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Complaint Against Howard County Councilmember Christiana Rigby’s Intended
Participation in the Howard County Citizens Election Fund

Maryland State Board of Elections
151 West Street Suite 200
Annapolis, MD 21401

Howard County Citizens Election Fund Commission
3430 Court House Dr
Ellicott City, MD 21043

I. Introduction

To Ms. Suzanne Geckle (Chair of the Howard County Citizens Election Fund Commission), Mr.
Jared DeMarinis (Director of the Division of Candidacy and Campaign Finance at the Maryland
State Board of Elections), and Mr. William G. Voelp (Chairman of the Maryland State Board of
Elections),

Consider this submission to be a formal complaint regarding Howard County
Councilmember Christiana Rigby’s attempted use of the Citizens Election Fund (CEF) in the
upcoming 2022 election cycle.  As will be detailed further in the complaint, Councilmember
Rigby has clearly taken many impermissible contributions, amounting to several thousand
dollars worth, in the current 2022 4-year election cycle.  This should disqualify her from
participation in the Fund, according to its rules.

The CEF’s goals and intent are “to encourage greater voter participation in County
elections, increase opportunities for more residents to run for office, and reduce the influence of
large contributions from wealthy individuals, corporations, businesses, political action groups,



and other large organizations” (Page 5 of the CEF Summary Guide).  All of these goals are noble
and should be applauded, and are based on the premise that convincing regular citizens that their
votes and voices can make a difference, and that they will not be overpowered by corporate
influence, is crucial to saving democracy. The CEF was proposed to move us towards those ends
in that it purported to offer publicly-matched funds to candidates who swear off big money
donations in order to incentivize candidates not to accept corporate money, which in turn would
mean more candidates become grassroots-funded, and more people gain trust in the political
system.  Clearly that was one of the major goals of this CEF system in Howard County.

However, that all depends on the CEF being well-regulated, and those regulations being
properly enforced so that people view the system as legitimate, and so that it serves the purpose
it was intended to serve. Some might argue that with Councilmember Rigby’s participation in
the CEF, she is merely trying to exploit a loophole that exists in the CEF legislation. I disagree
that this loophole exists. However, if the State Board of Elections denies this complaint, it will
create this loophole - a loophole that will allow candidates to double dip in both corporate and
public funds, thereby violating both the spirit and the language of the CEF, which stands to
threaten the long-term legitimacy of the CEF. If Councilmember Rigby is allowed to participate,
this will set a precedent for future candidates who have also taken impermissible contributions to
follow. Again, for the CEF to be successful in its goals, citizens actually have to have
confidence that it is doing what it was intended to do, and that the regulations are being enforced
to make sure only those who are complying with the guidelines are able to take advantage of the
Fund.  For this reason, how the Howard County CEF Commission and State Board of Elections
decides to respond to this complaint, and whether or not they allow Councilmember Rigby to
participate despite having taken so many impermissible contributions, may ultimately determine
whether Howard County citizens view the CEF as a legitimate and necessary tool to incentivize
small-dollar campaigns, or whether they view it as a sham that allows corporate-funded
candidates to double dip in public funds and camouflage themselves as someone who has not
taken any impermissible contributions.

Councilmember Rigby publicly filed her notice of intent to participate in the CEF months
ago, and is currently in the process of collecting enough qualifying contributions to apply for
certification for use of the fund. Many in the community have already rightly taken issue with
her for doing this, considering her several publicly viewable disqualifying contributions, to the
point where the controversy was even covered in community blogs questioning the fairness of
her participation in the fund.  Community members attended the Howard County CEF virtual
forum on August 12 via Zoom to ask questions regarding Councilmember Rigby’s clear
ineligibility for participation, but were told that questions regarding individual candidates’ usage
would not be addressed, and that they should write a complaint to the Board about it instead. It
was also stated at this forum that the recording of that Forum would be emailed to attendants or
posted publicly after the fact, but this recording was never distributed (please send a link if this is

https://scotteblog.com/2021/07/17/how-fair-will-the-use-of-the-new-howard-county-citizens-election-fund-be-to-all-candidates-running-in-2022/


not true!). However, no formal complaint through the proper channels was ever filed against
Councilmember Rigby’s attempted invalid use of the CEF, so that is what this complaint serves
as, so that the bodies that have the official power to do something about this can perform their
legal right.

Page 6 of the CEF FAQ makes it clear that “All determinations of candidate eligibility
and compliance reside with the State Board of Elections (the Board).”  The author of this
complaint hopes the State Board takes this responsibility very seriously, and rules to uphold the
regulations of the CEF and bar Councilmember Rigby from participating.  If not, precedent will
be set for future candidates in Howard County and other jurisdictions to violate both the spirit
and language of the CEF, while participating in and taking advantage of it, which would
inevitably delegitimize the CEF in the eyes of many voters.  Again, the CEF has great potential
for restoring voters’ faith in democracy, but if ineligible candidates like Councilmember Rigby
are allowed to utilize it, there is a big risk of making a mockery of the CEF, and it could actually
cause more distrust among voters.  See below for more details on how exactly Councilmember
Rigby is in violation of the CEF, and which donations are impermissible.

II. The Impermissible Contributions

Section IX on Page 14 of the CEF Summary Guide clearly defines what is considered to
be an impermissible contribution for CEF candidates to take; it states that “  An applicant
candidate must not accept the following contributions:”, and lists “▪ A private contribution from
a sole proprietor, LLC or LLP.” as one of the several impermissible contributions.  As is
documented below, and can be independently verified on the MDCRIS state campaign finance
database, Councilmember Rigby has taken many such impermissible contributions from LLCs
and businesses during the current 4 year election cycle and qualifying period, which should make
her ineligible for participation in the CEF.



