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Chairperson Lofgren, Ranking Member Davis, and members of the Committee:
Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony on behalf of the Brennan Center for
Justice on the challenges faced by the Federal Election Commission.1 The Brennan Center
commends the Committee’s exercise of oversight in this area, which is long overdue, and
strongly supports efforts to help the FEC become the effective independent regulator America
needs.
The FEC’s present lack of a quorum is an urgent threat to the integrity of the 2020
election. We are particularly concerned that the Commission’s lack of a quorum will prevent it
from fulfilling its responsibilities as one of the front-line agencies charged with defending
American elections from foreign interference. We hope that this Committee, and all members of
Congress, will urge the president and Senate leaders to work together on a bipartisan basis to fill
the Commission’s vacant seats as soon as possible with commissioners who are committed to
robust, even-handed enforcement of the law.

1 The Brennan Center is a nonpartisan public policy and law institute that works to reform, revitalize, and defend our country’s
systems of democracy and justice. The Brennan Center has studied campaign finance issues for more than 20 years, working to
develop and advocate for effective, constitutionally sound policies to safeguard the integrity of American elections consistent
with core First Amendment values. The Brennan Center previously released a white paper that I authored detailing the FEC’s
challenges and how to address them. See Daniel I. Weiner, Fixing the FEC: An Agenda for Reform, Brennan Center for Justice,
2019, https://www.brennancenter.org/publication/fixing-fec-agenda-reform. The Brennan Center’s white paper is incorporated
herein and attached as Appendix A (“App. A”). Prior to joining the Brennan Center, I served as senior counsel to FEC
Commissioner Ellen L. Weintraub. That experience also informs my testimony to this Committee.

Over the long term, however, the FEC requires more fundamental reform. For years the
agency has been beset by partisan gridlock and pervasive management challenges. FEC
dysfunction has exacerbated some of the biggest problems with our campaign finance system,
including the proliferation of dark money from undisclosed sources, rampant circumvention of
campaign contribution limits, and vulnerability to foreign interference in our campaigns—all
while depriving candidates and other participants in the political process of clarity as to their
legal obligations.
Fortunately, there are solutions. As indicated in prior testimony, the Brennan Center
strongly supports H.R.1, the For the People Act of 2019, including its provisions that would
overhaul the FEC, which the House passed in March of this year.2 These changes would bring
the FEC’s structure more in line with that of other independent regulatory agencies, but with
significantly greater safeguards to prevent partisan overreach and other abuses. In addition to
these critical reforms, the Brennan Center has developed further recommendations to ensure that
the FEC will truly work for all Americans. The Brennan Center’s recommendations (many of
which are already part of H.R.1) are set forth in a white paper that I authored that is included
with this testimony as Appendix A.3
Of course, restoring the FEC’s quorum must not await adoption of these much-needed
reforms. Even with its present flaws, a fully operational FEC is needed to help navigate the
challenges of 2020. We look forward to continuing to work with the Committee on this
important issue.
I.

Restoring the FEC’s Quorum

The FEC’s loss of its quorum of commissioners just as the 2020 election cycle kicks into
high gear is an urgent problem. Under the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA), the
Commission cannot exercise its most significant functions without four affirmative votes. With
only three sitting commissioners, the agency cannot write new rules, issue advisory opinions,
seek penalties, or even investigate alleged violations of the law.4 The FEC already faced major
challenges; loss of its quorum has made an already troubling situation significantly worse.
This is an especially dangerous time for the FEC to be hobbled given the near certainty
that the Russian government and perhaps other foreign rivals will seek to interfere in the 2020

2 See For the People Act of 2019, H.R.1, 116th Congress, §§ 6001, et seq. (2019); Wendy R. Weiser, Testimony of Wendy R.
Weiser before the House Committee on Administration: Hearing on HR. 1, The For the People Act, Feb. 14, 2019, available at
https://cha.house.gov/sites/democrats.cha.house.gov/files/documents/committee_docs/Weiser_testimony_for_House_Administrat
ion_hearing_on_HR1_0.pdf. Ms. Weiser’s testimony is incorporated herein and attached as Appendix B (“App. B”).
3 See App. A (Fixing the FEC), 6–9.
4 See 52 U.S.C §§ 30106(c), 30107.
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election.5 Kremlin interference in the 2016 election was described by Special Counsel Robert
Mueller as “sweeping and systematic,”6 but experts (including U.S. law enforcement) warn that
future efforts are likely to be even more aggressive and sophisticated.7 The FEC is one of the
front-line agencies responsible for confronting this challenge.
There are many things the Commission could do to address this problem if it had a
quorum.8 Even taking into account the significant disagreements among Democratic and
Republican commissioners, if a quorum were present the Commission could conceivably
accomplish a number of critical actions, including the following:
•

Requiring greater transparency for online campaign ads. Without a quorum, the FEC
cannot finish a long-stalled rulemaking to strengthen its rules governing “paid for”
disclaimers and other requirements for online campaign ads. Anonymous online ads were
one of the primary tools Russian operatives used to transmit propaganda to the 2016
electorate.9 In February 2018, commissioners unanimously approved a notice of proposed
rulemaking to begin to address this problem, but have yet to approve a final rule.10 While
the FEC’s rulemaking is no silver bullet,11 it would be a useful first step, one that is long
overdue.

