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Why do campaign finance 
laws matter?
◦ Residents deserve to know who is 

trying to influence their vote. 

◦ Open access to the ballot to a more 
diverse field, reducing the role of 
wealth in competing for office.

◦ Eliminate the potential for corruption 
or the appearance of corruption.

◦ Encourage residents to be engaged in 
the process – re-establish that their 
voice and their vote matter.

◦ Empower residents to reclaim the 
concept of citizen-owned elections. 



Why do we need 
public financing for 
campaigns?



Findings from a 2018 joint study from the 
George W. Bush institute, University of 
Pennsylvania Biden Center, and Freedom House

• 8 in 10 Americans are concerned about the 
condition of Democracy in our country

• 68% believe Democracy is getting weaker

• “Big money in politics” was the #1 issue 
respondents picked as their biggest concern (racism 
and discrimination came in as #2 and was 
statistically tied)



If money is speech, which is what our 
Supreme Court has declared, then 
how do people of modest means 
have speech in this country? 





Is big money a problem in local elections?

“[V]oters often have no idea which candidates are supported by special interests until after the 
election. And corporations and businesses have a much greater influence in our elections than are 
allowed on the state or federal level. Both of things must change if [municipalities are] to have open, 
transparent and informed elections in the future.”

--Colorado Ethics Watch “Mile High Money” Report regarding the 2015 municipal elections*

• Local contribution limits are often substantially higher than statewide Colorado elections
• Unlike state and federal races, corporations can directly contribute to local candidates 
• 26% of all money in 2015 races was from non individuals, with corporations making up 77% of those 

contributions and business PACs constituting an additional 8%.  
• Combined, corporate interests constituted 85% of donations from non individuals

• Lobbyists, corporations, and special interest groups can contribute heavily to elected officials whose 
votes directly affect the return on investment for these interests.















Is it one citizen one vote, 
or one dollar one vote? 













“The American people are sitting up 
in the bleachers of their own 
democracy now, watching it play out 
on the field….We have to figure out a 
way to bring everyday Americans out 
of the bleachers and onto the field of 
their own democracy where they are 
calling the plays.”

-- Congressman John Sarbanes 
(Maryland, 3rd Congressional 
District), primary sponsor of 
HR1, The “For The People” Act
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This idea isn’t new or radical. 
Cities, Counties, and States with publicly financed elections:

Albuquerque

Rhode Island

Massachusetts

Montgomery County, MD

Oakland

Austin

Vermont

New York (state; 2022)

Baltimore (2024)



Primary 
Sources of 
Public Funds 
from a 
Sampling of 
Jurisdictions

• Arizona -- 10% surcharge on all civil and criminal fines (2019= $6.93 million)

• Connecticut -- Portion of revenue generated from the sale of abandoned 
property

• Austin, TX -- the registration fee for persons required to register as 
compensated lobbyists 

• Berkeley, CA -- General Fund appropriation: $4 per Berkeley Resident per year

• San Francisco, CA -- General fund: $2.75 per resident per year; $7 million cap 
on available funds at any one time

• Also Washington DC, Florida, Denver, New Jersey, West Virginia, Boulder, 
Howard County MD, LA, Miami, New York City, Oakland, Portland OR, Santa 
Fe, Tucson, and many others

• Seattle, WA -- City Property Tax ($1.94 per $100,000 in assessed value of 
property within city)

• Suffolk County, NY -- Gaming revenue: 15% of county’s annual share of casino 
revenue or $1,000,000, whichever is greater.



The Democracy for the People Initiative

• Bans corporations from donating directly to 
municipal campaigns, as they are currently 
banned on the state and federal level.

• Lowers campaign contribution limits to be on 
the scale of Colorado’s significantly lower 
state level campaign limits.

• Creates a publicly financed campaign system 
by providing 9-to-1 matching funds for small-
dollar donations ($50 and less) to candidates 
who opt not to accept special interest 
money in their campaigns.

• Requires the disclosure of dark money, 
independent expenditure committee (non 
candidate committee) money spent on 
electioneering in the city.



Proposed 
Changes to 
Campaign 

Contribution 
Limits (enacted 

January 1, 
2020)



• Denver previously had some of the highest contribution 
limits.  District limits are now reduced to $400, the same as a 
state legislative race

How does contribution 
matching work?

