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Welcome to the California Chamber of Commerce Political Action Handbook: Key Strategies for Business 
Success in State and Local Elections. By reading this introduction you are already taking the first important 
leadership step in making a difference in your community!

Included inside are the basic nuts and bolts of establishing political action committees, commonly known 
as “PACs,” and Independent Expenditure Committees, commonly known as “IECs.” This handbook is 
intended to provide the basic facts about the formation of these committees and to help you identify 
which committee may be best suited for your organization’s needs.

We have developed this handbook to respond to the many inquiries that we have received from local 
chamber of commerce executives and business owners throughout the state. Examples include: 

● 	 How can local chambers of commerce and business organizations be more effective in the 
election process? 

● 	 What is a PAC and what is an IEC? 

● 	 How can forming a PAC and an IEC help us defeat local and state efforts that are harmful to 
businesses and the local economy? 

If these questions sound familiar to you, we hope this handbook will help answer these and many other 
questions.

Most important, this handbook should be considered an overview to help you get started. We strongly 
advise all organizations to seek expert legal advice regarding campaign limits, accounting practices and 
disclosure / filing requirements. Additionally, if there are any questions not addressed here, please take 
note that the Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC) offers a toll-free number, 1-866-275-3772, which 
you may call for answers to many of your questions related to campaign finance and spending.

Please do not hesitate to contact the CalChamber Public Affairs Department to answer any questions on 
these issues. We look forward to your feedback so we can continue to improve future editions and ensure 
that we meet your needs.

Again, congratulations on getting started and we wish you great success in making a positive difference in 
your community!

1215 K Street, Suite 1400
Sacramento, CA 95814

916 444 6670
www.calchamber.com
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l. Overview

In a very general sense, a political action committee (PAC) is a committee that receives limited 
contributions from third parties for the purpose of making contributions directly to support candidates 
for elected office. An independent expenditure committee (IEC) also is a political action committee that 
receives contributions from third parties, but unlike a PAC discussed above, an IEC has no contribution 
limitations and may spend unlimited money to support or oppose state and/or local candidates, provided 
such expenditures are made independent of the candidate. In other words, an IEC may spend money on 
mailings, television or newspaper ads, as opposed to making a contribution directly to a candidate. While 
these are very simplistic definitions, there are a number of rules that must be followed in establishing a 
PAC and/or an IEC. This handbook will help you identify those rules so that your organization can decide 
which kind of committee is best suited for your needs or if you would like to establish one or more. 

Please note: Your organization may choose to have more than one type of committee. For example, 
CalChamber has the ChamberPAC SCC (Small Contributor Committee), ChamberPAC, JobsPAC 
(Independent Expenditure Candidate Committee) and CalBusPAC (general purpose issues PAC).

Who Regulates PACs and IECs?

There are two state agencies that are primarily responsible for administering the campaign disclosure 
process — the Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC) and the Secretary of State Political Reform 
Division (SOS/PRD).

The Fair Political Practices Commission is a non-partisan group established originally by the Political 
Reform Act of 1974. The mission of the FPPC is to promote the integrity of representative state and local 
government in California through fair, impartial interpretation and enforcement of political campaign, 
lobbying and conflict of interest laws. One way the FPPC carries out its mission is through advice, 
seminars and training on campaign finance and disclosure regulations. The commission is made up of 
five members that include representatives from the Secretary of State, the Attorney General, the State 
Controller and two Governor-appointed members. Information about the FPPC can be accessed at www.
fppc.ca.gov.

The Secretary of State Political Reform Division administers the direct filing of campaign finance forms at 
the state level. All state candidate, PAC and initiative committees with activity of $50,000 or more must 
fully disclose the amounts and sources of their contributions and expenditures through the Secretary of 
State’s electronic CAL ACCESS system (California Automated Lobbyist and Campaign Contribution and 
Expenditure Search System). This system provides the public with an Internet database that contains 
searchable contribution and expenditure information. This information can be accessed through the 
website of the Secretary of State: www.ss.ca.gov, or visit http://cal-access.ss.ca.gov/. Paper filing also 
required.
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Should I Also Be Concerned about Local Campaign Finance Laws?

