
Chapter VIII: PAC funds: Misused and abused 

A Political Action Committee (PAC) is an organization in the United States that gathers campaign 

contributions from its members, and donates those funds to campaign for or against candidates, ballot 

initiatives, or legislations. According to the Federal Election Campaign Act, an organization turns into a 

PAC when it spends or receives more than $1,000 with the purpose of controlling a federal election. An 

organization also becomes a PAC according to the election laws of the state, at state level.  

A Political Action Committee is a famous term for a political committee that was prepared with the 

purpose of spending and raising money to elect political candidates, or defeat them. A lot of PACs 

represent business, labor, or interests in ideology. These PACs can give a candidate up to $15,000 a year 

to any kind of national party committee, and $5,000 each year to other types of PACs. These PACs may 

also get up to $5,000 from an individual, PAC or any other type of party committee per year. PACs must 

also register with the Federal Election Campaign within 10 days after it has been formed, by giving the 

name and address of the PAC, its treasurer, along with the organizations that it is connected to. For the 

sake of contribution limits, affiliated PACs are also treated as one donor.  

As part of the Taft-Hartley act in 1947, the United States Congress has prevented labor unions and 

corporations from spending money to influence federal elections. The Congress has also prevented labor 

unions from contributing to the campaigns of political candidates. In response to these limitations, the 

Congress of Industrial Organizations has made a separate political fund, and named it the Political Action 

Committee. This is known as the very first political committee. In 1907, an earlier law called the Tillman 

Act also prevented certain corporations from contributing to political campaigns. 

PACs have been around since 1944, when the Congress of Industrial Organizations formed the very first 

one to raise the money that was needed for the re-election of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The 

money of these PACs came from voluntary contributions from members of the union, rather than union 

treasuries. This did not violate the Smith Connally act of 1943, which stopped unions from making 

contributions to federal candidates. Even though they’re commonly known as PACs, federal election law 

has referred to these accounts as “separate segregation funds”, since money that is contributed to a 

PAC is kept inside bank accounts that are different from the general corporate, or union treasury.  

The United States Congress passed the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA) in 1971. And in 1974, 

amendments to the FECA explained how a PAC could operate as well as establish the Federal Elections 

Commission (FEC), to impose the nation’s laws on campaign finance. This 1974 amendment also 

lessened the amount of money that could be directly given to a Congressional campaign, which incites a 

boom in the creation of PACs as campaigns shifted on how they raise their money.  

FECA along with its following FEC rules give a range of restrictions regarding PACs: 

1.) Individuals are only limited to giving $5,000 each year to federal PACs 

2.) Corporations and unions cannot contribute directly to federal PACs. However, they can still pay 

for the administrative costs of a PAC that is affiliated with a certain corporation or union. 



3.) PACs that are corporate-affiliated can only seek contributions from shareholders, executives, as 

well as their families 

4.) Contributions from corporate or labor union treasuries are still illegal, but they can still sponsor 

a PAC and give financial support for the administration as well as fundraising.  

5.) Union-affiliated PACs can only request for contributions from their members.  

6.) Independent PACs can also request contributions from the public. They also have to pay for 

their own costs from those funds.  

Federal multi-candidate PACs may contribute to candidates as follows:  $5,000 to a candidate or a 

candidate committee with every election, $15,000 annually to every political party, and $5,000 annually 

to another PAC. PACs can also create unlimited expenditures that are independent of a candidate, or a 

type of political party.  

In one of its cases back in 2010, called Citizens United vs. Federal Election Commission, the United States 

Supreme Court has overturned parts of the Campaign Reform Act of 2002, which is also known as the 

McCain-Feingold Act. This has prevented corporate and union political expenditures when it comes to 

political campaigns. Citizens United has also made it legal for unions and corporations to spend money 

from their treasuries to invest in expenditures that are related to campaigning. This did not change the 

prohibition on direct corporate or union contributions directly to financial campaigns, and must still 

depend on traditional PACs because of this purpose.  

A lot of politicians also form PACs about leadership as a method of raising money to help fund the 

campaigns of other candidates. And since June 2008, leadership PACs that are reporting electronically 

should enumerate those candidates that are sponsoring the PAC, as per the Honest Leadership and 

Open Government Act of 2007. Leadership PACs are often a sign of a politician’s aspirations for 

leadership positions in Congress, or for higher positions in politics.  

Types of PAC 

Connected PACs 

A lot of the 4,600 active and registered PACs are also known as connected PACs. These PACs were 

recognized by businesses, labor unions, trade groups, as well as health organizations. Connected PACs 

receive and get money from a restricted class, which usually consists of managers and shareholders, in 

the case of a corporation, as well as members in the case of a union or any other type of interest group. 

