
M I C H I G A N  D E P A R T M E N T  O F  S T A T E  --- - ---- L A N S I N G  
RICHARD H. AUSTIN e SECRETARY OF STATE 

M I C H I G A N  4 8 9 1  8 
STATE TREASURY BUILDING 

March 24 ,  1978 

Ms.  Charlotte Copp, President 
League of Women Voters of Michigan 
202 Mill S t ree t  
Lansing , Mi chi gan 48933 

Dear Ms. Copp: 

This i s  i n  response to  your request for  a declaratory ruling concerning the 
appl icabi l i ty  of P.A.  388 of 1976 ("the A c t " )  to  various voter service ac t iv i t i e s  
planned and sponsored by the s t a t e  and local organizations of the League of Women 
Voters . 
You s t a t e  the League of Women Voters of Michigan i s  a nonprofit organization in- 
corporated under P.A .  84 of 1921, as amended. The purpose o f  the League, as 
defined in s t a t e  League bylaws, i s  " to  promote pol i t ical  responsibil i ty through 
informed and active participation o f  ci t izens in government and to  a c t  on selected 
governmental issues." The policy of the League, as s ta ted in the bylaws, i s  tha t  
the League may take action on s t a t e  governmental measures and p o l i c i e s  in the 
public in te res t  i n  conformity with the Principles o f  the League o f  Women Voters 
of the  United States .  I n  your l e t t e r ,  you emphasize the League does not support 
o r  oppose any pol i t ical  party or candidate. 

There a re  45 local Leagues i n  Michigan. Their purpose and policy, as stated i n  t h e i r  
local bylaws, conf~rm w i t h  tha t  o f  the s t a t e  League. 

Yod indicate one of rns ways in which the s t a t e  and b c a l  Leagues carry o u t  t h e i r  
purpose i s  through r-onparzisan voter service ac t iv i t i e s  which seek to  inform ci t izens 
as to  candidates and bal lot  questions. Voter service a c t i v i t i e s  of the League are  
recognized by the United States Internal Revenue Service as educational . As such, 
these qua1 i fy  for  g ran t s  from the League of Women Voters Education F u n d ,  a 501 (c)  ( 3 )  
organization, contributfons to  which are  t a x  deductible, 

The following statement of f ac t s ,  s e t  forth in the materials provided by you, 
describes different  voter service ac t iv i t i e s  conducted or  planned by the League 
of  h'oren Voters of Michigan and several of  the local Leagues, including League 
of  Women Voters of Detroit ,  League of Women Voters of Grand Rapids Area, and 
League of Women Voters of Dearborn-Dearborn H e i g h t s .  
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The League ~f Wonten Voters of Michigan p l a n s  to publish d State Voters Guide p r i o r  
to the November, 1978, general election. Al l  candidates for the off ices  of Governor, 
Lieutenant Governor, Attorney General, Secretary of State ,  State Board of Education, 
Regent of the University of Michigan, Trustee of Michigan State University, Governor 
of Wayne State  University, Supreme Court Jus t ice ,  Judge of Court of Appeals ( a l l  
d i s t r i c t s  in Michigan), and United States  Senator will  be given an opportunity to  
provide biographical information about themselves and answers to  questions about 
important issues,  which will be published in the S ta te  Voters Guide. In addition, 
the Guide will include the wording of statewide ba l lo t  proposals and an explanation 
of each proposal. Nothing in the Guide will indicate support or  opposition for  a 
candidate or ba l lo t  proposal, nor  will  candidates be rated. 

Distribution of the Guide i s  planned through the League's network of local Leagues, 
newspapers, and other organizations and businesses which purchase the Guide for  
dis t r ibut ion to  t h e i r  members, employees, and customers. 

In compiling the Guide each cer t i f ied  candidate i s  contacted by l e t t e r .  Every e f fo r t  
i s  made to  contact any candidate who does not respond to  t i e  l e t t e r  i n  order to  
include i n  the Guide a l l  candidates, or  f a i l i ng  tha t ,  as many candidates as possible. 

In the past,  State  Voters Guides have qualified for  funding by the League of Women 
Voters Education Fund. The 45 local Leagues publish simllar materials except coverage 
of candidates and ba l lo t  issues i s  limited to  a smaller geographical area. 

The League of Women Voters of Detroit sponsored a l i ve  televised debate between 
Coleman A .  Young and Ernest C. Browne, candidates f o r  mayor of Detroit i n  the 
November 8,  1977, Detroit e lect ion.  The debate was held i n  the studios of WJBK-TV , 
Channel 2 ,  from 8:00 p.m. to  9:00 p.m. on Thursday, October 27, 1977, and was 
t e lecas t  simultaneously by WWJ-TV, Channel 4 ,  and WXYZ-YV, Channel 7. 

In addition to  the mayoral candidates, participants included a moderator chosen by 
the League of Women Voters of Detroit who had not endorsed o r  opposed e i the r  candidate, 
and a panel of f ive people who questioned the candidates. Three of the panelists were 
chosen by the television s tat ions and two by the League of Women Voters of Detroit. 
Each candidate was allowed equal time to respond to questions and t o  eoment on his 
opponent's answer. The order of answering questions was rotated. 

