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Democracy means self-rule with equal say,
and candidates in democratic elections
for public office should compete for the
support of all voters, considered equally.
But the US elections have been corrupted
by big money, and candidates must first
win a “wealth primary” –either by having
their own deep pockets or attracting the
support of those who have them – before
voters get their say. Only a tiny share of
the population have the money to bankroll
elections, effectively making America an
oligarchy. Recent studies have shown that
while wealthy elites and business interests
shape government policy, average citizens
and majoritarian social movements have
little to no influence. Americans across the
political spectrum are concerned about
the influence of money in politics. Most
Americans—88 percent overall, including
66 percent of Republicans and 85 percent
of Democrats—want to overturn Citizens
United v. FEC (2010), the Supreme Court
decision abolishing long-standing
restrictions on political fundraising and
spending.

Local governments should implement
campaign finance reforms to strengthen
democracy and improve local elections.
These include public financing for local
elections to ensure elected officials
represent the interests of the many and
not just the wealthy few, local-level
campaign contribution limits to curb the
effect of big money in politics, and
campaign contribution disclosure laws to

What's the Problem &
How are Progressives
Addressing It

improve the transparency of the
democratic process. While both major
political parties are, at the national and
state level, beholden to deep-pocket
donors, we can take steps at the local
level to fight for a real democracy.
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https://scholar.princeton.edu/sites/default/files/mgilens/files/gilens_and_page_2014_-testing_theories_of_american_politics.doc.pdf
https://publicintegrity.org/politics/study-most-americans-want-to-kill-citizens-united-with-constitutional-amendment/
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/TE3377


The big money pouring into local politics
has driven up the cost of local elections,
preventing candidates who aren’t
supported by moneyed interests from
running effective campaigns.
Municipalities can even the playing field
and amplify the voice of everyday voters
by providing public financing for
municipal elections. These programs
provide public funds to candidates for
campaign expenses, in exchange for
candidates adhering to certain
restrictions, like minimizing their
campaign expenditures or limiting the
size of acceptable donations. One of the
most effective forms of public financing
is matching funds from small donors.
Under this system, candidates receive
“matching” public funds for every small
dollar contribution they receive. The most
effective matching programs amplify
private small donor donations, by
awarding multiples of the initial donation:
for example, a 6-to-1 match grants
candidates six public dollars for every
private dollar contributed. Matching
programs are used in Washington, D.C
(5:1), Denver, CO (9:1) and Los Angeles,
CA (6:1). In New York City, where the
match rate is 8-to-1, 97% of the 39
women of color elected to the New York
City Council raised funds through the
city’s public financing program—resulting
in NYC’s most diverse city council to
date. Matching programs encourage
candidates to appeal to small donors,
and signal to small donors that their
contributions matter.

Available Local Levers &
Current Reforms

Democracy voucher programs,
pioneered in Seattle, WA, are another
effective system of public financing. In
Seattle, registered voters receive four
$25 vouchers each election, which they
can contribute to candidates running
for city council or mayor. The
democracy voucher program has
increased the number of residents
participating in the campaign finance
system by facilitating donations from
economically constrained individuals
who otherwise could not contribute.
Providing tax credits or rebates can also
increase participation, by incentivizing
taxpayers to make contributions
knowing they will receive some of their
money back.
Public financing systems can be paired
with laws that limit campaign
contributions to help ensure elected
officials prioritize the needs of the
public at large. To prevent moneyed
interests from having a disproportionate
impact over elections, cities like
Washington, D.C., Albuquerque, NM,
New York City, Chicago, IL, Sacramento,
CA, and Milwaukee, WI limit the amount
of money individuals can donate to
municipal campaigns. Denver, CO has
also banned direct contributions from
businesses and unions, while Chicago, IL
has banned contributions from lobbyists
and persons doing business with the
city. Lastly, Orange County, NY’s pay-
to-play law prohibits businesses from
making campaign contributions if they
hold a contract with the county.

Ultimately, campaign finance reforms
require transparency to ensure their 
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https://campaignlegal.org/democracyu/inclusion/public-financing-elections
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/43HB46
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/G59T39
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/B83H28
https://www.commoncause.org/california/our-work/reduce-moneys-influence/public-financing/los-angeles-matching-funds-program/
http://www.blueprintsfordemocracy.org/model-matching-funds-program
https://www.nyccfb.info/program/what-s-new-in-the-campaign-finance-program-2/
https://citylimits.org/2021/11/16/how-small-dollar-public-financing-helped-nyc-elect-its-most-diverse-city-council-ever/
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/G9H501
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/G9H501
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/U4K168
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/0D8U43
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/9DT449
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/money-politics-101-what-you-need-know-about-campaign-finance-after
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/D5R915
https://www.cabq.gov/vote/candidate-information/privately-financed-candidates/campaign-contribution-limitations#:~:text=(e)%20Limits%20to%20Contributions.,filing%20the%20Declaration%20of%20Candidacy.
https://www.nyccfb.info/candidate-services/limits-thresholds/2023/
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/0RY674
http://www.cityofsacramento.org/clerk/elections/5-contribution-limits
https://city.milwaukee.gov/election/HowtoRunforPublicOffice/Contribution-Limits#:~:text=Individual%20Contribution%3A%20%246%2C000,P.A.C.%20Contribution%3A%20%245%2C000
https://www.5280.com/2018/08/denver-will-vote-on-big-changes-to-political-campaign-funding/
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/0RY674
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/P7R295
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effectiveness. Municipalities should
enact disclosure ordinances which
require candidates and political groups
to reveal the source and amount of the
contributions they receive. This can
reduce the influence of “dark money”
(funds from groups that do not disclose
their donors, or politics). 