5 Daniel R. Coats, Statement for the Record: Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community, Office of the
Director of National Intelligence, Jan. 29, 2019, 7, available at https://www.odni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/2019-ATA-SFR--SSCI.pdf.
6 Special Counsel Robert S. Mueller, III, Report On The Investigation Into Russian Interference In The 2016 Presidential
Election, vol. 1, U.S. Department of Justice, 2019, 1, available at https://www.justice.gov/storage/report.pdf.
7 Michael McFaul and Bronte Kass, “Understanding Putin’s Intentions and Actions in the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election,” in
Securing American Elections: Prescriptions for Enhancing the Integrity and Independence of the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election
and Beyond, ed. Michael McFaul, Stanford Cyber Policy Center, June 2019, 15–16, available at
https://stanford.box.com/shared/static/xd35pzvlnl2konx16suee7mqvjvk6nrb.pdf; Julian E. Barnes and Adam Goldman, “F.B.I.
Warns of Russian Interference in 2020 Race and Boosts Counterintelligence Operations,” New York Times, Apr. 26, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/26/us/politics/fbi-russian-election-interference.html (quoting FBI Director Christopher A.
Wray).
8 See, e.g., Commissioner Ellen L. Weintraub to The Commission, Sept. 9, 2016, Federal Election Commission, available at
https://www.fec.gov/resources/cms-content/documents/201805_ELW_Rulemaking_Proposal_to_Combat_Foreign_Election_Influence.pdf.
9 Ian Vandewalker and Lawrence Norden, Getting Foreign Funds Out of America’s Elections, Brennan Center for Justice, 2018,
https://www.brennancenter.org/publication/getting-foreign-funds-out-americas-elections.
10 83 Federal Register 12864 (Mar. 26, 2018), available at https://sers.fec.gov/fosers/showpdf.htm?docid=373521.
11 Under the FECA, the only online ads that are currently required to contain disclaimers are those that “expressly advocate” for
or against candidates, which many ads placed by Russian operatives did not do. See Nate Persily and Alex Stamos, “Regulating
Online Political Advertising by Foreign Governments and Nationals,” in Securing American Elections, 28. Other legislation
included in H.R.1, the Honest Ads Act, would expand disclaimer and other transparency rules to a broader array of online ads.
See H.R.1, 116th Congress, §§ 4201–4209 (2019); App. B (Weiser Testimony), 24.
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•

Facilitating campaign cybersecurity upgrades. The lack of a quorum also prevents the
FEC from issuing further guidance to help campaigns pay for cybersecurity upgrades.
The Russian government’s 2016 election interference operation made highly effective use
of e-mails and other information hacked from Democratic Party servers and private
accounts, which Russian operatives turned over to the organization WikiLeaks.12 To help
prevent future attacks, the FEC has issued a series of advisory opinions greenlighting
various proposals to allow campaigns and officeholders to pay for enhanced
cybersecurity, often with private sector assistance, providing much-needed legal certainty
to requestors that their plans will not violate the FECA.13 But these opinions are limited
to their specific circumstances and cannot shield future requestors.

•

Clarifying the law on receipt of foreign intelligence by campaigns. Without a quorum, the
FEC also cannot address a troubling misinterpretation of campaign finance law in the
Mueller Report. As is well known, the Report documented Russian attempts to directly
assist a major presidential campaign, including an offer to provide “dirt” on a rival
candidate.14 But the Special Counsel went on to cast doubt on whether such information
could constitute a prohibited “contribution” under the FECA.15 This analysis was
incorrect; it has sown confusion on what had been a relatively straight-forward issue.16
Absent congressional action (which we strongly support), the FEC is the agency best
placed to provide clarity, as requested in a recent rulemaking petition.17

•

Pursuing violations of the ban on foreign national campaign spending. Finally, without a
quorum the FEC cannot do anything to police even the most clear-cut violations of the
ban on campaign spending by foreign nationals. Illegal foreign contributions were a

12 Mueller, Report On The Investigation Into Russian Interference, vol. 1, 44–49.
13 See FEC Advisory Opinion No. 2019-12 (Area 1 Security, Inc. II), available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/aos/201912/2019-12.pdf; FEC Advisory Opinion No. 2018-15 (Wyden), available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/aos/2018-15/201815.pdf; FEC Advisory Opinion No. 2018-12 (Defending Digital Campaigns), available at
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/aos/2018-12/2018-12.pdf; FEC Advisory Opinion No. 2018-11 (Microsoft), available at
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/aos/2018-11/2018-11.pdf.
14 Mueller, Report On The Investigation Into Russian Interference, vol. 1, 86–94.
15 Id. 186–187.
16 Bob Bauer, “The Failures of the Mueller Report’s Campaign Finance Analysis,” Just Security, May 3, 2019,
https://www.justsecurity.org/63920/the-failures-of-the-mueller-report-campaign-finance-analysis/. A “contribution” under the
FECA includes “anything of value.” 52 U.S.C. § 30101(8)(A)(i). That clearly encompasses damaging information about a
political rival, for which campaigns often pay substantial amounts of money.
17 84 Federal Register 37154 (July 31, 2019), available at https://sers.fec.gov/fosers/showpdf.htm?docid=408309.
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persistent problem even before 2016.18 Lately, enforcement of the ban has been one of
the few areas where the Commission has occasionally sought and obtained significant
(albeit still inadequate) penalties.19
Restoring the FEC to its full complement of members should be an urgent, bipartisan
priority. We hope the Committee will add its voice to those calling for immediate action to
resolve this issue.
II.

The Need for a Broader Overhaul

While restoring the Commission’s quorum is an urgent priority, over the long term the
FEC needs a much broader overhaul. The Commission’s evenly divided, leaderless structure no
longer works; it dates back to a time when Democratic and Republican leaders, and the FEC
commissioners they appointed, were far less ideologically polarized over the government’s role
in regulating money in politics. Today’s sharp partisan divisions among party elites (which, it
should be noted, are not shared by the general public20) have left the agency mired in permanent
gridlock. FEC dysfunction has made our political process less transparent and more susceptible
to corruption and foreign interference—with real-life consequences for millions of Americans. It
also hurts candidates, party organizations, and others trying to comply in good faith with their
legal obligations. And it fosters disrespect for the rule of law more generally. Change is long
overdue.
A Polarized and Gridlocked Agency. The FEC’s greatest challenge in the last decade has
been the partisan stalemate among commissioners. Current law specifies that no more than three
commissioners can be affiliated with the same party at the time they are nominated; the
longstanding practice has been to divide the Commission’s seats evenly between Democratic and
Republican appointees, usually selected by congressional leaders.21 For most of the
Commission’s history, commissioners of both parties had a range of views on campaign finance
law and policy, and so were usually able to forge compromises notwithstanding the agency’s 3-3