As the r e su l t  of agreement between the League, candidates, and television s ta t ions ,  
one tape was contributed to the Burton Historical Collection, candidates could not 
purchase tapes of the program until a f t e r  the elect ion,  other television s ta t ions  
had to  pay a fee for  use of a complete tape, and pol i t ical  spots were not a i red 
immediately before o r  a f t e r  the l i v e  te lecast .  
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"Show Case" was held a t  the Dearborn Youth Center on Tuesday, November 1 ,  1977, 
from 7:00 p.m. t o  10:OO p.m. Each candidate was given table space and a circle 
of chairs; those attending moved from candidate t o  candidate. A l i s t  of  candidates 
for the office of Charter Commissioner was given to each person attending w i t h  
enough space provided for notes t o  be made. 

The event was publicized by press releases and a flyer prepared by the League. 
Flyers were available to candidates a t  2 t  each, with a minimum order of 100. 
Forty-two hundred flyers were purchased by the candidates. 

The League of Women Voters of Dearborn-Dearborn Heights sponsored a debate between 
Frank C .  Hubbard and John B. OIReilly, candidates for Mayor of  Dearborn i n  the 
November 8, 1977, Dearborn election. The debate was held Thursday, October 27, 1977, 
from 7:30 p.m. t o  10:OO p.m. in the auditorium of Clara Bryant Junior High School, 
Dearborn, and was open to the public a t  no charge. 

The moderator for the debate was a League men&er. Questions of the candidates were 
asked by four panel is ts  , three of whom were editors of the three local newspapers, 
and the fourth a member of the League of Women Voters of Dearborn-Dearborn Heights. 

Each candidate was allowed equal time t o  respond to questions and t o  c o m n t  on his 
opponent's answers. Questions from the audience were pemi tted within time? 
limitations. 

The DEARBORN PRESS AND GUIDE asked for and received permission t o  tape the program for 
use in preparing their pre-election edition. Other newspapers were given the sam 
option. 

News releases as well as flyers were used to publicize the debate. Flyers were 
distributed to area churches and civic organizations t o  ask their cooperation in 
pub1 icizing the event to their members and readers. Notice of the debate was 
included i n  the DEARBORN VOTER. 

T h e  issue presented i s  whether any of these activities constitute an "expenditure" as 
defined by the Act. 

Section 6 of the Act (MCLA s 169.206) defines "expenditure" as "a payment, donation, 
Joan, pledge, or promise of payment of money or anything of ascertainable monetary 
value for goods, materials, services, o r  facil i t ies in assistance of, or in opposition 
t o ,  the nomination o r  election of a candidate, o r  the qualification, passage, or 
defeat of a ballot question." Expenditure includes a contribution "for purposes of 
influencing the nomination or electjon of any candidate or the qualification, passage, 
or defeat of a ballot question." The activities of the various Leagues, detailed in the 
preceding statement of Pacts, are of some ascertainable monetary value. These activi t i e s  
my affect the nomination or election of individuals wha are candfdates for purposes of  
the Act. 
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The leg is la t ive  history of the Act  indicates an awareness by the Legislature of 
non-partisan ac t iv i t i e s  of the type t radi t ional ly conducted by the League of 
Women Voters and described in your l e t t e r .  Consistent with t h i s  awareness, 
the Legislature included Subsections ( 3 ) ( c )  and ( e )  of Section 6 which excludes 
from the definit ion of "expenditure" any expenditures for  communication on a subject 
or issue i f  the communication does not support or oppose a ba l lo t  issue or candidate 
by name or  clear  inference. The s t a tu t e  aiso excludes non-partisan voter regis t rat ion 
and non-partisan get-out-the-vote ac t iv i t i e s .  

Accordingly, the Department rules tha t  none of the ac t iv i t i e s  of the League as 
presented in your statement of fac ts  const i tute  an "expenditure" fo r  purpose of the 
Act. 

I n  your description of the debate sponsored by the League of Women Voters of Dearborn- 
Dearborn Heights, you indicate the debate originally was t o  be held in t h e  Ford Motor 
Company management conference room (an audi tor i  um seating 550 people). Ford Motor 
Company, however, needed assurance tha t  making the conference room avai l abie without 
charge t o  the League would not be an i l legal  pol i t ical  contribution. In the absence 
of a precedent, another location was obtained. 

The  Department does not c ~ n s i d e r  the making avai:able of a f a c i l i t y  without charge to  
the League under the stated fac ts  t o  be a "contribution" as defined i n  the 4ct. An 
action o f  t h i s  Type Ss considered a donation to  the League fo r  the purpose of 
sponsoring a nen-partisan ac t iv i ty  which i s  allowed by Section 6 af  the Ace. I t  
i s  to  be understood the donor cannot i n  any way influence t h e  planning o r  ac t iv i ty  
sponsored by the League. 

This response constitutes a declaratory ruling concerning the appl icabi l i ty  of the 
Act to  the actual statement of fac ts  detailed in your request. 

Sincerely , 

. . 
Xichard H .  Aust in  
Secretary of State  