As of January 2009, there are around 1,598 registered corporate PACs. 272 of these PACs are related to 

labor unions, and 995 are related to trade organizations. 

Non-connected PACs 

Groups that have an ideological mission, single-issued groups, as well as members of the Congress and 

other political leaders can form non-connected PACs. These organizations can also take funds from any 

individual, organizations, or connected PACs. As of January 2009, there are around 1,596 non-connected 

PACs. This is the fastest growing category when it comes to PACs.  



Leadership PACs 

Political parties and elected officials can’t contribute more to the federal limit directly to its candidates. 

But they can also create a leadership PAC that makes independent expenditures. Given that the 

expenditure is not coordinated with the other candidates, the type of spending here is not limited. 

Under the rules of the FEC, leadership PACs are a type of non-connected PACs, since they can receive 

donations from individuals, as well as other PACs. Because current officeholders have an easier time 

getting contributions, these leadership PACs are also a good way for dominant parties to get seats from 

other parties.  Leadership PACs that are sponsored by elected officials will not be able to use funds to 

support the own campaign of the official. But it will be able to fund travel, consultants, administrative 

expenses, polling, as well as other expenses that do are not related to the campaign. Between 2008 and 

2009, leadership PACs have spent and raised over $47 million.  

Politicians earn their own money from campaigning. But a lot of them have also brought up a separate 

port of money, which is also known as a leadership PAC, to earn influence among other colleagues and 

enhance their bids for leadership posts or committee chairmanships. These politicians have also used 

their leadership PACs to lay groundwork for their own campaigns for higher positions in the office. And 

some politicians have also used their own leadership PACs for hiring extra staff, which sometimes 

includes their family members, and to travel across America and eat in some of the finest restaurants in 

Washington. There is no form of strictness when it comes to the limits on how a politician spends his 

leadership PAC money. 

Controversial use of leadership PACs 

Former Representative John Doolittle’s leadership PAC paid 15% to a firm where the only employee is 

his wife. In turn, payouts to his wife’s firm were $68,630 in 2003 and 2004. And in 2005 to 2006, it 

amounted to $224,000. A raid eventually happened at the Doolittle residence in 2007. In June 2010, 

after years of investigating, the case was dropped by the Justice Department with no charges. 

In another case, a leadership PAC bought $2,139 in gifts from Bose Corporation. 

Former Representative Richard Pombo also used his leadership PAC to pay his hotel bills that cost 

$22,896, as well as to buy baseball tickets for donors.  

The leadership PAC of Former Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Team Majority, was also fined $21,000 by federal 

election officials for wrongly accepting donations over federal limits.  

Super PACs 

A Super PAC is a new kind of political action committee that was created in July 2010. This follows the 

result of a federal court case that was known as SpeechNow.org vs Federal Election Commission. This 

was technically only known as the independent expenditure-only committee. Super PACs raise a 

limitless amount of money from unions, corporations, individuals, and associations, then spend these 

amounts to strongly campaign for or against political candidates. However, Super PACs must always 

report their supporters to the Federal Election Commission on a quarterly or monthly basis, called the 



Super PACs Choice, as a traditional PAC would. Unlike other traditional PACs, Super PACs are not 

allowed from giving money directly to political candidates. As of December 2013, 880 groups that are 

ordered as Super PACs have reported total receipts of $31,038,520. In the 2014 cycle, they will have a 

total expenditure of $17,735,506.  

A new kind of PAC was made after the decision of the US Court of Appeals in the SpeechNow.org vs. FEC 

in 2010. These types of PACs give no contributions to parties, or even candidates. But they do have 

independent expenditures when it comes to federal races – Which can mean running advertisements, 

sending mail, or talking in other methods with words that specifically advocate the elections, or the loss 

of a certain candidate. There are no restrictions for these sources or funds that are used for 

expenditures. These committees file financial reports with the FEC. These reports include donors, as well 

as their expenditures.  

Super PACs are also known as companies with an independent-only expenditure. Super PACs may not 

give contributions to candidate campaigns or their parties. However, they can partake in political 

spending independently of the campaigns. They can also raise funds from corporations, unions, 

individuals, and other groups with an unlimited size of donation, unlike traditional PACs.   

Because of two judicial decisions – Citizens United vs. Federal Election Commission, and SpeechNow.org 

vs. FEC two months later, Super PACs were made possible. The federal Court of Appeals for the DC 

Circuit says that PACs who do not make contributions to candidates or parties and other PACs will still 

be able to accept unlimited contributions from individuals, corporations, and unions, for both non-profit 

and profitable purposes, and also for the purpose of making independent expenditures. The Super PAC 

was the result of the Citizens United and SpeechNow.org decisions in 2010, which gave birth to a new 

kind of political action committee.  