• Candidates who choose to pursue the public financing option voluntarily limit their 
maximum contributions further – down to $200 for a district race

• In order to qualify for matching funds, a council district candidate campaign must have 
received at least 100 contributions of $5 or more from Denver residents and cannot 
accept contributions from PACs or other sources besides individual donors

• Donations up to $50 are matched 9-1 (multiple donations from a single donor are only 
matched until that donor exceeds $50)



Council District 6 - Candidate A, 2015 Funding

Total raised: $85,981.16

Raised with new limits: $66,370.41

Raised with SDM Limits: $53,745.41

Potential Match: $192,017.25

Limited Match: $125,000

Total with match: $178,745.41

Council District 6 - Candidate B, 2015 Funding

Total raised: $140,753.55

Raised with new limits: $79,029.25

Raised with SDM Limits: $54,091.43

Potential Match: $168,165

Limited Match: $125,000

Total with match: $179,091.43

2015 Denver Municipal Fundraising Through 2019 Democracy for the People Model



Among the highlights in the ordinance are the following:

lowers campaign contribution limits from $2,500 to $400 for City Council candidates and from $5,000 to $800 for 
candidates for Mayor;

bans contributions to candidates from corporations and labor unions;

bans anonymous contributions (including "fishbowl" contributions) to candidates;

defines and establishes Small Donor Committees (SDCs) with a maximum contribution of $50, all from natural persons;
allows SDCs to contribute up to $800 to City Council candidates and up to $1,600 for candidates for Mayor;

lowers threshold defining independent expenditures from $1,000 raised or spent to $500;

requires disclaimers identifying committees paying for electioneering in print and media;

bans contributions from entities formed in foreign countries, non-citizens of the United States, foreign governments, or 
persons otherwise legally prohibited from contributing;

lowers cash or coin contribution maximum limits from $100 to $20;

Lakewood, Colorado Campaign Finance Reforms



calculates LLC contributions as part of an individual's aggregate contribution, thereby closing a loophole that allowed 
individuals to exceed contribution limits by contributing through their LLC;

sets a $250 limit on contributions to political committees;

adds four additional campaign finance report filings for candidates in the nine-month period leading up to a municipal 
election, expanding from two reports to six reports;

adds eight campaign finance report filings for issue committees;

adds three campaign finance report filings to the one currently required for recall elections;

empowers the City Clerk to initiate a campaign finance complaint;

gives 72 hours for a party to cure its non-compliance standing from a complaint;

gives the City Clerk the authority to dismiss groundless or frivolous campaign finance complaints;

adds fines up to double the amount contributed to committees that accept illegal contributions;

empowers the City Clerk to fine committees up to $5,000 for non-candidate committees who fail to include 
disclaimers and up to $500 to candidate committees who fail to include disclaimers;

requires the disclosure of CEO, professional lobbyists, and anyone paid to communicate with the Mayor or City 
Council members on behalf of a c(4).



What the Aurora Reform Does

NEW LIMITS ON 
CAMPAIGN 

CONTRIBUTIONS 

STRONGER REPORTING 
REQUIREMENTS TO STOP 

SECRET SPENDING 

STRONGER OVERSIGHT 
AND ENFORCEMENT 



Contribution Limits 

◦ New limits on campaign contributions for city candidates and PACs will ensure that 
those who seek public office in Aurora are accountable and responsive to individual 
constituents—rather than wealthy special interests. 
◦ Prohibits contributions to candidate committees from business entities (profit and 

nonprofit corporations, Limited Liability Companies, etc.) and from labor unions.
◦ New, comprehensive restrictions on coordination between campaigns and dark 

money groups
◦ New, comprehensive restrictions on the uses of campaign funds
◦ Small donor committees established with maximum $50/year contribution
◦ Federal, state, and other local municipalities already have contribution limits 





Transparency and Disclosure

◦ Campaign finance reports must be more detailed and accurate. Responsibility to 
report contributions and expenditures begins earlier and is more timely. 
◦ Stronger, comprehensive reporting requirements for dark money groups, 

independent of candidate campaigns, that spend money to influence elections.
◦ New disclaimer requirements for political advertising in Aurora 
◦ Voters will know who is trying to influence their votes before the end of the election. 

Candidates, political committees, and issues committees will file additional
disclosure reports on a regular basis and must include more accurate and detailed 
information about all contributions received and expenditures made on their 
reports.



Stronger Oversight & Enforcement 

◦ More streamlined and effective procedures for investigating potential 
violations and enforcing Aurora’s campaign finance law. 

◦ Enhanced penalties for campaign finance violations, including penalties of up 
to $10,000 for those who intentionally violate the city’s campaign finance 
requirements. 



Campaign Contribution Trends in Aurora
How much are clean elections worth?

• Donations of $5,000 or more
• 2011 + 2013 + 2015 + 2017 = 26 donations
• 2019 = 99 contributions of $5,000 or more
• 2021 = 1 contribution of $5,000 or more (*)

• Largest contribution pre-2019 = $25,000
• Largest contribution in 2019 = $100,000
• Largest contribution in 2021 = $5,000 (*)

(*) Illegal contribution, subsequently returned.