Although this handbook provides the basics on the state laws governing PACs and IECs, it does not 
address local campaign rules and limits, as local jurisdictions also may have their own contribution limits 
or other rules. The segments of this handbook that address campaign contributions rely upon contribution 
limits prescribed by Proposition 34 for state candidates.  You also must adhere to limits or restrictions 
imposed by local jurisdictions relating to local elections. Therefore, we encourage you to see whether 
there are any local rules governing the particular kind of political action committee you desire to form that 
are in addition to the state laws discussed in this handbook. If there are local rules that apply, be certain to 
review those laws and check them periodically to ensure they have not changed.

What Types of PACs Are Available?

To help put into perspective the different types of PACs available to local chambers and businesses, we’ve 
provided examples of CalChamber political action committees throughout this handbook. As always, you 
are welcome to call the CalChamber Public Affairs Department to ask questions and/or get further details 
on the committees that we have successfully established over the years.

●  	 ChamberPAC Small Contributor Committee is CalChamber’s bipartisan Small 
Contributor Committee that is designed to foster contributions from the “grassroots” 
level. Contributions to the ChamberPAC Small Contributor Committee cannot exceed $200 
aggregate per entity per year.

● 	 ChamberPAC is CalChamber’s bipartisan political action committee that solicits 
contributions from businesses to improve the business climate in California by supporting 
pro-jobs policymakers. Contributions to ChamberPAC are capped at an amount determined 
by the FPPC. In the 2017-2018 election cycle, aggregate contributions per entity cannot 
exceed $7,300 per year.

● 	 CalBusPAC is the CalChamber’s general–purpose issues political action committee, 
which makes contributions and expenditures to support or to oppose ballot measures and 
other issues of interest to the business community. There are no contribution limits to this 
committee.

● 	 JobsPAC is an independent expenditure committee sponsored by a coalition of California 
employers including CalChamber. There are no contribution limits to this committee.
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How Frequently Do Campaign Finance Laws Change?

Please take note that the state laws governing PACs are subject to change, either by legislative action, 
regulation or by legal action in the courts. The CalChamber is committed to providing you with the most 
current information available. In the event the rules change, the CalChamber will strive to provide updates 
and notices of any changes on a timely basis. Notices and updates will be posted on the CalChamber 
website, www.calchamber.com, to make it easier to learn about any updates or notices. Finally, the 
CalChamber encourages you to contact the CalChamber Public Affairs Department with any questions 
regarding this handbook. 
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II. Selecting the Right Committee for your Organization

Organizations have many choices when it comes to political action. In addition to traditional political 
advocacy — grassroots activities, letter-writing campaigns, fundraisers, etc. — business organizations 
may also form a PAC or IEC. Because the law allows different types of PACs, a business organization 
must first understand the differences between each PAC and then decide which PAC best suits its needs 
or make a decision to take a different approach by using an IEC. This section provides an overview of the 
common PACs and IECs formed, and is designed to help guide organizations in selecting the PAC or IEC 
that is right for the organization.

Political Action Committees — Quick Overview

A political action committee, or PAC, is a committee that receives contributions from two or more persons 
in order to make contributions directly to candidates and elected officials. Start-up costs for PACs 
are minimal, and PAC funds can be used to support candidates for the Legislature and statewide and 
(generally) local offices. 

State law contains a number of rules and regulations that deal with the formation and operation of PACs. 
As a result, PACs that are active in state elections must follow the rules described below. First, however, it 
is important to distinguish the PAC talked about here from a candidate’s committee.

Quick Definition: A candidate’s committee is a committee specifically established by the candidate 
to accept contributions. Such a committee has its own set of rules, which are not discussed in this 
handbook.

Two Choices — Large or Small

State law permits two types of PACs — large and small. The first type of committee is a Large PAC that is 
allowed to receive larger contributions than a Small PAC. A Large PAC may receive up to $7,300 from any 
contributor per year for the purpose of making state candidate contributions. However, a Large PAC may 
contribute only up to $4,400 per election to state legislative candidates. This PAC is the most commonly 
used and is also referred to as a “Traditional PAC,” or simply a “PAC”.

