
From: Chris Cruse
13734 Utopia Rd
Poway, CA 92064

Grand Jury Complaint:

Steve Vaus, Mayor of Poway, chair of Sandag and candidate for 
the San Diego County Board of Supervisors  is soliciting 
donations for a “charity” fundraiser.  However, Steve Vaus 
never reveals how much of the donations end up in his pocket 
and what percent of the donations is given to the charity.  
Steve Vaus does not acknowledge these donations on his Form 
700.  

Not only does Steve Vaus use his position as mayor of Poway 
to solicit donations from residents and others with business 
before the City, but he also hides how much of each donation 
ends up in his pocket.

Background: 
Steve Vaus has been putting on a Christmas concert called 
Carols by Candlelight for about 30 years.  I first heard of the 
concert about 10 years ago when I got an email from Steve 
Vaus, asking me to “be an angel” and donate from between 
$25-$500 to cover the expenses  (plates of food, 
transportation costs, production costs, etc) of  the concert “for 
charity”. Steve got my email address from someone when he 
started a campaign to recall a local councilwoman.  He used 
the emails he obtained to send out frequent  requests for folks 
to buy his music CDs and/or to donate money for his concerts.  

Vaus claims he gives the “proceeds” of the concert to charity, 
but no one knows how much of the before proceed money 
goes into his pocket. 

Vaus Solicits Poway Residents and County Businesses for 
donations and to sell tickets.



Now that Vaus is mayor of Poway, he tells residents to contact 
him about city issues. Then he uses those email addresses to  
send those peoples unsolicited emails  asking for  donations to 
produce the show and for people to buy tickets to his Carols 
by Candlelight  production.  I’ve attached one such solicitation 
that was sent out on Nov  12, 2019 (Attachment A) , just a few 
days ago.  

Vaus also uses his position as mayor to promote his concert 
and he gets a lot of free news and media coverage of his 
concert.  He also plugs the event during other venues like the 
Poway parade, where he is in a float because he is the mayor. 

As with the solicitations I received years ago, Vaus infers that 
donations are tax deductible: “PLEASE - if you are able to offer 
financial support in any amount (sponsorships are tax 
deductible) please click here to email me. And if you can 
volunteer click here to contact me.“

The Charity – 4Community Solutions

Vaus also posts solicitations on a webpage for the Carols by 
Candlelight concert.  

On the Carols by Candlelight webpage, he has posted:
Our fiscal agent, 4Community Solutions is a qualified 501(c)(3)
Taxpayer ID# 26-1722021
4Community Solutions – dba Carols by Candlelight
18402 W. Bernardo Drive, San Diego, CA 92127

https://www.carolsbycandlelight.com/about-carols-by-
candlelight/

Vaus has posted this on his website again this year even 
though 4 Community Solutions has been suspended by the 
FTB, most likely because they have not filed any tax returns  



for many years. 

Attachment B : screenshots of Vaus posting a nonprofit Tax ID 
number on Carols by Candlelight webpage.

Attachment C: The California Business search page shows that 
RB United ( the original name of the nonprofit) has been 
suspended by the FTB.  

4 Community Solutions  was formerly known as RB United, a 
nonprofit that was set up to help fire victims in Rancho 
Bernardo.  The nonprofit received grant money and doled it out 
to people who were affected by the fires. The RB Senior Center 
gave the non-profit space in the RB Senior Center to use for 
free. The senior center is still the address of record for the 
nonprofit now that it has been renamed 4 Community 
Solutions. The contact person, Valerie Brown, rarely answers 
the phone. She did pick it up once and promised to give me 
some information and missing tax forms, but she did not. 
After I called, she removed almost all of the 4 Community 
Solutions website that was online.  

At some point, RB United  transformed themselves from a 
nonprofit that helped fire victims into a totally different kind of 
non-profit that “sponsored” charity events.  They  changed 
their name  to 4 Community Solutions  but kept their old tax ID 
number. From what I understand, a “sponsoring” nonprofit fills 
out tax forms for groups doing charity events – for a fee or a 
percent.  On the tax forms that were available before the 
nonprofit quit filing, it was not really apparent where the 
money for Carols by Candlelight came from. 

