women ages 20- to 70-something, are crafting

personal messages on postcards to persuade registered Democrats

in an Arizona state legislative district to get to the polls. It’s Oct. 11,

just weeks before a midterm election that some in the room feel

could be the most important of their lives so far.

“I know as a woman we live in a shit storm,” said postcard writer Jill

Alvarez, a 44-year-old professional recruiter living in San Francisco. “I

feel gaslit, I feel lied to. I feel like no one’s going to save the day, it’s all

going to go to hell.”
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Spread out in front of her is a sheet of paper provided by the

organizer, Sister District Project, listing the do’s and don’ts of

postcarding etiquette, talking points — that voters can cast ballots for

both Bobby Tyler and Felicia French for two seats in the Arizona State

House of Representatives — and a sample script that writers can

choose to use.

“This is as important an election as we have ever had!” reads a portion

of the script.

Alvarez said she was compelled to double down on her unsuccessful

campaign attempts from the last general election. But this time, she

chose to write postcards hoping to avoid the slightly horrifying

experience she had in 2016 while phone banking.

“It was supposed to be Democrats,” Alvarez said. “I called and said,

‘Are you going to be getting out? Do we have your support for

Hillary?’ And the first guy I talked to said he wouldn’t piss on her guts

if she was on fire. So I just said, ‘No.’”

Sitting alone in the Richmond Republic Draught House pub, Alvarez

said postcard writing is a better fit for her.

“It’s something to do with idle hands, to make you feel less

powerless,” she said.

Writing postcards is a growing trend in electioneering this year. It’s

attracting the attention of an electorate made weary by door

knocking, phone banking, mass leafleting and even relatively modern



techniques like mass texting, according to the event organizer,

Natalie Burdick, co-chair of Sister District San Francisco.

Sister District SF drew more than 80 participants who wrote more

than 1,000 postcards collectively during that Oct. 11 event alone,

Burdick said.

With multicolored pens strewn about her workspace, 48-year-old

software technician Inger Hogstrom said writing postcards provides a

catharsis from the daily barrage of infuriating political news.

“I’m getting tired of being angry all the time and it’s nice to have an

outlet and to actually channel that into action,” she said.

As someone who never answers her phone and detests texts, she

said, this means of reaching out suits her introverted nature.

“This feels a lot less intrusive,” she said.

The former art student enjoys what she calls “craft hour” so much

that she also does it at her kitchen table every night after dinner for a

get-out-the-vote campaign called Postcards To Voters.

That campaign began in March 2017. As of Oct. 13, it included more

than 20,000 writers sending out 3 million postcards so far, according

to the Postcards To Voters website.

It remains to be seen whether postcard writing works a way to

increase voter turnout. But there is some evidence that it helps boost

registration, according to a joint study involving the Sister District



Action Network and the Voter Participation Center.

The study was conducted after more than 57,000 postcards were

sent to Michigan, Pennsylvania and Arizona in March 2018. It found

that people were 20 percent more likely to complete a voter

registration form if it was sent to them after they received a

handwritten postcard.

But that’s just voter registration — the impact of postcards on voter

turnout has yet to be studied.

Rose Hendricks, a postcard campaign devotee and a researcher at

the Washington, D.C., communications think tank FrameWorks

Institute said that in order to truly study the e!ectiveness of such a

campaign, you’d have to standardize the messages and the

embellishments on the cards. And for many, that would defeat the

purpose.

“Personally, I’m willing to forgo the hard proof on this one in

exchange for maximizing inclusivity and participation in the

democratic process,” Hendricks wrote in a recent blog post.

“Whether it’s e!ective for the recipient, I know that creating the

postcards is a positive outlet for my political angst. I don’t need

research to show me that.”

Alameda resident Anna Martin, 54, said that for her, the activity is

extremely personal.

As a volunteer for Flip the 14, a campaign aimed at defeating



California’s 14 Republicans in Congress, Martin always ponders the

name, the address and just who it is she’s writing to before crafting a

message. Her postcards even bear her daughter’s gra"ti-style

artwork of hearts in spray-painted layers of various colors.

“It’s something that I can do every single night with my anxiety,”

Martin said, “because I think they want us scared and depressed and

home thinking there’s nothing we can do, so it’s important to keep

working, and keep trying and keep doing something every day.”

She doesn’t know how e!ective it is, but having faith that her e!orts

will not go to waste is enough, she said.

“It’s an attempt. I have no proof that it works, but I do think it’s worth

a try,” she said.

Martin’s friend, 63-year-old Alameda resident Joni Mahler, said

despite the unknown, the amount of time, thought, e!ort and money

she has put into postcard campaigns feels worthwhile.

“It’s a fight worth fighting,” she said. “It’s really a labor of love.”

Top photo: San Francisco residents write postcards urging Democrats to

vote in a Arizona state legislative district race during a postcard writing

event organized by Sister District San Francisco at the Republic Draught

House pub. (Photo by Sylvie Strum)
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