18 See R. Sam Garrett, Foreign Money and U.S. Campaign Finance Policy, Congressional Research Service, 2019,
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/IF10697.pdf.
19 See App. A (Fixing the FEC), 4.
20 Americans across the partisan spectrum still overwhelmingly support strict contribution limits, robust disclosure, and other
safeguards. See Bradley Jones, “Most Americans want to limit campaign spending, say big donors have greater political
influence,” Pew Research Center, May 8, 2018, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/05/08/most-americans-want-tolimit-campaign-spending-say-big-donors-have-greater-political-influence/; “Majority of Americans Support Campaign Finance
Reform,” Ipsos, Aug. 31, 2017, https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/center-for-public-integrity-2017-08-31; Ashley
Balcerzak, “Study: Most Americans want to kill ‘Citizens United’ with constitutional amendment,” The Center for Public
Integrity, May 10, 2018, https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-05-10/study-most-americans-want-kill-citizens-united-constitutionalamendment.
21 App. A (Fixing the FEC), 1. Legally all commissioners must still be nominated by the president and confirmed by the Senate,
but presidents have usually deferred to congressional leaders, especially when selecting commissioners of the opposing party. Id.
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divide. But as party elites have become more polarized on these issues, room for compromise has
largely disappeared.22
The resulting stalemate has affected most aspects of the FEC’s operations. Enforcement
deadlocks in particular have skyrocketed.23 The Commission now deadlocks on most significant
enforcement cases without even conducting an investigation—often after a year or more of
delay.24 The FEC’s rulemaking process has also largely ground to a halt, notwithstanding seismic
changes in the law, media, and technology, to say nothing of new threats like election meddling
by foreign powers.25 Instead of writing new rules, the Commission today addresses novel legal
questions primarily through one-off advisory opinions issued under a compressed time frame,
with little fact-finding and few opportunities to hear from the public. And even this suboptimal
process saw a more than five-fold increase in deadlocks in the last decade compared to earlier
periods, according to statistics the Brennan Center has compiled.26
Partisan divisions at the FEC have also fueled serious management challenges. The FEC
was designed to have no real leader. The office of chair rotates annually and carries little
authority; instead all sitting commissioners share responsibility for managing the agency.27 This
fosters a lack of accountability at the top for the agency’s many operational failures, like the high
number of vacancies among senior staff and persistently low employee morale.28 Moreover, the
ability of commissioners to hold over indefinitely in office past the expiration of their terms
means that infusions of fresh leadership are rare and hard to predict.29

22 App. A (Fixing the FEC), 3.
23 Id. 3–4.
24 Id. Several recent deadlocks have involved alleged violations of the ban on campaign spending by foreign nationals, including
a purported scheme by Paul Manafort to funnel donations from pro-Russian Ukrainian officials to members of Congress and
another involving alleged Russian campaign contributions funneled through the National Rifle Association, a dark money group
that does not disclose its donors and that spent approximately $30 million on the 2016 election. See Certification (May 9, 2019),
MUR 7272 (Party of Regions et al.), available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7272/19044468031.pdf; Statement of
Reasons of Chair Ellen L. Weintraub (June 21, 2019), MUR 7272 (Party of Regions et al.), available at
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7272/7272_1.pdf; Certification (July 9, 2019), MUR 7314 (Alexander Torshin et al.),
available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7314/19044473675.pdf; Statement of Reasons of Chair Ellen L. Weintraub
(Aug. 16, 2019), MUR 7314 (Alexander Torshin et al.), available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7314/7314_1.pdf.
25 App. A (Fixing the FEC), 4.
26 Id. 5
27 Id. 1.
28 Id. 4. The FEC has gone more than five years without a permanent general counsel. Id. 5. Employee morale is consistently
low and was the subject of a scathing 2016 inspector general report. Id. Morale has somewhat ticked up recently, but still hovers
in the bottom fifth for agencies of comparable size, according to data compiled by the Partnership for Public Service and the
Boston Consulting Group. Best Places to Work, “Best Places to Work Agency Rankings,” accessed Sept. 20, 2019,
https://bestplacestowork.org/rankings/overall/small.
29 See App. A (Fixing the FEC), 7.
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Undermining Key Safeguards. FEC dysfunction is responsible for some of the biggest
gaps in our system of campaign finance regulation. For example, the FEC has played a central
role in enabling the proliferation of more than $1 billion in dark money from undisclosed
sources.30 Dark money not only deprives voters of the information they need to make informed
choices, it is also a potential vehicle for foreign money to enter the U.S. political system.31 Dark
money is permissible in significant part because of the Commission’s repeated deadlocks over
whether to update disclosure regulations in the wake of Citizens United, or whether to even
enforce its own standards for which groups must adhere to political committee registration and
reporting rules.32
The Commission’s regulatory and enforcement failures have also undermined campaign
contribution limits that are a bulwark against corruption.33 Earlier this year, for example,
commissioners deadlocked on whether to follow staff recommendations to investigate both the
Clinton and Trump campaigns for alleged joint fundraising abuses that allowed them to raise tens
of millions of dollars above the legal limits.34 Joint fundraising rules became vastly more
important in 2014, when the Supreme Court struck down aggregate limits on how much
contributors could give in total to candidates, parties, and other political committees in
McCutcheon v. FEC.35 Unfortunately, the Commission appears to be doing little to enforce these
rules, let alone taking any steps to strengthen them.
By its own admission, the Commission also almost never enforces, and has done nothing
to update, its rules limiting coordination between campaigns and supposedly independent outside
groups like super PACs.36 That failure has permitted these groups to spend billions working

30 Center for Responsive Politics, “Political Nonprofits (Dark Money),” accessed Sept. 20, 2019,
https://www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/nonprof_summ.php.
31 Vandewalker and Norden, Getting Foreign Funds Out of America’s Elections, 15–16.
32 Daniel I. Weiner, “The FEC Deadlocks (Again) on Dark Money,” Brennan Center for Justice, Aug. 1, 2014,
https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/fec-deadlocks-again-dark-money.
33 See Buckley v. Valeo, 424 U.S. 1, 26 (1976).
34 See Certification (Apr. 25, 2019), MUR 7304 (Hillary Victory Fund et al.), available at
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7304/19044465984.pdf; First General Counsel’s Report (Sept. 28, 2018), MUR 7304
(Hillary Victory Fund et al.), available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7304/19044465911.pdf; Certification (Apr. 25,
2019), MUR 7339 (Trump Victory et al.), available at https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7339/19044465498.pdf; First
General Counsel’s Report (Feb. 13, 2019), MUR 7339 (Trump Victory et al.), available at
https://www.fec.gov/files/legal/murs/7339/19044465466.pdf.
35 572 U.S. 185, 215 (2014) (reasoning that overall limits are unnecessary because joint fundraising restrictions and similar rules
were sufficient to prevent corruption); see also Daniel I. Weiner, “McCutcheon’s Anti-Circumvention Folly,” Brennan Center for
Justice, Apr. 9, 2014, https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/mccutcheon-anti-circumvention-folly.
36 FEC, Responses to Questions from the Committee on House Administration, May 1, 2019, 24–25
https://www.fec.gov/resources/cms-content/documents/FEC_Response_to_House_Admin.pdf.