According to advisories from the FEC, Super PACs are not supposed to organize directly with political 

parties or candidates. This is to stop them from operating campaigns that are similar to the candidates 

that they support, or take part in negotiations that that may end up in a quid pro quo bargain between 

PAC donors, and the officeholder or candidate. But it is legal for candidates as well as Super PAC 

managers to talk about campaign strategies and tactics with the use of media. 

Foreign Contact PACs 

American citizens, as well as immigrants that carry green cards, can only contribute to federal politics. 

But American sectors of foreign companies can also form PACs, and earn contributions from their 

American employees.  

The following is an indication of foreign-related benefits behind these PACs, which is based on the 

parent companies’ headquarters: 

Organization Profiles: 

Organizations, which include companies, super PACs, unions, and others – Are also able to group 

together a bigger amount of funds that lone individuals, and, therefore, become an important force and 



source of money in politics. Whether through specified contributions to politicians, TV, radio, print 

advertisements and lobbying efforts, these organizations can raise their voices and be heard in their 

efforts to persuade elected officials and legislation, in a way that favors their interests in social and 

economic matters. 

Lobbying Database 

In addition to campaign contributions to candidates and elected officials, companies, labor unions as 

well as other types of organizations spend a huge amount of dollars annually to lobby Congress and 

federal agencies. Special interests have also kept lobbying firms, and many of these firms are found 

along Washington’s K Street. Meanwhile, the other firms have lobbyists that work in-house. They have 

totals that are spent on lobbying, which started in 1998, for everyone, from the AAI Corp to Zurich 

Financial.  

PAC-related News Articles  

A lot of watchdogs from the government have criticized President Obama for transforming his campaign 

committee into a form of secretive fund-raising outfit ever since the change was announced last 

January. Now the group is getting heat from a pioneer of modern money politics – namely, Karl Rove’s 

American Crossroads. After the victory of President Obama’s re-election, the PAC that started his 

campaign, Obama for America, became Organizing for Action, a non-profit charged with pushing his 

legislative program. Since the new group is not known as a type of political group but a 501©(4) social 

welfare non-profit, it is not needed for them to reveal its spending, or the identity of the donors. After 

the announcement, this shift was criticized by campaign finance reformers, as well as mainstream media 

outlets.  

According to Fred Wertheimer, who is a campaign finance reformer advocate has said that the creation 

of the Organization for Action does not mark the first time that a president has outsourced a 

responsibility of his presidency to an organization or a private sector, that is financed by an unlimited 

supply of private funds, and that is working as an arm of the presidency. He also mentions that in taking 

this step, President Obama has picked the approach that is loaded with danger.  

Republican super PAC, American Crossroads, has joined the groups that are making criticisms by 

uploading a biting advertisement on Youtube. This advertisement criticizes the Organization for Action 

for selling access to the president, according to the New York Times. The newspaper has claimed that 

the group has given their donors access to President Obama, in exchange for donating $500,000 or 

more. This claim was denied by the Obama administration, and directed all questions to the 

organization itself. The denials of Jay Carney, the press secretary of the White House, along with clips of 

the media’s disbelief are highly featured in the ad, which comes in the form of an infomercial spoof.  

The advertisement says that “For just one easy payment of $500,000, you too can get the privilege of 

quarterly meetings with the President. Order now and we’ll throw in a private meeting with Vice 

President Joe Biden, completely free! Or give us $1 million and you don’t have to meet with Biden, 

ever!” American Crossroads, the super PAC of Karl Rove, is the brains behind this advertisement. The 



other one responsible is Crossroads GPS. This is a social welfare nonprofit similar to Organizing for 

America, which has spent an estimated $70 million on the elections last year, according to the Sunlight 

Foundation.  

But behind the campaign rhetoric of President Obama regarding taking on special interest lies a more 

complicated truth. A Globe review about President Obama’s campaign finance records have shown that 

he collected hundreds and thousands of dollars from lobbyists and PACs as a state legislator in Illinois, a 

US Senator, and a presidential aspirant.  

During President Obama’s eight years in the senate of Illinois, from 1996 to 2004, almost two-thirds of 

the money that he has raised for his campaigns – Which has amounted from $296,000 to $461,000 – 

Came from PACs, corporate contributions, or unions, according to the records of the Illinois Board of 

Elections. President Obama has also tapped financial services firms, real estate developers, healthcare 

providers, oil companies, and many other types of corporate interests, which the records have shown.  

President Obama’s US Senate campaign committee, which started with his successful run in 2004, has 

collected over $128,000 from lobbyists, and $1.3 million from PACs, according to the Center for 

Responsive Politics, which is a non-profit organization that tracks down the money in politics. His $1.3 

million from PACs has represented an overall 8 percent of what he has raised in total.  
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