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Some allegations are too serious to ignore. Too serious to simply take Respondents’
denials at face value. Too serious to play games with. Yet in this matter, my colleagues ran their
usual evidence-blocking play and the Commission’s attorneys placed too much faith in the few
facts Respondents put before us.
As a result, this agency barely lifted a finger to find out the truth behind one of the most
blockbuster campaign finance allegations in recent memory.
In January 2018, McClatchy reported that the Federal Bureau of Investigation (“FBI”)
was investigating whether Alexander Torshin – a senior Russian central bank official with ties to
Russian President Vladimir Putin – had illegally funneled money to the National Rifle
Association to help then-candidate Donald Trump win the presidency.1 During the 2016 election
cycle, the NRA and its affiliate organizations reported to the FEC $54.4 million in spending in
connection with federal elections, with $30 million reported supporting Trump.2 That is $34.6
million more than the NRA reported spending on federal elections in the previous presidential
election cycle.3 Further news reports revealed Torshin’s extensive contacts with the NRA and
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attempts by his former assistant, Maria Butina, to create a back channel between Putin and
Trump.4
The news reports triggered a complaint with the FEC alleging that the NRA, Torshin,
Butina, and others had violated the federal ban against foreign electoral assistance.5 Torshin and
Butina reportedly forged close ties to NRA donors and leaders, allowing them to participate –
illegally – in the NRA’s election-related decisionmaking.6 Neither the alleged funneling of
foreign money nor the foreign decisionmaking are permissible under federal campaign finance
law.7
The FEC’s Republican commissioners, however, have blocked the Commission from
taking even the smallest step to investigate whether Torshin and Butina violated the ban on
foreign national contributions.8 This is an abandonment of the Commission’s basic duty to
investigate wrongdoing, and is contrary to law.
The Federal Election Campaign Act (the “Act”) requires the Commission to investigate
complaints when it has “reason to believe”9 (“RTB”) the Act has been violated. The
Commission’s formal guidance on the “reason to believe” standard explains that:
•

“The Commission will find ‘reason to believe’ in cases where the available
evidence in the matter is at least sufficient to warrant conducting an investigation,
and where the seriousness of the alleged violation warrants either further
investigation or immediate conciliation.”10

•

“A ‘reason to believe’ finding followed by an investigation would be appropriate
when a complaint credibly alleges that a significant violation may have occurred,
but further investigation is required to determine whether a violation in fact
occurred and, if so, its exact scope.”11
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In this matter, the complaint credibly alleged that a significant violation of the Act may
have occurred. It was based upon a news report from a reputable news source12 that led with this
striking paragraph:
The FBI is investigating whether a top Russian banker with ties to the Kremlin illegally
funneled money to the National Rifle Association to help Donald Trump win the
presidency, two sources familiar with the matter have told McClatchy.13
The article contains few details on the alleged funneling, but its report that the FBI is
investigating the matter is direct and specific. And there can hardly be a matter more significant
for this Commission than large-scale foreign influence exerted by a preeminent global adversary
aimed at interfering with a U.S. presidential campaign. The complaint’s use of this article alone
justified my vote to find reason to believe a violation of the Act may have occurred.
But for my colleagues who needed more to find RTB, much more information has been
available that bolsters the credibility of the complaint’s allegations. Butina pled guilty in
December 2018 and admitted to “establish[ing] unofficial lines of communication with
Americans having power and influence over U.S. politics” – a “Gun Rights Organization” that is
likely the NRA.14 Thousands of articles have been written on the FBI’s interest in Torshin’s and
Russia’s dealings with the NRA.15
One crucial piece of evidence was fully available to the Commission, but my Republican
colleagues blocked our Office of General Counsel (“OGC”) from collecting it. All our lawyers
had to do was pick up the phone, call the FBI, and ask: Are you, in fact, investigating the
Respondents for the violations alleged? But when I suggested that the Commission instruct OGC
to do so, the Republican commissioners refused. We still do not know the answer to this
foundational, eminently knowable, question. And had the FBI’s answer been “Yes,” the Bureau
may well have been able to jumpstart our investigation with the information it had already
discovered.
The FBI’s rules require that it have good reason to investigate. These standards are close
cousins to those of the FEC’s pre-RTB inquiry (Has the complaint credibly alleged that a
significant violation of the Act may have occurred?).16 If the FBI is investigating a matter that is
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the subject of an FEC complaint, then, that should be considered prima facie evidence that a
violation of the Act may have occurred. I considered McClatchy’s credible and unrefuted
reporting that such an investigation existed to be enough to find RTB and authorize our own
investigation. But had we had known for sure whether the FBI was investigating this matter, the
Commission’s RTB decision could have been a slam dunk. We could have, and should have,
known for sure.
Another problem with this matter is that some of the evidence the Commission did
consider was severely lacking. My Republican colleagues and the Commission’s attorneys erred
in relying upon the NRA’s own internal review of its donations, which, to the surprise of no one,
failed to identify any substantial foreign donations.17 The NRA’s first search only covered
$5,000+ donors, and only searched whether those donors listed a foreign address or used a
foreign bank account.18 A second search covered donations of any size, but only looked for
“known Russian nationals, people using Russian addresses, and transfers from Russian banks.”19
Now, the NRA may have been founded to improve marksmanship, but it was shooting
with its eyes closed here. Its search of its records for foreign contributions in this enforcement
context was ludicrously inadequate. Who’s on this list of “known Russian nationals”? We don’t
know. Were there any suspicious patterns of transactions that would indicate that contributions
were being made in the name of another? We don’t know. The NRA’s effort was hardly more
thorough than searching a contributor list for the name “Vladimir Putin” and calling it a day.
But in the end, it wasn’t on the NRA to make sure the Commission had sufficient
information in hand to make an informed RTB decision; it was on the Commission and its
attorneys.20
My Republican colleagues danced a familiar two-step here. First they blocked OGC’s
ability to avail ourselves of the available evidence (by calling the FBI) and next they claimed
there was not enough evidence to give them reason to believe a violation of the Act may have
occurred (and voted to dismiss the matter). For more than a decade, this pattern has served their
goal of obstructing campaign-finance law enforcement. It has been immensely harmful when
they have applied this approach to domestic enforcement matters large and small. But for the
Republican commissioners to apply the same approach to a matter of such national importance,
and in doing so turn a blind eye to the possibility that a foreign adversary secretly funneled tens
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of millions of dollars into a presidential campaign, is to bring their obstruction to a new and
breathtakingly damaging level.
The Commission had before us a textbook example of “reason to believe.” The complaint
credibly alleged that an extraordinarily significant violation of the Act may have occurred.
Further investigation was and is required. But the FEC’s Republican commissioners blocked the
Commission from enforcing the law on a complaint alleging a serious threat to our country’s
democracy.

August 16, 2019

Ellen L. Weintraub
Chair
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