Page 7

hand-in-glove with presidential and congressional campaigns, further increasing the risk of
corruption and its appearance.37
As noted above, the FEC’s partisan stalemate has also prevented a more meaningful
response to the Russian government’s interference in the 2016 presidential election. While
certain measures remain on the table, there are many more ambitious actions the Commission
could take to head off foreign meddling. Last year the Commission deadlocked on whether to
move forward with these proposals,38 and has moved far too slowly even on more modest
initiatives where consensus might be achievable.39
Real-World Consequences. These are not abstract concerns. Weak campaign finance
rules have a real impact on the lives of everyday Americans. Dark money spending, for example,
has helped to shape recent debates on everything from taxes,40 to climate change,41 to whether
healthcare consumers should be protected from surprise medical bills.42 Earlier this year, this
Committee heard the story of how a $750,000 contribution to a dark money group working
closely with candidates in Wisconsin helped shield a lead company from liability for lead
poisoning in children.43 The Brennan Center’s own research has uncovered many examples of
similar tactics—including from payday lenders seeking relief from consumer protection laws in

37 App. A (Fixing the FEC), 1; App. B (Weiser Testimony), 28.
38 Jordan Muller, “FEC rejects proposal to consider new rules on foreign spending in US elections,” Center for Responsive
Politics, May 25, 2018, https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2018/05/fec-rejects-proposal-to-consider-new-rules-on-foreignspending-in-us-elections/; see also note 8.
39 See Part I.
40 Kayla Kitson, “The Koch Brothers’ Best Investment,” The American Prospect, June 28, 2018,
https://prospect.org/article/koch-brothers-best-investment (Koch-linked dark money network spent $20 million to promote the
passage of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, and invested an additional $20 million to promote the tax cut before the 2018 elections and
attack Senators who opposed it).
41 Douglas Fischer, “‘Dark Money’ Funds Climate Change Denial Effort,” Scientific American, Dec. 23, 2013,
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/dark-money-funds-climate-change-denial-effort/ ($558 million was funneled into
dark money climate denial organizations, while traceable spending by Koch Industries and ExxonMobil stopped).
42 Rachel Roubin, “Health groups backed dark money campaign to sink ‘surprise’ billing fix,” Politico, Sept. 13, 2019,
https://www.politico.com/story/2019/09/13/health-groups-dark-money-hospital-bills-legislation-1495697 (dark money group
called Doctor Patient Unity, reportedly linked to corporate medical firms, has spent $28 million targeting lawmakers to stop a bill
that would protect patients from surprise medical bills).
43 Peter Guyon Earle, Committee on House Administration “H.R. 1, For the People Act” Written Testimony of Peter G. Earle,
Feb. 14, 2019, available at
https://cha.house.gov/sites/democrats.cha.house.gov/files/documents/committee_docs/Peter_Earle_testimony_HR1.pdf.
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Utah,44 power companies looking to drive up the cost of solar energy in Arizona,45 and a mining
company pushing for less stringent environmental safeguards in Wisconsin.46
FEC dysfunction also has practical consequences for candidates and others who are
trying to follow the law. They rely on the Commission to provide clear rules that will be
consistently applied. The FEC’s failure to do its job has, in the words of one election law
practitioner, “created risk and uncertainty that doesn’t need to be there.”47 Failure to enforce the
rules on the books also contributes to a broader culture of impunity at a time of eroding respect
for the rule of law and democratic values more generally.48
The breakdown of the FEC is, in short, one of our democracy’s most pressing challenges.
As a bipartisan group of members of Congress wrote to President Trump in February 2018, a
dysfunctional FEC “hurts honest candidates who are trying to follow the letter of the law and
robs the American people of an electoral process with integrity.”49 This is a problem that should
concern all of us. Fortunately, we already have robust solutions on the table.
III.

Solutions

Any plan to overhaul the FEC must address three core challenges: pervasive partisan
gridlock, the lack of a clear leader to hold accountable for how well the FEC runs, and a civil
enforcement process that has always produced long delays, leaving respondents in limbo and
undermining the deterrence value of the Commission’s penalties.50

44 Chisun Lee, Katherine Valde, Benjamin T. Brickner, and Douglas Keith, Secret Spending in the States, Brennan Center for
Justice, 2016, 11–12, https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/analysis/Secret_Spending_in_the_States.pdf.
45 Id. 13.
46 Id. 12.
47 Dave Levinthal, “Politicos Souring on FEC Advice?,” The Center for Public Integrity, July 22, 2014,
https://publicintegrity.org/federal-politics/politicos-souring-on-fec-advice/ (quoting election lawyer Joe Sandler); see also App. A
(Fixing the FEC), 2. A recent example of this dynamic was the controversy over presidential candidate Andrew Yang’s proposed
raffle to promote his “Freedom Dividend” universal basic income plan. Winners of the raffle would receive $1000 per month for
a year from the campaign. Cash payouts of this sort arguably violate FECA’s restrictions on how campaign funds may be used,
although the relevant provisions likely were not drafted with this particular situation in mind. Without a functional FEC, as one
former commissioner notes, “there is no mechanism for deciding the legality” of Yang’s program on a timely basis. See Ann
Ravel, “Yang’s Possibly Illegal Giveaway Shows Why We Need a Working FEC,” Politico Magazine, Sept. 21, 2019,
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2019/09/21/andrew-yang-giveaway-campaign-finance-fec-228150. This is especially
true now with the FEC lacking a quorum. Even when a quorum existed, however, the chance of a deadlock on this sort of hard
question would have been high.
48 Preet Bharara, Christine Todd Whitman, et al., Proposals for Reform, National Task Force on Rule of Law and Democracy,
2018, 16, https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/publications/TaskForceReport_2018_09_.pdf.
49 Kilmer, Buck Lead Bipartisan Call to President Trump: Fill Vacant Seats on Federal Election Commission Immediately,
2018, https://kilmer.house.gov/news/press-releases/kilmer-buck-lead-bipartisan-call-to-president-trump-fill-vacant-seats-onfederal-election-commission-immediately.
50 App. A (Fixing the FEC), 3–4.
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H.R.1 addresses each of these problems. It would curtail gridlock by reducing the number
of commissioners from six to five, with no more than two affiliated with the same party,
effectively requiring one commissioner to be a true independent.51 It would create clear political
accountability for the FEC’s management by allowing the president to name a real chair to serve
as its chief administrative officer (this individual would continue to have only one vote on policy
and enforcement matters).52 It would end the practice of allowing commissioners to continue in
office indefinitely past the expiration of their terms.53 And it would take steps to streamline the
enforcement process, including by giving the Commission’s nonpartisan staff authority to
investigate alleged campaign finance violations and dismiss frivolous complaints—subject to
overrule by a majority vote of commissioners.54
Critically, H.R.1 also contains strong safeguards to protect a revitalized FEC from
becoming a tool for partisan overreach. In fact, the structure envisioned by H.R.1 provides for
significantly more protections than currently exist.
For instance, H.R.1 seeks to ensure partisan balance on the new FEC by providing that
nominees to seats on the Commission will be deemed to be affiliated with a party if they have
had any connection to the party as a registered voter, donor, employee, consultant, or attorney
within the previous five years.55 That will minimize the risk of the Senate confirming a “wolf in
sheep’s clothing”—i.e. someone trying to disguise their true partisan leanings.56 The Act also
creates a new, bipartisan vetting process for nominees.57 And it provides for more robust judicial
oversight of the enforcement process.58 Ending the ability of commissioners to hold over
indefinitely past the expiration of their terms will also be a safeguard against excessive
partisanship, since holdover commissioners are more subject to pressure from the president and
Congress, who have the power to replace them at any time.59
These and other sensible changes in H.R.1 will bring the FEC’s structure more in line
with that of other successful independent regulators while protecting the political rights of all