The second type of committee is a Small PAC and is also referred to as a “Small Contributor Committee,” 
or “SCC”. A Small PAC is permitted to accept small contributions of no more than $200 per contributor 
per year and after six months may be eligible to make double the normal contribution amount, which is up 
to $8,800 per election to state legislative candidates. The rules governing the Small PAC are explained in 
greater detail below. 

We encourage you to familiarize yourself with the rules described below before choosing the PAC your 
organization desires to form.
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Small PAC (Small Contributor Committee) — What’s So Small About It?

A Small PAC is a political action committee that was designed to encourage “grassroots” contributions 
within the political process. The committee is deemed “small” because of the amount in individual 
contributions it may receive. A Small PAC is defined as a committee which:

● 	 Has been in operation for six (6) months or longer;

● 	 Has one hundred (100) or more contributors who contribute no more than $200 each per 
calendar year; and 

● 	 Makes contributions of $25 or more, over a three-year period, to five or more candidates.

A Small PAC must meet all of the above criteria before it is permitted to make contributions to candidates 
at approximately double the standard limit. The standard contribution limit is $4,400 per election for state 
legislative candidates. If it meets the criteria, however, a Small Contributor Committee may be eligible to 
contribute $8,800 per election to legislative candidates. The $8,800 contribution amount is the primary 
benefit to forming a Small PAC. An example of a Small PAC is the ChamberPAC Small Contributor 
Committee. 

Small PAC Rules:

●  	 May not accept contributions (that is, from chamber members or company employees) of 
more than $200 per calendar year;

● 	 Must file disclosure reports, including late period reports, with appropriate governmental 
agencies;

● 	 May contribute to candidates for many state political offices in amounts that are 
approximately double the standard contribution limit (for example, $8,800 per calendar year 
for state legislative candidates, compared to $4,400, and $14,600 to statewide candidates 
other than Governor, compared to $7,300).

Because of the steps that must be taken to establish a Small PAC, we suggest that if your chamber 
or business plans to participate in the upcoming election cycle and likes the advantages that a small 
contributor committee provides, it is best to establish the committee as early as possible. The earlier you 
lay down the groundwork, the sooner you can begin to participate in the political process.
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Large PAC – How Is This Different from a Small PAC?

A Large PAC (or “Traditional PAC”), is the more common and frequently formed political action committee. 
The popularity of this kind of PAC is due to the amount of contributions it may receive. This type of 
PAC is not difficult to operate and manage and allows business organizations to take a strong proactive 
leadership role in the California public policy process. 

An example of a Large PAC would be CalChamber’s ChamberPAC. ChamberPAC is a bipartisan political 
action committee that was formed to support jobs-friendly incumbent legislators and candidates. Through 
ChamberPAC, resources of like-minded employers are pooled to have a greater impact on legislative 
campaigns. In doing so, ChamberPAC provides a unique opportunity for the entire business community to 
work together to create a pro-jobs environment throughout the state.

Large PAC rules:
●  	 May not accept contributions (that is, from chamber members or company employees) of 

more than $7,300 per calendar year, per contributor, for the purpose of making contributions 
to state candidates;

● 	 May not contribute more than $29,200 per election to any candidate for Governor;

● 	 May not contribute more than $7,300 per election to any candidate for other statewide 
office;

● 	 May not contribute more than $4,400 per election to any candidate for Assembly or state 
Senate;

● 	 May not contribute more than $36,500 per calendar year to any state and/or local political 
parties per year for the purpose of making contributions to state candidates; and

● 	 Must file disclosure reports, including late period reports, with the appropriate governmental 
agencies.
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Independent Expenditure Committees a.k.a. “IECs” – Something Different

A Large PAC versus an Independent Expenditure Committee, commonly referred to as an “IEC” — what’s 
the difference? Although an IEC is technically considered a political action committee, how much it 
may collect in contributions and how it may use the contribution dollars are very different from a Large 
PAC. An IEC is one in which expenditures of $1,000 or more are made to support or oppose state or 
local candidates (for example, mailings, television or newspaper ads) and such expenditures are made 
independent of the candidate. IECs provide businesses and business organizations with the freedom 
to take an even larger leadership role in the election process. Although they’re subject to reporting 
requirements, Independent Expenditure Committees sponsored by local chambers of commerce and 
businesses can spend their funds to independently support and/or oppose state candidates in any amount 
they choose.