2019 2021
Total funds raised: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

$1,999,914.47 $451,979.93



2019 2021
Total contributions: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

5,832 3,231



2019 2021
Average contribution: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

$342.92 $139.89



2019 2021
Total special interest 
contributions: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

$ 528,857.52 $71,547.35



2019 2021
Total self-funding,
candidate contributions: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

$290,822.37 $23,805.35



2019 2021
% self-funded: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

14.54% 5.27%



2019 2021
% from individuals: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

71.32% 86.64%



2019 2021
Adjusted % from 
Individuals (excludes
self-funding): 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

55.77% 83.64%



2019 2021
# of candidates with 
over 90% of donations 
from individuals: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

1 (of 18) 6 (of 13)



2019 2021
Total dark money, 
independent 
expenditures: 

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

$849,624.34 $866,458.27



Independent Expenditure Committee Spending, 2019

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

Better Jobs Coalition IEC $83,708.86 in support of Berzins, conservative candidates
Colorado People's Action Committee $52,815.80 in support of Marcano, Coombs, Lindstrom,             

Montgomery, Wheeler
Conservation Colorado Grassroots $122,172.66

Action Fund
Neighbors for Aurora $413,410.65
New American Victory Fund $15,704.11
One Aurora $52,381.93
Prosperity through Property Rights $44,380.25
Sierra Club Local Aurora Committee $65,050.08



Independent Expenditure Committee Spending, 2021

Impacts of Aurora’s New 
Campaign Finance Reform Ordinance

Aurora Forward $225,920.77
Aurorans for a Safe and Prosperous Future $498,995.35
Conservation Colorado Victory Fund $99,125.76
One Main Street Colorado $21,809.39 in support of Ronquillo



Boulder model celebrates 20 years
Boulder established its campaign finance reforms in 1999, and with 
implementation in 2001, they  have now been in effect for 20 years. 

• Boulder’s inflation-adjusted expenditure cap is currently $21,732 for 
council candidates.  

• Eight of the 10 candidates on the Boulder ballot in 2021 qualified for 
matching funds, one opted-in but did not qualify, and one chose not to opt-
in.  

• The eight participating candidates were also the top eight finishers in the 
election results – with the top five winning seats on Boulder’s City Council.  

• Boulder is an excellent example of how an essentially identical ordinance 
has limited the role of money in local races, encouraged a diverse field of 
candidates with equal access to the ballot, and elevated the voice of the 
everyday voter and their individual influence on local elections.



The publicly financed elections ordinance 
is an optional program with three primary 
components:

• matching up to $75 for Council and $100 for 
mayoral in contributions on a dollar-for-dollar 
basis for each unique campaign contributor to 
eligible candidates

• a reasonable spending cap for all participating 
candidates 

• the establishment of a Fair Elections Fund with 
an annual allocation of $100,000 to fund the 
matching contribution program and a cap of 
$200,000 in the Fund at any given time. 



Highlights of Proposal 
for Publicly Financed Elections in Fort Collins

Bottom Line: Candidates who opt-in will receive dollar-
for-dollar matching funds for up to 50% of the proposed 
expenditure limit.

Eligibility
• Candidate must have at least one opponent on the 

ballot
• Candidate must raise at least 10% of the 

expenditure limit from eligible contributions with 
no more than $25 per unique contributor counting 
toward the qualifying sum of 10%.  A candidate can 
still accept contributions up to $75 and $100, but 
only the first $25 of any contribution counts 
toward the 10%..  

• Candidate can accept qualifying contributions only 
from natural persons (no corporations, unions, 
PACs, etc.).

• Qualifying contributions can only be made by 
residents of the City of Fort Collins.



Highlights of Proposal 
for Publicly Financed Elections in Fort Collins

Once Eligibility is met, Candidate agrees to:

•Limit expenditures to:
•$35,000 for Mayoral candidates
•$20,000 for Council candidates

•Accept contributions only from natural 
persons.

•Contribute to their own campaign no more 
than ten percent (10%) of the expenditure 
limit; i.e., $3,500 and $2,000 for mayor and 
council, respetively.

•Agree to participate in one public forum.

•Return any unexpended campaign funds to 
the City up to the amount given to the 
candidate in public funds.



Matching Contributions

Once a candidate qualifies for 
matching funds, all contributions 
from Fort Collins residents are 
matched dollar-for-dollar.  

Candidates can ultimately receive 
up to 50% of their expenditure 
limits in matching contributions, 
i.e., 50% of either $20,000 (Council 
races) or $35,000 (Mayoral) races. 