51 H.R.1, 116th Congress (2019), § 6002(a)(1).
52 Id. § 6003(a)
53 Id. § 6002(b)
54 Id. § 6004.
55 Id. § 6002(a)(1); App. A (Fixing the FEC), 6.
56 See Daniel Weiner, “FEC’s status quo is hazardous – proposed legislation would help fix it,” The Hill, Feb. 10, 2019,
https://thehill.com/opinion/campaign/429294-fecs-status-quo-is-hazardous-proposed-legislature-would-help-fix-it.
57 H.R.1, 116th Congress (2019), § 6002(b); App. A (Fixing the FEC), 6–7.
58 H.R.1, 116th Congress (2019), § 6004(b).
59 App. A (Fixing the FEC), 7.
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Americans.60 These provisions could potentially be made even stronger by incorporating certain
other Brennan Center recommendations, such as our proposals to transfer civil enforcement to a
separate division overseen by an independent director, provide respondents as well as
complainants the right to sue if the Commission does not act on a complaint within one year, and
allow commissioners to be reappointed to one additional term.61 We also urge the Committee to
bear in mind as it moves forward with this work that any overhaul of the FEC will likely require
an increase in the Commission’s budget to ensure that it has the resources it needs to carry out its
politically sensitive responsibilities with professionalism and due regard for the public’s interests
and those of the candidates and others who come before it.62
***
If there is one thing that unites both supporters and opponents of campaign finance
reform, it is reverence for the First Amendment. The First Amendment protects the right to speak
freely on matters of public concern because without that right it is impossible to achieve true
representative democracy.63 But democracy also requires an electoral process governed by clear
rules in which we can all have confidence. For the last decade, a dysfunctional FEC has stood in
the way of that objective, undermining the First Amendment’s most cherished goal. Change is
long overdue. We enthusiastically support the efforts of this Committee and the House to make
the FEC a true guardian of American democracy.

60 Id. 6 & note 68.
61 Id. 7–8.
62 Id. 9.
63 See Citizens United v. FEC, 558 U.S. 310, 349 (2010) (“Political speech is indispensable to decisionmaking in a
democracy….”).
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Appendix A

Fixing the FEC:
An Agenda for Reform
By Daniel I. Weiner

Introduction

T

he campaign finance system charged with safeguarding our elections has itself become a threat
to democracy. This is thanks not only to Citizens
United, but also to a dysfunctional campaign finance agency
in Washington, the Federal Election Commission. Evenly
divided and perpetually gridlocked, FEC dysfunction has
made it more difficult for candidates trying to follow the law,
and easier for those willing to break it. Over the last decade
the FEC has abandoned serious allegations of lawbreaking
without investigating because its commissioners have divided
along party lines. Further, the agency has often failed to provide candidates and other political actors with guidance on
key issues and has neglected to update regulations to reflect
major changes in the law, media, and technology.

This paper sets forth a new blueprint to make the FEC work
again. It proposes reforms to curtail gridlock, foster more accountable agency leadership, and overhaul the Commission’s
civil enforcement process. A number of these changes are
part of H.R. 1, the historic For the People Act of 2019 that
recently passed the House of Representatives.1 They deserve
to be a bipartisan priority.
The FEC was created in 1975 to administer and enforce the
system of post-Watergate campaign finance rules designed to
prevent corruption.2 It is composed of six commissioners; no
more than three can be from the same party. The Commis-
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sion cannot enact regulations, issue guidance, or even investigate alleged violations of the law without four votes.3 While
the Commission does have a nominal chair, the office rotates
and carries no real power; even purely administrative matters
related to budgets, staffing, and other management decisions
generally require four commissioners to agree.4
Today, that rarely happens on matters of significance. By
long-standing practice, FEC commissioners are usually handpicked by Democratic and Republican leaders in Congress,5
who increasingly disagree not only about the need for new
reforms but also about how to interpret existing laws.6 The
evenly split Commission often cannot agree even on personnel and other administrative matters, with critical posts often
sitting vacant for years.7
Since 2010, the FEC’s partisan stalemate has allowed more
than $1 billion in dark money from undisclosed sources to
flood into U.S. elections.8 Enforcement of rules that limit
cooperation between candidates and lightly regulated super
PACs has been stymied, making it possible for super PACs
to spend billions working hand in glove with campaigns.
Presidential candidates too often have become the equivalent
of racehorses backed by rival billionaires.9 And gridlock has
prevented any meaningful FEC response to revelations that
Russia sought to manipulate the U.S. electorate in 2016.10
A requirement for disclaimers on the sorts of online ads that