From the comparatively small amounts of money that were 
noted on the nonprofits tax forms, it appears that only a small 
amount of the  donations are handled by 4 Community 
Solutions.  Most of the donations, the ticket sales, the auction 
proceeds, and paying  the costs of the production are handled 



by some other entity. It is impossible to find out how much 
money was for the overhead of the concert and how much 
Vaus pays himself and his family. Unlike a normal charity, 
donors to Carols by Candlelight can not find out what percent 
of their donation actually goes to the charity.  That is 
problematic, because people are more willing to open their 
hearts and their wallets when they are being told it is for a 
worthy cause, so that information should be available.  

It is also important to find out how much donors who have 
business with the city are giving to Vaus, and how much of 
that ends up in his pocket, either a “pay” for his performance 
or for his production company.  

Hero Tickets

Vaus also solicits donations for “hero tickets” on his Carols by 
Candlelight website- the same one with the nonprofit number 
posted on it. Several people who bought these tickets were 
under the impression that the tickets were tax deductible. They 
are not because the payments for those tickets went directly to 
Steve Vaus Productions which is Steve Vaus’ self 
proprietorship. Steve Vaus  says he gives the tickets to 
servicemen and first responders, and perhaps he does. Perhaps 
he even takes a tax deduction for it on his own income taxes- 
who knows- there is no disclosure.  When confronted by an 
angry purchaser last year who thought the donation was tax 
deductible, Steve refunded his money. I have spoken to 
another purchasers who bought hundreds of dollars worth of 
these hero tickets and thought they were tax deductible, but 
was surprised to find out they were not, as he had deducted 
the purchase from his taxes. These people were misled by 
Vaus solicitations and webpage into thinking their donations 
were tax deductible. 
  
Attachment D  and Attachment E : hero ticket purchases and 
refunds



After Vaus received complaints about misleading people on 
this, he changed his website to tell people the hero tickets 
were not tax deductible, but for years he mislead people on 
that.  Although these donations went directly to Vaus, he never 
claimed them on any of his Form 700 statements, which would 
have shown that he received donations from people. 

Attachment F: CMFA documents 

Steve Vaus was first elected to the Poway council in 2012  
Since Steve Vaus became mayor of Poway in 2014, the 
donations to his Carols by Candlelight event have increased 
substantially. Big donors like Edco (Poway’s exclusive trash 
hauler),  Toyota (got a $4 million redevelopment deal from 
Poway),  SDG&E, Cox Communications, and other local and 
regional businesses have come pouring in.  

In 2012, Vaus sought a grant from California Municipal Finance 
Authority (CFMA) to cover $5000 worth of tickets to  his 
concert.   CMFA is a joint powers authority and  the City of 
Poway is a member. They have a nonprofit organization that 
gives out some grants, but usually once in every so many years 
or so.  But they gave grant money to Vaus in 2012, 2013, 
2014, 2015, and 2017.  ($45,000 altogether). CMFA can only 
give grants to other nonprofit organizations, so the grant 
money was sent to 4Community Solutions in Dec 2012, but it 
did not appear in their tax form that year.  In fact, nothing 
shows up with regard to Carols by Candlelight on their tax 
forms that year.  Carols by Candlelight is also not mentioned in 
their tax returns the following year (2013).  
In 2014, 4Community Solutions gave a grant for $59,492 to 
Carols by Candlelight from the donations that were funneled 
through them.  This amount did not include ticket sales or 
other donations sent to Vaus Productions or the money from 
the raffle and auction.  The proceeds from the concert were 
mostly between $25,000- $40,000 during this period.  Where 
did all the ticket money and auction money and other donation 
money go?  Likely, Vaus paid himself and his production 



company and other family member a handsome sum, but no 
one knows how much . 
Attachment G: 4 Community Solutions Tax Returns

Politically Connected Donations that never appear on a 
Form 700

None of these donations ended up on Vaus’ CA 700  disclosure 
forms filed with the City of Poway. After some complaints in 
2018,  the City of Poway provided some 803 Forms that Vaus 
filed. They were stamped from  Oct 2017 to Dec 2018 (none 
for earlier years).  These forms are only require for  donations 
that exceed $5000 that he transferred to a charity. And some 
of them were for free advertising time- something he didn’t 
actually transfer.  

Since Vaus doesn’t actually transfer donations directly to a 
charity. So perhaps the 803 Form are really not the correct 
form to be using.  He needs to show what money was given 
and what was done with it  and just how much were given as 
“proceeds”.   Shouldn’t he then have been required to fill out 
Form  CA 700 for the donations that end up in his pocket, even 
if it is pay for his performance? ?  If someone wants to curry 
favor with the mayor and buys $500 worth of hero tickets, it 
does not show up on Vaus Form 700 and it is beneath the 
$5000 threshold and does not show up in any Form 803. . Why 
not?  The $10,000 donation from CMFA in 2017 did not show 
up in a Form 803 or Form 700 or in a 990 tax return. What 
happened to it?

