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DAVID AND GOLIATH: THE LITTLE TOWN THAT BEAT A GIANT OIL COMPANY
This article tells a success story of grassroots movement against big money’s influence on a small
town election. It also demonstrates the importance of having an independent news outlet to
inform voters who is funding the political campaign.
Background Information for the 2014 City Election of Richmond, California
The city of Richmond, California (CA), with a population of 105,000, is the site of a Chevron oil refinery,
the major industry in the town. In an Interview with Bill Moyers, the Mayor, Gayle McLaughlin, who was
at the end of the term limit as Mayor and won a city council seat in the 2014 Richmond election, said,
“Chevron has $26 billion in profit a year and 10 percent of their global sales come from the refinery in
Richmond”1,2,3,4. In 2012, the Richmond refinery erupted in fire and sent 15,000 residents to local
hospitals seeking treatment. On December 17, 2013, SF Gate (the website of the San Francisco
Chronicle newspaper) reported that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) notified Chevron
that it could face fines of $37,500 for every day it fails to rectify 62 regulatory violations the agency had
identified since the smoky Richmond refinery fire of 2012. EPA noted that Chevron repeatedly failed to
follow its own practices, plans and recommendations to limit the danger of such an environmental
calamity5.
A year later, Richmond’s City Council decided to file its own suit, accusing Chevron of “a continuation of
years of neglect, lax oversight and corporate indifference to necessary safety inspection and repairs”6.
In the 2014 Richmond city election, Chevron poured $3 million into the city election campaign to elect
three council seats and the mayor. Citizen United, a Supreme Court decision in 2010, allowed Chevron
to give unlimited amounts of money to the three candidates of their choice. In turn, those campaigns
were allowed to spend the unlimited amount of money given to them by Chevron to influence voters7.
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The Chevron Richmond Refinery is a petroleum refinery which produces 245,000 barrels of oil per day in
Richmond, California on San Francisco Bay8. It is owned and operated by Chevron Corporation and
employs more than 1,950 workers, making it the city's largest employer9. Blogger David Helvag wrote,
“Richmond was a Chevron company town until six years ago when progressive activists won a
majority on the city council and forced the company to pay higher property taxes, increase its
investments in the city and respond to challenges around pollution and hiring practices. In that
context Chevron's promoting its candidates and attacking three 'Team Richmond' Progressives
makes sense for its bottom line”10.
Chevron spent $3 million in the election campaign to support their candidates for the 2014 council and
mayor elections. The campaign expenditure was 20 times more than what the opposing candidates
spent in the election11. Yet all the candidates the company supported lost in the election 12. The election
results received national media attention because a small town’s grassroots movement beat a
corporation’s big money campaign. Two main factors were identified as helping to overcome the
influence of the corporate money in the election. They were: 1) a coordinated grassroots campaign and,
2) independent news coverage about disclosure of the campaign money.
Beating the Influence of Big Money in Campaigns
Progressive candidates for the mayor and city council (McLaughlin, Beckles, and Martinez) formed Team
Richmond and ran a coordinated campaign13, and Richmond Progressive Alliance (RPA), which is an allvolunteer organization, helped advance the Team Richmond campaign. RPA was formed in late 2003
from two groups, the Richmond Greens and Latino Progressive Democrats. Richmond Greens was
advancing social issues such as decriminalization of homelessness, stopping police brutalities and
environmental issues. The Richmond Greens and Latino Liberal Democrats came together in a response
to a police beating on Cinco de Mayo in 2002. Mike Parker wrote in Social Policy,
“Both groups recognized that the only way to make significant positive change in Richmond was
to challenge the existing political power in the city. The two groups agreed to work together as
the RPA supporting two candidates for City Council: Gayle McLaughlin, a Green Party activist,
and Andres Soto, a Latino community activist in the Democratic Party. Richmond city council
elections are non-partisan, so the alliance of Greens and Democrats did not need to overcome
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any structural obstacles. Both could maintain their identities and work together, and both
needed outside support to compete successfully in the at-large City Council elections”14.
With the support of RPA, Gayle McLaughlin won a city council position in 2004 and the mayoral seat in
2008. Since 2008, Richmond passed Measure T: Substantially Increase Business License Fee for Large
Corporations15,16. The important element for the success was that Richmond Progressive Alliance (RPA)
had been organizing and developing for 10 years. It had built roots through everyday community activity
sharing its building as a community center with other local groups which shared basic values. It was the
cooperative organization that enabled them to put together the successful election campaigns17,18.
News Coverage Disclosing Sources of Campaign Funds
James Madison wrote, “People who mean to be their own Governors, must arm themselves with the
power which knowledge gives”19.
In the 2014 Richmond election, Chevron formed a political campaign committee (PAC) called Moving
Forward. Through Moving Forward, the company spent $3.1 million dollars to advance its four
Richmond city candidates20. For nine years Chevron had been trying to upgrade its 2,900-acre
petroleum refinery in this city while fending off community resistance from residents angered by its
refinery’s fires and safety record21. During the summer of 2014, the Richmond City Council approved the
$1 billion modernization project. But the company needed to clear other legal steps before starting
construction. The legal regulations might affect the company’s bottom line. Chevron recognized the
value of having a company-friendly mayor and city council22. The company further created two other
PACs for Chevron to funnel its money into from the main PAC. Those two were Moving Forward with
Nat Bates, and Donna Powers, Charles Ramsey, and Al Martinez for City Council 2014 and Moving
Forward, Opposing Gayle McLaughlin, Eduardo Martinez, and Jovanka Beckles for City Council 2014 (see
Figure 1 below). As part of the strategy to influence the community, the company also started its own
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news website, the Richmond Standard, and has been publishing community news on a daily basis except
negative stories about Chevron23.
Every Chevron-backed candidate lost in the election. For that, many are crediting a news website,
Richmond Confidential, run by UC Berkeley’s Graduate School of Journalism. The student reporters of
the Richmond Confidential had been relentlessly covering the election and were the first to expose
Chevron’s big-dollar contributions. They also set the record straight on some of the attack campaigns
against anti-Chevron candidates, and reported on the Richmond Standards supported by the company24.
In an interview with Bill Moyers, Harriet Rowan, who was first to break the story of the Chevron’s $3.1
million campaign spending, disclosed how the campaign money story developed25. The story was a part
of her school work to run the articles on political issues in Richmond Confidential. She broke the stories
of campaign financing in the 2014 Richmond city election by studying the campaign finance reports. She
discovered that Chevron was giving $3 million to a central PAC, Moving Forward. Furthermore, the
central PAC was transferring the money to two other PACs, whose names also started with “Moving
Forward” (See Figure 1 below)26. Those two PACs were the front organizations to spend the campaign
money. She reasoned that the purpose of having the three PACs to support Chevron’s candidates was to
obfuscate where the money was coming from. Her journalistic scoop was that $3 million was spent in
the election in the city of only 105,000 people.
A Los Angeles Time columnist Michael Hiltzik commended the superb reporting of Harriet Rowan of
Richmond Confidential. He wrote,
“Richmond Confidential may be one of the most important newsgathering enterprises in the
country right now. The site runs on a relative shoestring--a Ford Foundation grant that funded its
launch ran out some years ago--but it demonstrates how important it is to have a counterweight
to corporate PR in what is, essentially, a company town… Richmond Confidential performs a
crucial service because the city receives only spotty coverage from the mainstream Bay Area
dailies, the San Francisco Chronicle, Oakland Tribune and Contra Costa Times”27.
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