Russian operatives used to influence American voters has
been stalled for more than a year.11 Given this history, if any
of the more ambitious reforms in H.R. 1 were to be enacted,
it is doubtful that FEC commissioners could effectively carry
out a new mandate.
FEC dysfunction thwarts even Commission members who
oppose stronger rules. They can block enforcement on
an evenly divided FEC, but they do not have the votes to
change rules they find irrational or outdated. For instance, a
proposal to loosen rules that govern political party fundraising has languished since 2015.12
For candidates and others, gridlock at the FEC creates risk
and uncertainty that doesn’t need to be there. “Most political
operatives, whether on the right or the left, want clarity.
What can I do and what can I not do,” says former Republican commissioner Michael Toner. “They might not always be
thrilled with the answers, but they want to know.”13 Instead,
those seeking advisory opinions from the FEC on novel
or controversial issues often go away empty-handed.14 The resulting gray areas can have real consequences: In recent years
both Republican and Democratic officeholders have been
accused of criminal offenses that might have been avoided
with the help of clearer FEC guidance.15
FEC dysfunction harms candidates and political parties,
who are under the brightest spotlight and who have traditionally relied on the Commission to create clear, uniform
rules.16 The lack of clarity is a problem even for supposed
beneficiaries of Citizens United, like politically active business
interests, who put a similar premium on “everyone[] playing
by the same rules.”17 Political outsiders without the resources to hire expensive election lawyers to parse ambiguous or
out-of-date regulations are particularly disadvantaged. With
a paralyzed FEC, something as simple as filling out a form
can be fraught, since many of the Commission’s forms and
accompanying guidance are incomplete and/or out-of-date.
For example, more than nine years after Citizens United,
there is still no FEC form for creating a super PAC. Instead,
filers must fill out the form for creating a traditional PAC,
and then send the FEC a separate letter. That process is set
forth in “interim” guidance the Commission issued more
than seven years ago.18 It also would not be apparent from
checking the Commission’s official guide for nonconnected
PACs, which was last updated in 2008.19
In short, as a bipartisan group of members of Congress wrote
to President Trump in February 2018, a dysfunctional FEC
“hurts honest candidates who are trying to follow the letter
of the law and robs the American people of an electoral process with integrity.”20
Congress needs to fix this problem, but in a way that preserves safeguards against partisan abuse of the Commission’s
power and bureaucratic overreach that could stifle political
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expression. In crafting proposals to achieve this balance, the
Brennan Center consulted with more than a dozen experts
who served as FEC commissioners or high-level staffers, or
who have regularly advocated before or studied the agency.
On the basis of their input and our own expertise (including
that of the author, who worked at the FEC from 2011 to
2014), we recommend the following reforms:
1. Change the number of commissioners, with at least
one political independent: To reduce gridlock and allow
for decisive policymaking, Congress should change the
Commission’s structure to give it an odd number of five
commissioners, with no more than two from each of the
major political parties. Congress should specify that at
least one commissioner be a political independent who has
neither been affiliated with nor worked for one of the two
major parties or their officeholders or candidates in the
five years preceding their appointment.
2. Establish an inclusive, bipartisan process to vet potential
nominees. As an added safeguard, Congress should require
the president to convene a blue-ribbon advisory panel to
help vet potential nominees. The panel should have representation from both major parties. Congress should also
require reasonable steps consistent with the Constitution
to ensure that people of color and other underrepresented
communities have a voice in the selection process.
3. Give the agency a real leader who is accountable to the
president. To ensure clearer lines of accountability for
the Commission’s management, Congress should provide
that the president will designate one commissioner to
serve as the agency’s chair during the president’s term.
The chair would have the power to supervise Commission
staff, approve its budget, and otherwise act as the agency’s
chief administrator, but with sufficient checks to prevent
partisan abuse of the office and ensure the Commission’s
continued independence from the White House.
4. End the practice of allowing commissioners to remain
in office indefinitely as holdovers. To ensure that the
Commission has regular infusions of fresh leadership with
an appropriate degree of independence, Congress should
limit commissioners to two statutory terms and end the
practice of letting them serve indefinitely past the expiration of their terms until a successor arrives.
5. Overhaul the Commission’s civil enforcement process:
Finally, Congress should take several steps to make the
Commission’s civil enforcement process timelier and more
effective, while maintaining safeguards to protect the
rights of alleged violators. These changes should include:
 Creating an independent enforcement bureau within
the Commission, whose director would be selected
by a bipartisan majority of commissioners and have

authority to initiate investigations and issue subpoenas
(subject to override by a majority of commissioners);
 Providing an effective legal remedy for both complainants and alleged violators to obtain legal clarity if the
Commission fails to act on an enforcement complaint
within one year;
 Limiting the Commission’s use of prosecutorial discretion to avoid pursuing serious violations;
 Restoring the Commission’s authority to conduct random audits of political committees;
 Reinforcing the Commission’s system of “traffic ticket”
administrative fines for reporting violations by making
it permanent and requiring the Commission to expand
the program to cover all reports; and
 Increasing the Commission’s budget to allow it to hire
additional qualified staff to ensure timely, effective
resolution of enforcement matters.
These reforms will allow an important federal agency to
enforce the law as written and provide much-needed clarity
on a host of issues that affect officeholders and others across
the political spectrum. How much transparency does the law
require for those who engage in campaign spending? How
closely may candidates work with like-minded super PACs?
When are certain payments — say, those made on President
Trump’s behalf to the adult film star Stormy Daniels to hide
an alleged affair21 — considered campaign contributions?
How should decades-old statutory law be applied to the
internet? A less-gridlocked FEC could provide real answers.
And to the extent that those answers do not sit well with the
American people, there will be much clearer lines of accountability than the current stalemate affords.
If there is any lesson from the FEC’s recent history, it is that
while strong checks and balances are essential for any entity
that regulates the political process, efforts to insulate the Commission entirely from swings of the political pendulum simply
have not worked. The time has come for a different approach.

