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Agenda for today

● OpenSecrets.org

● FEC.gov

● NM SOS website

● Interpreting IRS Form 990s

● Investigating mysterious LLCs

● Other “backdoor” ways to uncover 
dark money donors
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Key questions: Fundraising
● Who is supporting these politicians and why?
● Who are the notable donors that gave money?
● Which industries contributed the most money?
● How much of their money came from PACs?
● How much of their money came from in-state donors 

vs. out-of-state donors?
● How much of their money came from unitemized 

small-dollar donors  ($200 or less)?
● How much of their money came from their own 

funds?
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Key questions: 
Spending

● What’s their “burn rate”? Are they spending more than they 
raise?

● Which vendors earned the most money?
● What portion of the spending do the top vendors account 

for?
● Did they pay any family members for services?
● How did they spend their leadership PAC funds? Mostly on 

politics or something else?



@mjbeckel

Follow the Money in Elections

Using OpenSecrets.org
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Follow the Money in Elections

OpenSecrets.org: Profiles for EVERY member of 
Congress
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Follow the Money in Elections

OpenSecrets.org: Profiles for EVERY member of 
Congress
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich: Key Summary 
Data
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich: 
Top Donors, Sectors, and Top Industries
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich: Geography of 
Donors
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich: Donor 
Demographics

And number of max out donors 
— could be good sources and/or  
good people to profile!
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich: Spending & Top 
Vendors



@mjbeckel

Follow the Money in Elections

Example: Sen. Martin Heinrich: Leadership PAC 
profile

Pay attention to what portion of 
spending went to contributions to other 
candidates
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Follow the Money in Elections

Low portions of spending on politics 
could make for good stories
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Key questions, recapped
● Who is supporting these politicians and why?
● Who are the notable donors that gave money?
● Which industries contributed the most money?
● How much of their money came from in-state donors vs. 

out-of-state donors?
● How much of their money came from unitemized 

small-dollar donors?
● Which vendors earned the most money?
● How did they spend their leadership PAC funds? Mostly 

on politics or something else?
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Follow the Money in Elections

Questions?



@mjbeckel

Key questions: Elections

● Who’s outraising whom? Who’s outspending whom?
○ Is a challenger outraising/outspending an incumbent?

● How much are outside groups spending?
○ Are super PACs & other outside groups spending more in 

the race than the candidates?
● What’s their “burn rate”? 

○ Are candidates spending more money than they are 
raising?

● Are different industries/donors backing different 
candidates?
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Follow the Money in Elections

OpenSecrets.org: Profiles for EVERY congressional race
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Follow the Money in Elections
OpenSecrets.org: Profiles for EVERY congressional race
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: NM-02
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: NM-02: Summary Data for All 
Candidates
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: NM-02: Top Donors for All Candidates
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: NM-02: Top Industries for All 
Candidates
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: NM-02: Sector-by-Sector Comparison Between 
Candidates
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Follow the Money in Elections
Example: NM-02: In-State vs. Out-of-State 
Comparison Between Candidates
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: NM-02: What Outside Groups Are 
Active?
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Follow the Money in Elections

OpenSecrets.org: Profiles for EVERY super PAC
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Follow the Money in Elections

OpenSecrets.org: Super PAC spending on ads
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Follow the Money in Elections

Super PAC Top Donors & Top Industries



@mjbeckel

Follow the Money in Elections

Questions?
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Follow the Money in Elections

Using FEC.gov

FEC filings are the primary source for all federal 
campaign finance info — and the fastest way to get 
info after each filing deadline 
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: 
Super PAC profile
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Follow the Money in Elections

See all itemized contributions
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Follow the Money in Elections

See all itemized disbursements
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Follow the Money in Elections

See all filings on the filings tab



@mjbeckel

Follow the Money in Elections

Example of what an FEC filing looks like for a super 
PAC
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example of what an FEC filing looks like for a super PAC
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example of what an FEC filing looks like for a super PAC
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Follow the Money in Elections
Example of what an FEC filing looks like for a candidate
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example of what an FEC filing looks like for a candidate
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Follow the Money in Elections
Example of what an FEC filing looks like for a candidate
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Follow the Money in Elections

Get real-time alerts from FEC 
Notify!
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Follow the Money in Elections

Pick and choose which alerts to get
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Follow the Money in Elections

Know the filing 
deadlines

Some groups file monthly, some quarterly, & 
some every 6 months in odd-numbered years
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Follow the Money in Elections

Questions?
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Follow the Money in Elections

State-level info from NM 
SOS
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: SOS candidate Audrey 
Trujillo
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: SOS candidate Audrey 
Trujillo

Know the filing 
deadlines
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Follow the Money in Elections

Example: SOS candidate Audrey 
Trujillo
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Follow the Money in Elections

Questions?
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● 501(c)(3) public charities
● 501(c)(3) private foundations
● 501(c)(4) “social welfare” organizations
● 501(c)(6) trade associations
● & more

What groups file 990s with the IRS?
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● How much $$ a nonprofit raised
● How much $$ a nonprofit spent
● Grants to other nonprofits
● Contributions to political organizations
● Salaries of top officials
● $$ paid to top vendors/consultants