Taking it to the Next
Level

Philadelphia, PA’s Campaign Finance
Law and Ventura County, CA’s
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance
serve as model examples of disclosure
requirements in action.

Unfortunately, some states use the
legal strategy of preemption to
restrict communities’ ability to ensure
local elections reflect the preferences
of local voters. Please see the
ProGov21 Home Rule Roadmap for
more information on preemption and
tools that you can use to address it.

Unfortunately, we cannot truly reform
money in politics without reforming the
Supreme Court. Beginning with Buckley
v. Valeo (1971), and continuing through
Citizens United v. FEC (2010), our
Supreme Court has held that political
donations are protected speech under
the First Amendment. Most recently, in
Federal Election Commission v. Ted
Cruz For Senate (2021), the court held
that the purchase of “influence and
access” embodies a “central feature”
of democracy—a protection the court
has not extended to the vote in its
recent voting rights cases.
Unfortunately, the last three Supreme
Court Justices were appointed by a
president that lost the popular vote,
and confirmed by senators who
represented a minority of the US
population.

https://www.brennancenter.org/issues/reform-money-politics/influence-big-money/dark-money
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/philadelphia/latest/philadelphia_pa/0-0-0-217101
https://progov21.org/Home/Document/14DO11
https://progov21.org/PolicyRoadmaps/Home-Rule
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/424/1
https://www.fec.gov/legal-resources/court-cases/citizens-united-v-fec/
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/21pdf/21-12_m6hn.pdf
https://www.democracydocket.com/news/ten-voting-rights-cases-that-shaped-history/
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2020-us-supreme-court-liberal-conservative-makeup/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2020/10/21/fact-check-minority-rule-post-has-6-true-facts-trump-barrett/3669988001/


California Fair Political Practices
Commission
The California Fair Political Practices
Commission promotes the integrity of
state and local government in
California through fair, impartial
interpretation and enforcement of
political campaign, lobbying and
conflict of interest laws.

Allies, Comrades, and
Helpers
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Open Secrets 
Nonpartisan, independent and
nonprofit, OpenSecrets is the nation's
premier research group tracking
money in U.S. politics and its effect
on elections and public policy.

Follow the Money
Follow the Money is a nonpartisan,
nonprofit also known as the National
Institute on Money in Politics (NIMP).
They promote an accountable
democracy by compiling
comprehensive campaign-donor,
lobbyist, and other information from
government disclosure agencies
nationwide and making it freely
available at FollowTheMoney.org.

Even within the current legal landscape,
communities can combat the power of
money in politics by ensuring that every
eligible voter is registered to vote and
able to access polling places and
absentee ballots. The ProGov21 Voting
Rights Policy Roadmap offers a variety of
tools, like automatic voter registration and
expanding voting sites, that facilitate
voting and strengthen democracy.

We continue the conversation around Election Finance on
ProGov21's Podcast. Our Election Finance episode features former
Seattle City Council Member, Nick Licata. You can find our podcast
on our website, Spotify, Apple Music, or Amazon Music.

Local Progress
Local Progress is a network of
elected officials working for racial
and economic justice at all levels of
local government. They offer many
resources addressing equitable local
revenue and tax systems for people
and policymakers alike.

Brennan Center for Justice
The Brennan Center's mission is to
work to reform, revitalize, and when
necessary, defend our country's
systems of democracy and justice.

https://www.policymattersohio.org/
https://www.georgetownclimate.org/
https://www.nlc.org/
https://www.fppc.ca.gov/the-law/local-ordinances.html
https://www.fppc.ca.gov/the-law/local-ordinances.html
https://www.opensecrets.org/
https://www.opensecrets.org/
https://www.opensecrets.org/
https://www.followthemoney.org/
https://www.followthemoney.org/
https://progov21.org/PolicyRoadmaps/Voting-Rights
https://progov21.org/the-progov-podcast/
https://progov21.org/Podcast
https://open.spotify.com/episode/05TrAa67jnq5XLq7WNV5AF?si=d4ad15153dbc468d
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/housing-policy-center-for-neighborhood-technology-cnt/id1568548310?i=1000522550364
https://music.amazon.com/podcasts/1500eddd-8242-4014-b115-05246e1bd711/episodes/46140d53-0222-476a-a3c3-5abffec60fc2/THE-PROGOV-PODCASTHOUSING-POLICY-WITH-THE-CENTER-FOR-NEIGHBORHOOD-TECHNOLOGY-CNT
http://localprogress.org/
https://localprogress.org/resources/
https://www.brennancenter.org/issues/ensure-every-american-can-vote
https://www.brennancenter.org/
https://www.brennancenter.org/
https://www.brennancenter.org/