The FEC in the Age of
Partisan Polarization
To fix the FEC, it is important to understand how it got to
this point.
The FEC’s evenly divided structure was born from political
compromise. In the aftermath of Watergate, Congress bowed
to the overwhelming public demand for stronger campaign
finance laws to protect the integrity of our government. But
congressional leaders also worried that an agency specifically
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designed to police politics would be weaponized by whichever
party was in control.22 No doubt many were also wary of having an aggressive watchdog oversee their own campaigns.23
They came up with a six-member commission as the
solution. On paper, the agency has significant authority to
interpret federal law and pursue civil enforcement.24 But it
cannot exercise its most important functions without the assent of a majority of four commissioners, only three of whom
can be from one party.25 And while legally all commissioners
must be nominated by the president and confirmed by the
Senate, 26 in practice party leaders handpick who occupies the
Commission’s seats.27
Historically, the Commission’s even divide did not preclude
coherent policymaking or completely stymie enforcement because ideological fault lines over the role of money in politics
did not closely track party affiliation. Both Republican and
Democratic party leaders had a diversity of views on campaign finance regulation, and the commissioners whom they
selected were usually able to hammer out compromises across
party lines.28 That did not keep reformers from decrying the
FEC for promulgating lax rules.29 But whatever the validity
of these criticisms, the agency was functional.30
That is no longer the case. While there is still widespread
agreement among the public (who generally want stronger
campaign finance laws31), Beltway insiders are now sharply
divided along party lines. Most Democrats support stronger
rules, while their Republican counterparts are increasingly
opposed.32 The partisan divide over campaign finance is
evident even on the Supreme Court; Citizens United and
other recent deregulatory cases were all decided by majorities composed entirely of Republican appointees, with the
Court’s Democratic appointees all dissenting.33 The same
disagreement between the two parties on campaign finance
regulation that is so evident in other parts of the government
has naturally trickled over to the FEC. That has resulted in a
sharp rise in party-line deadlocked votes.
ENFORCEMENT

The increasing prevalence of deadlocks is perhaps most
evident in the Commission’s civil enforcement process. According to data compiled by the office of then commissioner
Ann Ravel, the Commission deadlocked on 37.5 percent of
regular enforcement cases in 2016, as compared with 4.2 percent in 2006 — a more than seven-fold increase.34 And that
statistic significantly understates the problem, since almost all
the votes on which commissioners achieved consensus that
year involved housekeeping matters, minor violations, or the
dismissal of frivolous allegations.35 On most matters of significance, the Commission cannot reach four votes. Penalties
have plummeted as a result of these deadlocks. In 2016 the
Commission brought in less than $600,000 in civil penalties
in enforcement cases, compared with roughly $5.5 million a
decade earlier.36

trolled by a foreign national (the company was fined another
$550,000).43 This was a straightforward violation for which
there was direct documentary proof in the form of an email
from the candidate’s brother Neil. But it still took the FEC
two and a half years to complete its investigation and negotiate a settlement that, while large in absolute terms, was less
than a third of the illegal contribution at issue and less than
.3 percent of the more than $120 million the PAC raised for
the 2016 election cycle.44
Importantly, enforcement delays do not just hurt those who
have actually violated the law. Even those wrongfully accused of violations often wait a year or more for their names
to be cleared.45
The Commission’s enforcement process has never been
perfect. As the Commission’s longest-serving member, Ellen
Weintraub, acknowledges, “We have always struggled with
the reality that enforcement cases take far too long.”46 Now,
however, most high-profile or novel cases languish at the
Commission for years, at which point commissioners usually
deadlock.47 Federal courts have repeatedly rebuked the
Commission for its failure to investigate allegations that, if
true, would amount to clear legal violations.48 Nevertheless,
entire categories of rules, such as those limiting collaboration
between candidates and super PACs that can raise unlimited
amounts of money, continue to go largely unenforced.49 But
the same commissioners who vote against enforcement lack
the votes actually to change the Commission’s regulations.
And so many unenforced rules remain on the books, undermining the rule of law and fostering uncertainty for those
trying in good faith to comply.50
Virtually all enforcement deadlocks happen at the so-called
“reason to believe” (RTB) stage, which is the preliminary
determination commissioners must make that an investigation is warranted.37 RTB is merely the first step toward
enforcement.38 But even reaching this point frequently takes
more than a year.39 It is not uncommon for an RTB vote
to be taken only as the five-year statute of limitations for
campaign finance violations approaches. In one notorious
case, a donor admitted that he had formed an LLC solely for
the purpose of hiding a $1 million contribution to the super
PAC supporting Mitt Romney’s 2012 presidential campaign. The Commission delayed more than four years before
deadlocking on whether to proceed, notwithstanding that
all six commissioners appear to have agreed that the donor
broke the law.40 This was but one of a number of high-profile
matters from the 2012 election cycle that were not resolved
until 2015 or later.41
Such delays mean that even when the Commission does
negotiate a significant penalty, it is likely to have little
deterrence value.42 Recently, for instance, the FEC fined Jeb
Bush’s super PAC almost $400,000 for accepting an illegal
$1.3 million campaign contribution from a company con-
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R U L E M A K I N G A N D A D V I S O RY O P I N I O N S

Partisan gridlock also impairs the FEC’s ability to provide
coherent guidance to political actors on novel legal and policy questions. As noted, its rulemaking process has virtually
ground to a halt. Historically, commissioners with different
regulatory philosophies were usually able to hammer out
compromises on key issues. But now, according to Weintraub, there is “a fear that you will give an inch and the other
side will take a mile.”51 As a result, even as the last decade has
seen major changes in the governing law and the emergence
of new threats like foreign governments seeking to influence
U.S. elections via the internet, the Commission has done
hardly anything to update its code of regulations.52 More
than nine years after Citizens United, for instance, the FEC’s
regulations still make no mention of super PACs. And its
main rules governing transparency for internet ads date back
to 2006, when major social media platforms like Facebook
and Twitter were in their infancy and nobody would have
predicted their use by a major foreign power to meddle in a
U.S. presidential election.53
In the absence of a functioning rulemaking process, the
main way the FEC provides guidance to candidates, parties,

and other political actors is through the issuance of advisory
opinions to individual requesters. Persons planning to engage
in political activity can ask for an opinion from the Commission as to the legality of their activity; the Commission is
obligated to respond to these requests.54 Advisory opinions in
theory have limited application beyond the requester but are
in practice treated as precedents forming a significant body
of law in their own right.55

it receives has declined, from a high of 147 in 1980 to a low
of 13 in 2017.58
Once again, the numbers understate the real problem.
Most of the advisory opinions the Commission manages to
issue today deal with relatively straightforward matters, like
whether candidates can use campaign funds for particular
campaign-related purposes59 or the circumstances in which
a professional association may operate a federal PAC.60 On
many novel or problematic subjects — everything from candidates appearing in supposedly independent super PAC ads
to the rules governing use of Twitter by political committees
— commissioners have failed to agree,61 eliminating a last
source of regulatory guidance in hard cases.