Attachment H: Form 803

Steve Vaus is running for County Supervisor. He announced his 
run shortly after being re-elected to Mayor of Poway.  He is 
already ramping up for the next Carols by Candlelight.  He 



already has donations from a developer who got a big 
development agreement with the City of Poway to develop 
housing and businesses for a new town center. The developer,  
Sudberry Properties, is listed on the Carols by Candlelight page 
as one of this year’s sponsors. How much did Sudberry give 
Vaus? How much went into Vaus’ pocket? We don’t know and 
Vaus does not file that donation on his Form 700, so he does 
not recuse himself from voting on any issue involving 
Sudberry.

Attachment I: screenshot of Sudberry name on this year’s 
Carols by Candlelight page.

Attachment J: screenshots of previous year’s Carols by 
Candlelight pages, including the value of auction items.

I hope the Grand Jury will investigate these matters. It is my 
hope that Steve Vaus will not be allowed to continue to solicit 
donations without revealing how much goes into his own 
pocket and who he is getting the money form.

Sincerely,
Chris Cruse

New Information. After I finished writing this complaint, a new 
501 c3 nonprofit  popped up on  the Carols by Candlelight 
Website. https://www.carolsbycandlelight.com/sponsorship-
opportunities/
The name of the new “fiscal agent” is San Diego County 
Prosperity Foundation.  It appears to be a nonprofit associated 
with T J Zane, who is a politician in San Diego County and 
currently sits on the Poway Unified School Board.  

The old nonprofit is still on the Carols by Candlelight site on a 
different link form this new nonprofit. https://
www.carolsbycandlelight.com/about-carols-by-candlelight/
Attachnment K: screenshot of San Diego Prosperity Foundation 
on Carols by Candlelight webpage



Attachnment L: Form 990 for San Diego County Prosperity 
Foundation. 

What I want the Grand Jury to do:

I want the grand jury to investigate how much money Steve 
Vaus makes  from his Christmas concert and whether or not 
this is more of an income producing event for Steve Vaus than 
it is  a charity event.  

I want the grand jury to determine if Steve Vaus should have 
filed Form 700 for donations he received through Vaus 
Productions as well as donations to Carols by Candlelight and 
the auction items. 

I would like the grand jury to insist that Vaus clarify on his 
Carols by Candlelight page exactly which donations are tax 
deductible and which are not. 

I would like the grand jury to determine if it is appropriate for 
Vaus to ask Poway residents  for donations using emails he 
gets from residents contacting him as mayor.

I want the grand jury to determine the legality of posting a 
nonprofit tax ID number on a webpage when Vaus knows that 
entity has not filed taxes for years. 

I would also like the grand jury to determine if TJZane’s 
nonprofit is really a political entity and whether or not it is 
legal for Vaus to claim that TJZane’s nonprofit is a fiscal 
sponsor of “Carols by Candlelight.”

I would like the grand jury to investigate 4 Community 
Solutions.   How did a nonprofit set up to help fire victims  end 
up being a “fiscal sponsor” for Vaus, and then not  report  but 
a small amount of the Carols by Candlelight donations, and 
then just plain not file taxes for years?  
I contacted  Philip Hill who is listed as the president of 4 



Community Solutions on some of the tax returns and online on 
4 Community Solutions webpage. He told me he had only been 
involved with them years ago when it was RB United and 
helping fire victims. He was unfamiliar with  Carols by 
Candlelight.   So the tax returns that were sent in had 
erroneous information about the officers of the company. 

The donation from  CMFA never shows up on the 4 Community 
Solutions tax return, even though they sent a letter to CMFA 
thanking them for the donation. 

4 Community Solutions only handled a small amount of the 
money that Carols by Candlelight collected in ticket purchases, 
tickets donated, the auction proceeds, and corporate 
sponsorships and the many donations. Because Vaus posted 
their tax ID number on his Carols by Candlelight website, many 
people who donated may have taken a tax deduction without 
knowing that their donation was not processed through the 
nonprofit. And since 2015 was the last year the 4Community 
Solutions filed a return, I have no idea how the IRS squares the 
tax write offs. 

Attachment M: 4Community Solutions Tax Returns and DBA

.  