What do 990s show?
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Form 990s are public records — but they don’t have to be 
filed until 10 1/2 months after the end of a group’s fiscal 
year

● Fastest way to obtain is from the group itself

● Online resources have vast archives of 990s
○ IRS’s website
○ ProPublica’s Nonprofit Explorer
○ Candid.org
○ CitizenAudit.org
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Also: State-level 
charity regulators
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: One Nation
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: One Nation

● ProPublica’s Nonprofit 
Explorer allows you to 
see the complete PDF 
of a 990 — or just 
specific schedules
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: One Nation

● Page 1 shows key 
financial information
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: 
One Nation: 
Highest Paid Staff
○ Part VII. Section A. 
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: One Nation: Top Vendors/Contractors
○ Part VII. Section B. 
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: 
One Nation: 
Political Activity
○ Schedule C 
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: 
Kentucky 
Opportunity 
Coalition: 
○ Schedule B
■ Donors 

● Ask groups to 
include a 
redacted 
version of their 
Schedule Bs 
when you 
request a 990 
directly from 
them
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: Kentucky Opportunity Coalition 
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Example: 
American Healthcare Assn:
Grants to Other Groups
Schedule I

If a nonprofit — including 
(c)(4)s & (c)(6)s — gives money 
to a dark money group, it shows 
up as an expenditure on 
Schedule I of the IRS Form 990
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

990s can lead to good 
stories!
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Finding needles in haystacks: Full text search of all 990s!
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

● Finding needles in haystacks: Search many ways

○ the organization’s full nine-digit EIN number, with the dash
○ the organization’s full nine-digit EIN number, without the dash
○ the organization’s partial EIN number, using only the seven digits 

after the dash
○ the full name of the organization
○ partial names of, and common abbreviations for, the organization
○ search a person’s name
○ search any address
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

What do FEC filings show? An 
address!
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

What do FEC 
filings show?

Spending on ads
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

A rarity! This FEC filing shows 
not just spending but also lists 
the name of the donor — 
though the donor is a dark 
money group
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

● What can you learn from public records?

○ Website?
○ Google search?
○ Social media presence?
○ Business filings?
○ Registered with the IRS?
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico● Website registry — sometimes leads to contact info for 

a person behind a group; other times, just leads to 
companies that specialize in registering websites
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

● Business filings
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

● IRS filings
● Organizations that want tax-exempt 

status must file applications
● 501(c)(3)’s => Form 1023 (mandatory)
● 501(c)(4)’s => Form 1024 (optional)
● These are public records after a group’s 

tax-exempt status is approved
● Request either from the group or the 

IRS
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Case Study: Together Moving Mountains New 
Mexico

● Pro tip: Google the 
address
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

Questions?
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Mysterious companies increasingly make political 
contributions
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

● Why is this concerning?
○ Wealthy donors and special 

interests could be breaking 
the law to evade the spotlight

○ Foreigners could be 
attempting to illegally 
influence U.S. elections
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

The actual humans behind LLCs do not need 
to be disclosed by super PACs

But they could be!
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Bookmark this tipsheet: 
tinyurl.com/LLCTips
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs



@mjbeckel

Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

FEC filing lists an address…
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

Google that address!
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

Look up the company’s 
name to try to find business 
filings
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

What do business filings show?



@mjbeckel

Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

What do business filings show? The name of a manager!
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

Google the manager’s name
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

What if the company was 
only registered in 
Delaware?
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Investigating Mysterious 
LLCs

Case Study: Point of Difference LLC

Get documents from Delaware!

Email 
Rony.Baltazar@delaware.gov
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

Questions?
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Other Ways to Uncover Dark Money 
Donors

Other obscure public records that might contain 
information about who funds dark money 
groups:

•FEC expenditure data

•Department of Labor LM-2 Filings

•Voluntary corporate filings
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Other Ways to Uncover Dark Money 
Donors

FEC expenditure data

If a PAC or super PAC gives 
money to a dark money 
group, it shows up as an 
expenditure in an FEC filing
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Other Ways to Uncover Dark Money 
Donors

Labor union LM-2 
filingsIf a labor union gives money to a dark money group, it shows up as 

an expenditure in an LM-2 filing filed annually with the Dept. of 
Labor
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Other Ways to Uncover Dark Money 
Donors

Voluntary corporate filings

Some companies voluntarily list their 
contributions to trade associations 
and other politically active nonprofits
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Other Ways to Uncover Dark Money 
Donors

Voluntary corporate filings

Find these corporate filings 
on companies’ websites — 
or search them on 
TrackYourCompany.org, a 
project of the Center for 
Political Accountability
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Unpacking IRS Form 
990s

These docs can lead to good stories!
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Resources to Investigate Dark Money

Dark Money Tip Sheet: 
TinyURL.com/TrackingDarkMoneyTips

Issue One’s Dark Money Illuminated Database

If a group contributed to a 
dark money organization in 
the past, they may do so 
again in the future
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Resources to Investigate Dark Money
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Thank you!

mbeckel@issueone.org

Michael Beckel, Issue One

202-888-6770