As is pictured above, Councilmember Christiana Rigby has taken 9 impermissible
contributions from 8 different businesses/LLCs during the current 4 year election cycle, for a
total of $3,444 of impermissible contributions, which should disqualify Councilmember Rigby
from participation in the CEF.  The language from the CEF Summary Guide on Impermissible
Contributions that shows that these contributions are against the actual letter of the rules has
already been provided above, but it is also worth pointing out how much of the spirit of the CEF
that these contributions go against.  As stated earlier, some of the declared purposes of the CEF
are to diminish the role of businesses, LLCs, and special interests in elections and the political
system, as well as to increase voter participation.  When it comes to local elections and politics
in Howard County, it is by far developers that are the most influential and well-funded special
interest and business/corporate entity, and they spend significant amounts in local Howard
County elections.  Developer influence in Howard County elections and politics has long caused
an uproar in our community and caused many to lose faith in our local political system and
elected officials, and surely that was supposed to have been one of the main special interest
groups that this CEF was established to try to diminish the role of.

The fact that Councilmember Rigby would not only try to use the CEF after accepting
several impermissible LLC contributions, but that some of those LLC contributions were from



developer LLCs - and even the most notorious developer in Howard County: Howard Research
& Development Corp. of the Howard Hughes Corporation - seems to be a huge abuse and
betrayal of purpose of a Fund that was intended to help candidates that have not accepted
donations from those entities, and also a slap in the face of Howard County voters who voted for
the CEF to combat developer influence.  If the CEF was established to limit the influence of
developer and corporate money in politics, then why would incumbent candidates like
Councilmember Rigby who have accepted developer money and voted very favorably towards
their interests in office be allowed to double dip and still take advantage of the CEF?  Would that
not massively go against both the spirit and language of the CEF, and end up helping incumbents
funded by corporate interests the CEF was meant to curb, rather than helping grassroots-funded
challengers who want to confront those special interests and under normal circumstances would
not have a realistic shot at victory?

III. Conclusion

More than enough has already been said here on why what Councilmember Rigby is
doing by trying to participate in the CEF despite having accepted many impermissible
contributions during the same election cycle is against both the language/letter and spirit of the
CEF, and why it is vital that the State Board of Elections deny her certification as a result, so no
more time will be spent on those points here.  It is worth touching on, though, where this
complaint may go from here according to the due process established by the Howard County
CEF rules.  While Page 4 of the CEF Rules of Procedure document states that any complaints of
allegations of impermissible actions by potential CEF candidates be submitted in writing to the
Howard County CEF Commission so that they can evaluate the complaint and alleged violation,
the Howard County CEF rules also give the ultimate authority over deciding which candidates
are able to be certified for participation in the CEF and which candidates are complying with the
rules to the State Board of Elections, rather than the County CEF Commission.  This comes
from Page 6 of the CEF FAQ Document, in response to the question “Who determines a
candidate’s eligibility, eligible contributions and expenditures, amount of matching funds that
will be distributed, and the candidate’s compliance with Program regulations?”, to which the
answer in the FAQ was “All determinations of candidate eligibility and compliance reside with
the State Board of Elections (the Board). The decision by the Board whether to certify a
candidate is final. … All questions and disputes pertaining to permissible campaign expenditures
are determined by and should be directed to the Board.”  For this reason, this complaint is
addressed to both the Howard County CEF Commission and the MD State Board of Elections.

The question the Howard County CEF Commission and State Board of Elections have to
answer in responding to this complaint is ultimately: Are prior donations from LLCs made
during the current 4 year election cycle before a notice of intent was filed and a CEF account was



opened disqualifying for a candidate’s participation in the CEF? Again, this decision from the
Howard County CEF Commission and State Board of Elections will have enormous
implications. It will ultimately determine whether the CEF in Howard County and other Counties
will be a loophole-filled program that allows big money-funded candidates and incumbents to
have their cake and eat it too (i.e. accept impermissible contributions and CEF funds in the same
election cycle) and which leads voters to not have faith in the integrity of the program, or
whether the CEF will actually live up to its true potential in Howard County and other Counties,
and truly be a big step towards reducing the influence of private and corporate money in
elections, and give grassroots underdog candidates a fighting chance that they have traditionally
not had.  It seems that the CEF would fail at all of its stated goals “to encourage greater voter
participation in County elections, increase opportunities for more residents to run for office, and
reduce the influence of large contributions from wealthy individuals, corporations, businesses,
political action groups, and other large organizations” if they allow Councilmember Rigby’s
abuse of the CEF to stand (Page 5 of the CEF Summary Guide).

The future of Howard County and other MD Counties’ democracies, as well as the
integrity of the CEF, are at stake here in the Howard County CEF Commission and State Board
of Elections’ decisions.  I will look out for any future rulings on this complaint by the Howard
County CEF Commission or State Board of Elections, and am willing to assist fully if there are
any questions about the details of the complaint.

For relevant Howard County CEF rules and guidelines documents referenced throughout this
complaint, see below:

Howard County CEF Summary Guide
https://www.howardcountymd.gov/finance/resource/cef-summary-guide-0

Howard County CEF Rules of Procedure
https://www.howardcountymd.gov/finance/resource/cef-adopted-rules-procedure

Howard County CEF FAQ
https://www.howardcountymd.gov/finance/resource/citizens-election-fund-faq

Oath: I solemnly affirm under the penalties of perjury that the contents of this document are true
to the best of my knowledge, information, and belief.

Sincerely,

Jake Burdett, Howard County Resident & Progressive Democrats of Howard County President

https://www.howardcountymd.gov/finance/resource/cef-summary-guide-0
https://www.howardcountymd.gov/finance/resource/cef-adopted-rules-procedure
https://www.howardcountymd.gov/finance/resource/citizens-election-fund-faq