Had Publicly Financed Elections 
Been in Place in the 2019 Election

Mayor
1 participating candidate ($12,500) 
1 self-funded candidate ($0)

City Council
9 participating Candidates ($7,500 x 9) 
2 candidates who didn't qualify ($0)

$12,500K (Mayor) + $67,500 (Council)
Total Cost for Fair Elections = $80,000



If Publicly Financed Elections 
Were in Place in the 2021 Election

Mayor
All 3 Mayoral candidates would have been 
done with fundraising by 2/28/21

City Council
6 of 11 candidates (at least one in every 
race) done fundraising by 2/28/21

$37,500K (Mayor) + $45,000 (Council)
Total Cost for Fair Elections = $82,500
Highest Possible Public Funds = $120,000
Actual Funds Raised To Date = $157,003



Rough, speculative projection 
of how 2021 campaign contributions in Thornton would 
have looked under Boulder, Aurora, and Denver reforms

Candidate A, Thornton City Council 2021 Candidate B, Thornton City Council 2021

Total Contributions $32,677.00 Total Contributions $18,513.99

with Aurora limits $11,110.00 with Aurora limits $12,114.99

with Boulder match $11,110.00 with Boulder match $19,214

with Denver match $11,110.00 with Denver match $68,274.99

Candidate C, Thornton City Council 2021 Candidate D, Thornton City Council 2021

Total Contributions $33,325.99 Total Contributions $18,047.92

with Aurora limits $13,719.99 with Aurora limits $12,769.54

with Boulder match $13,719.99 with Boulder match $17,381.42

with Denver match $13,719.99 with Denver match $67,032.70









FIGURE 4. DONORS WHO GAVE $1-175 TO CANDIDATES FOR THE NEW YORK STATE ASSEMBLY (2010) AND CITY COUNCIL 
(2009) BY CENSUS BLOCK GROUP. 



FIGURE 5. DONORS FROM BEDFORD-STUYVESANT WHO GAVE $1-$175 TO CANDIDATES FOR THE NEW YORK STATE ASSEMBLY 
(2010) AND CITY COUNCIL (2009).







Seattle’s Democracy 
Vouchers
• Four $25 vouchers to every registered voter to make 

campaign contributions to candidates who don’t take 
special interest money

• Gives voice to citizens of modest means, empowering 
those who have previously been in the shadows of political 
campaigns

• 5-of-6 nominees opted in

• Top two candidates collected $300,000 in vouchers from 
12,000 individual contributions

• Instead of courting big money from wealthy donors, 
candidates went to groups yielding new power as 
significant players in the political process:

• People on fixed incomes 
• People working minimum wage jobs
• People without homes 









If candidates and elected officials had a choice between 
going to the deep pockets, the PACs, the insiders, or 
spending that time in their district, investing that time 
in their community, talking and listening with their 
constituents and coming away with even greater 
resources by going to the people to power their 
campaigns, how could they not choose to go to their 
district?



Effects of 
meaningful 
campaign 
finance 
reform

Good, meaningful campaign finance reform 
empowers small-dollar donors to become more 
engaged with candidates, and ultimately make 
elected bodies look more like the community.

• Voter turnout increases.
• Communities of color become more engaged.
• Lower-income communities effectively donate 

at a dramatically increased rate.
• Running for office no longer means needing to 

have great wealth or connections to wealth.
• More diverse candidates run and get elected, 

including more women, more young people, and 
more people of color.



Campaign
Finance
Reform 
Action Items

Fort Collins and other municipalities in Colorado are poised for 
meaningful campaign finance reform, but we need to keep 
building momentum.  Virtually every issue voters care about 
hinges on being able to elect good representatives to city 
council, state legislatures, and the U.S. Congress.  

Here are a few steps you can take right away:

• Sign up for email from CleanSlateNow Action at 
www.CleanSlateNowAction.org

• We will send you results of tonight’s survey and a 
template for writing your Councilperson to encourage 
them to keep campaign finance reform on the front 
burner.

• Attend a kick-off event in Thornton on Sunday, May 15th

from 1-3 p.m. to get campaign finance reform on the ballot 
for Thornton.

• Yorkborough Park, 9900 Detroit St., Thornton, 
Colorado 80229

• Look into the campaign funding sources for your 
representatives on City Council or in statewide office.  
(Check www.CleanSlateNowAction.org for reports, and let 
us know if your district is missing.)

• Talk to your elected officials about being Fair Elections 
Candidates – turning down PAC and special interest money 
and only accepting contributions from natural persons, i.e., 
actual human beings!

• Volunteer for Fair Elections Candidates and for campaigns 
to reform campaign finance laws.

http://www.cleanslatenowaction.org/
http://www.cleanslatenowaction.org/
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