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HAWAII

MARCH 15, 2016 ·  By Nathan Eagle   18

Passing The Buck: When
Hawaii Politicians Give To
Each Other
Hundreds of thousands of dollars already change hands through a campaign
spending loophole, and a House bill would make it easier.
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Hawaii law prohibits political candidates from using their own campaign funds to

support the campaigns of other candidates.

But some state legislators and other officeholders have long gotten around the ban

through a loophole that lets them buy up to two tickets to another politician’s fundraiser

for an amount often equal to the maximum allowable individual campaign contribution.

Now the Legislature is considering a bill that would remove the need to hold a

fundraiser and simply allow direct campaign donations between candidates —

something critics contend amounts to buying influence.

Even without the bill, in the past three years alone more than 70 politicians have

transferred a total of about $200,000 of their own campaign money to other

candidates, according to state Campaign Spending Commission data.
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The vast majority who do so are in the Legislature, predominantly members of the

House. A handful of the most powerful lawmakers account for the bulk of this type of

spending.

Rep. Sylvia Luke, who chairs the Finance Committee, tops the list, having doled out

$26,600 of her own campaign money to other candidates from Nov. 7, 2012, to Dec. 31,

2015, according to Campaign Spending Commission data.

Doing so hardly made a dent in her campaign war chest. She was sitting on just over

$150,000 at the end of last year, in large part due to the influential position she holds as

chair of the committee that shepherds the overall state budget bill and other legislation

with financial components.

Senate President Ron Kouchi was next-highest. He gave $21,800 of his campaign

money to other candidates over the last three years, followed by House Majority Leader

Scott Saiki at $13,500.

The 51-member House of Representatives, seen here during a floor session last week, has
passed a bill that would make it easier for lawmakers to give their own campaign money to other
candidates.
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Critics say it’s a blatant attempt by legislators to solidify their support base and maintain

control. The money is often given to lawmakers who were just elected or to those with

limited campaign funds, and it’s also used to try ousting incumbents by propping up

challengers.

“If you happen to be an incumbent with a healthy balance in your campaign fund, this

enables you to create loyalty by simply writing a check to a less well-funded colleague,”

said Janet Mason, who co-chairs the legislative committee for the League of Women

Voters of Hawaii.

“The more money in your fund, the more checks you can write,” she said. “This makes
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the recipient colleague directly beholden to the generous donor candidate and of

course leverages the original donation so that part or all of it can reach more than one

candidate.”

Lawmakers who support being able to give their campaign money to other candidates

say they do so because of shared values or a desire to help a person with a common

agenda. They say no allegiance is expected in return, and cringe at even the

suggestion of “vote buying.”

“It would be problematic if that was the attitude,” Kouchi said. “If someone told me, ‘I

bought a ticket to your fundraiser and I expect your support,’ I would go give them their

money back.”

Kouchi, Kauai’s sole senator, said he often buys fundraising tickets when “someone has

seen fit to push the issues I care about on Kauai.” He pointed at how he’s given money

to Gov. David Ige, who was “certainly kind to Kauai” when he was head of the Senate

Ways and Means Committee.

Gov. David Ige is greeted by Senate President Ron Kouchi, right, and House Speaker Joe Souki,
left. Kouchi says he has bought tickets to Ige’s fundraisers because he’s “been kind” to Kauai.

Cory Lum/Civil Beat
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Plus, Kouchi said, lawmakers are generally “passionate, independent people.”

“Everyone winds up voting how they choose to vote,” he said.

Luke has pushed forward House Bill 2156, which cleared the House last week, that

would make it easier for lawmakers to spread their campaign wealth among colleagues.

The measure would eliminate the part of the law allowing candidates to buy up to two

tickets for an event held by another candidate, replacing it with a line that lets

candidates give their own campaign money directly to another candidate up to the

maximum individual contribution limits allowed by law.

The limits are $2,000 each election cycle for candidates seeking two-year offices, such

as the House; $4,000 for four-year non-statewide offices, such as mayor and Senate;

and $6,000 for four-year statewide offices, such as lieutenant governor and governor. 

Christine Trecker told the Finance Committee that the measure should be killed.

“When I donate money to a candidate it is that candidate alone that I want to benefit,”

Trecker said. “Under no circumstances would I logically assume or want that candidate

to use my contribution to his or her campaign to support another candidate committee

of their choosing.”

Saiki and Luke have given money to many of the same people over the past three

years, especially new House reps with limited campaign funds and members loyal to

House Speaker Joe Souki.

Luke has financially supported Reps. Nicole Lowen, Gregg Takayama, Richard Creagan,

Richard Onishi, John Mizuno, Takashi Ohno, Bert Kobayashi, Justin Woodson, Della Au

Belatti, Roy Takumi, Kaniela Ing, Joy San Buenaventura, Matt LoPresti, Tom Brower, Lynn

DeCoite and Jarrett Keohokalole.

Saiki gave his campaign funds to Woodson, Takayama, San Buenaventura, Onishi,

Ohno, Lowen, LoPresti, Kobayashi, Keohokalole, Ing, Creagan, Brower and Rep. Chris

Bill Would Allow Direct Contributions

http://capitol.hawaii.gov/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=HB&billnumber=2156&year=2016
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Lee.

Six of those lawmakers sit on the

Finance Committee with Luke.

Keohokalole, LoPresti, San

Buenaventura and DeCoite are

in their first term, and many have

raised little money from

individual contributions

by their constituents.

Saiki and Luke also gave money

to Robert Harris, who was

seeking an open House seat in

2014. But when Keohokalole

beat him in the Democratic

primary, they started giving him

money instead. Harris now

works in the solar industry.

Rep. Scott Saiki, center, and House Speaker Joe Souki
and Rep. Cindy Evans listen during the session last week.
Saiki and Souki have given a combined $24,000 of their
campaign money to other candidates over the past three
years.
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