An example of an Independent Expenditure Committee would be JobsPAC. It was formed by a group of 
California employers to take bold, proactive steps in electing pro-jobs candidates to state office in the era 
of legislative term limits.

Independent Expenditure Committee rules:

● 	 May accept unlimited contributions from any source;

● 	 May make unlimited expenditures independent of the candidate it is supporting; and

● 	 Must file disclosure reports and supplemental disclosure reports, including late period 	
reports, with appropriate governmental agencies. 

● 	 Must not coordinate campaign activities in any way with the candidate’s own 
committee (including all officers of the committee) or in the case of a ballot measure, 
the measure’s official campaign.
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III. Getting Started 

Now that you have identified which kind of PAC to form, the next step is to file the mandatory paperwork 
and reporting required by the appropriate governmental agencies. 

The paperwork is necessary because of disclosure requirements within the Political Reform Act of 1974. 
Campaign disclosure reports provide the public with the identity of contributors and the amounts they give 
as well as the amount officeholders, candidates and their committees spend. 

Consider Professional Assistance

There are certain mandatory steps each recipient committee or PAC must take before it begins to take 
political action. Most associations and businesses hire an accountant or law firm to execute this part of 
the process, and CalChamber encourages all organizations to seek professional assistance. In addition, 
the FPPC toll-free telephone number is always available for quick answers to many of your questions.

The addresses, phone numbers and facsimile numbers for agencies that monitor the process are provided 
in the “Resources” section.

Committee Organization

Once the decision has been made to form a PAC or IEC, there are a variety of issues your organization’s 
officers and directors should collectively address, including the committee’s name (mandatory), who 
will serve on its board of directors (optional), drafting and adopting bylaws (optional), who will serve as 
treasurer (mandatory), whether the committee will be sponsored (likely), how to solicit funds and how to 
decide on candidate endorsements. As you move forward with your planning, keep the following in mind:

● 	 The political committee’s board of directors should reflect the makeup of your organization’s 
membership; however, a large board is not necessarily practical. It is more important to 
establish a group of members who can be convened regularly (especially during election 
years) and who can make quick, informed decisions.

● 	 Include the name of the sponsoring organization within the name of the committee (for 
example, Chamber of Commerce PAC).

● 	 Every committee must have a treasurer! The treasurer does not have to be a member of the 
committee board; most PACs invite their accountant (or attorney) to serve as treasurer; it 
makes the process of approving expenditures, signing checks and getting them in the mail a 
lot simpler. Because of liability, professional treasurers are recommended.
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● 	 Bylaws are optional. While bylaws provide a sense of structure and formality to your 
political efforts, they are not used with great frequency. Some organizations simply enact a 
statement of purpose or guidelines on disbursements. In essence, do whatever makes your 
contributors and your officers comfortable.

● 	 When it comes to soliciting funds, every organization does it differently. Fundraising may be 
accomplished in a number of ways, ranging from phone banks to professional fundraising 
services. For example, some organizations have redesigned their annual dues statement to 
include a request for PAC funds; others make a separate pitch. Some organizations raise 
PAC dollars via phone-a-thons or special annual events; others enlist the help of their PAC 
chairperson to solicit funds on a one-on-one basis. It is best to first establish a budget, 
draw up a fund-raising strategy, and then execute it aggressively.

Each of these fundraising methods must include certain disclaimers required by the law. Please 
make sure that you include the disclaimers in order to remain in compliance.

● 	 There also are a variety of ways to address candidate screening and selection. Options 
range from requiring only written questionnaires, to conducting in-depth interviews with 
members of your committee’s board, to establishing elaborate scoring systems that take 
into account a candidate’s voting record or background and experience. Determining an 
effective means to evaluating candidates and granting your committee’s endorsement is 
critical to your committee’s overall success.

● 	 The Fair Political Practices Commission administers the filing requirement and deadlines 
for PACs and IECs, as well as other special requirements, such as sending mandatory 
notices to donors of $5,000 or more. Please consider relying on a professional (attorney or 
accountant) or contact the FPPC for help.

● 	 Whether filing your forms electronically or via hard copy, it is important to remember that the 
forms can be accessed through the FPPC; however, they must be filed with the Secretary 
of State Political Reform Division: www.ss.ca.gov, or visit http://cal-access.ss.ca.gov/, or 
your local filing official, depending on the nature of your committee.
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Bank Account and Other Requirements

In addition to making sure that your committee has hired a treasurer to approve expenditures, sign checks 
and keep track of the various campaign finance regulations, and has organized itself with the Secretary of 
State and is filing campaign reports, your PAC or IEC should also keep the following requirements in mind:

● 	 A PAC or IEC must establish a separate federal taxpayer identification number;

● 	 A PAC or IEC must register as a political committee with the Internal Revenue Service 	
(IRS Forms 8871, 8872);

● 	 A PAC or IEC must reconcile its bank account to its campaign reports, and maintain an 
audit file with documents to support all financial transactions; and

● 	 A PAC that makes contributions to state candidates must include the designation “All 
Purpose Account” on its checks.
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IV. Conclusion

In order to maintain a positive business climate and strong economy, it is important that business 
organizations do take a strong leadership role in the political process. As this handbook demonstrates, 
forming a PAC or IEC is one way in which business organizations make a real difference in local and 
state elections. Please remember, if you or your organization have any questions, feel free to contact the 
CalChamber Public Affairs Department or any of the resources listed on the following pages. In addition, 
keep in mind the FPPC toll-free number that will put you in touch with someone at the FPPC who can 
answer many of your questions.

Now that you have the information to get started, we wish you great success!
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V. About the Author

Steven S. Lucas 
Steve Lucas is an attorney who specializes in political law as a partner for Nielsen, Merksamer, Parrinello, 
Mueller & Naylor, and served as the president of the California Political Attorneys Association. Appointed 
by the Governor of California, he served as chairman of the Bipartisan Commission on the Political 
Reform Act. He formerly was a law clerk to Chief Justice Malcolm Lucas of the California Supreme Court, 
and served as counsel to the Webster Commission, appointed by the Los Angeles Police Commission 
to investigate the LAPD’s preparedness for and response. Lucas graduated magna cum laude from the 
University of California, Los Angeles and received his J.D. from Harvard Law School, magna cum laude.
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VI. Resources

Resources for Additional Information

Agency							       Information Available

Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC)		  Disclosure Rules/Proposition 34
428 J Street, Suite 620		  Manuals C and E
Sacramento, California 95814		  2006 Addendum
Phone: (916) 322-5660	
Toll-Free: (866) ASK-FPPC	
Facsimile: (916) 322-0886
www.fppc.ca.gov

Secretary of State		  PAC and IEC Disclosure Statements 
Political Reform Division		  must be filed with the Secretary of State
1500 11th Street, Room 495		  Political Reform Division:
Sacramento, California 95814		  http://cal-access.ss.ca.gov/
Phone: (916) 653-6224
Facsimile: (916) 653-5045
www.ss.ca.gov

Internal Revenue Service		  Forms 8871 and 8872
4330 Watt Avenue
Sacramento, California 95821
Phone: (916) 974-5225
www.irs.gov
	

J. Richard Eichman, CPA		  PAC Administration
1127 – 11th Street
Sacramento, California 95814
Phone: (916) 442-2280

Nielsen Merksamer Parrinello Gross & Leoni LLP		  Legal, PAC Administration
Steve Lucas, Partner
2350 Kerner Boulevard, Suite 250 
San Rafael, CA 94901
Phone: (415) 389-6800
www.nmgovlaw.com
email: slucas@nmgovlaw.com

FPPC Forms

Form 410 – Statement of Organization
Form 460 – Recipient Committee Campaign Statement
Form 465 – Supplemental Independent Expenditure Report
Form 495 – Supplemental Pre-Election Campaign Statement
Form 496 – Late Independent Expenditure Report
Form 497 – Late Contribution Report 



NOTE: This 
form is not 
represented 
in its entirety.



NOTE: This 
form is not 
represented 
in its entirety.
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