The use of advisory opinions to develop campaign finance
law is inherently problematic. As one senior lawyer who
headed the Commission’s policy division puts it, advisory
opinions are “a very poor substitute for rulemaking.” 56
Those opinions are issued under a compressed time frame
that affords few avenues for fact-finding; there is no opportunity for anyone other than the person who requested the
opinion to appear before the Commission to testify; and
the entire process tends to be dominated by a small cadre of
repeat participants from major Democratic and Republican
law firms.57

MANAGEMENT

The partisan stalemate at the FEC has also taken a toll on the
agency as an institution. Senior staff positions routinely go
several years without being filled. Most notably, the Commission has not had a permanent general counsel (its chief
legal officer, and one of its two top staffers) for more than
five years, nor any inspector general (permanent or acting)
for more than two years.62

In any event, the advisory opinion process is also increasingly
dysfunctional. The Brennan Center reviewed all 1,996 advisory opinion requests that have been submitted to the Commission. Prior to 2008, the Commission deadlocked (i.e.,
failed to agree on an answer to at least one of the requestor’s
questions) on 4.9 percent of requests per year on average; in
a number of years there were no deadlocks. Between 2008
and 2017, the deadlock rate jumped to 24.1 percent on
average — a more than fivefold increase — almost entirely
along party lines. And as the Commission’s reputation for
gridlock has spread, the number of advisory opinion requests

In the meantime, morale among the agency’s rank-and-file
staff remains lower than at most other federal agencies of
comparable size.63 A scathing inspector general report in
2016 highlighted partisan discord among commissioners as
the main cause.64 The report also noted the problem of pervasive gridlock. One anonymous survey respondent said they
found it “frustrating to see how Commissioners do not act
on reports/recommendations for months or years.” 65 Another
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explained that “for me, the biggest cause of low morale is that
I spend lots of time working on projects that end up sitting
for months or years because the Commission deadlocks or
holds over discussion.” 66 Such complaints inevitably translate
into staff attrition and recruitment challenges, making it even
harder for the FEC to carry out its mission.

I

n sum, the FEC, which was always subject to criticism,
has in the past decade been overtaken by a polarized political culture to the point that its evenly divided structure
simply does not work. Some have called for replacing the
current commissioners, all of whom are serving as holdovers.67
But FEC dysfunction is ultimately about more than any one
group of officials. The best way to restore the agency’s ability
to shape coherent regulatory policy and carry out fair and
effective civil enforcement is to reform its basic structure.

A Blueprint for Reform
Any plan to fix the FEC must tackle the agency’s problems
while preserving meaningful safeguards to protect the political rights of all Americans. The following changes are key:
Reduce the number of commissioners from six to five
and reserve one seat for a political independent. To curtail
gridlock at the FEC, its structure should be brought more
into line with other multimember independent regulators.
Most important, that entails giving the agency an odd number of commissioners with the power to approve new rules
and advisory opinions by a majority vote.68
Currently, the FEC has six commissioners who serve for
staggered six-year terms, no more than three of whom can
be affiliated with one political party at the time of their appointment.69 In theory a president could appoint technocrats
or political independents to all or some of the Commission’s
seats, but none has ever done so.70 Instead, presidents have
for the most part continued to nominate party loyalists,
which has become the primary driver of gridlock as the parties themselves have become more polarized.
The most sensible fix for this problem is to reduce the
number of commissioners from six to five, with three votes
required for most major decisions. The major parties should
each be limited to two seats on the Commission, with
commissioners in those seats continuing to serve for staggered six-year terms.71 The fifth seat should be reserved for a
political independent, which should be defined as someone
who has not been affiliated with, donated to, or represented
either major party or any of its candidates or officeholders for
at least the previous five years.72 Ideal candidates would include former judges, law enforcement officials, or even senior
members of the Commission’s career staff. Such individuals
are less likely to feel beholden to the president or congres-
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sional leaders, and more likely to represent the substantial
number of Americans who do not affiliate with either of the
two major parties.73 The term for this fifth seat should be
only four years, to ensure that every new president has the
opportunity to nominate a new independent tiebreaker.
Critics of the idea of an odd-numbered commissioner with
an independent tiebreaker have charged that the Commission’s independent member would likely be a wolf in sheep’s
clothing — I.e., a closet partisan.74 But that risk can be
mitigated through safeguards like barring nominees who
previously worked for one of the major parties and requiring representatives of both major parties to be included in
the vetting process, as discussed below. It should be noted,
moreover, that partisan overreach is a risk even under the
Commission’s current structure. The president already has
broad discretion to nominate FEC commissioners, provided
no more than three are affiliated with the same party at the
time they are nominated.75 The tradition of allowing leaders
of the opposing party to name half the nominees has no
force of law.76
Ultimately, no government institution functions independently from background norms that restrain excessive partisanship
and other abuses of power. That would be true of a restructured FEC, just as it is true of the current body. But the
reforms proposed here would actually increase legal safeguards
against partisan overreach relative to the status quo.
To be sure, the presence of an independent commissioner is
no guarantee that the Commission’s decisions will never be
weighted toward one party’s legal and policy views. It is entirely correct that most presidents are likely to try to appoint
independents with whose views they broadly agree. This is
not unreasonable. What is not acceptable is for a president
to use the Commission as a weapon with which to pursue
partisan opponents. Having at least one truly independent
commissioner provides an important safeguard against that
risk, especially when combined with other checks and balances in the enforcement process.
Establish an inclusive, bipartisan vetting process for
potential nominees. To provide an additional safeguard,
Congress should establish a blue-ribbon advisory panel composed of election law experts, retired law enforcement, and
others with relevant background to recommend potential
nominees to the president, as has previously been proposed.77
The panel’s recommendations would be published at the
time a nomination was transmitted to the Senate, so that the
Senate and the public could consider them in evaluating the
president’s nominee.78
The panel should be required to include representatives of
both major parties, ideally to be designated by party leaders
in Congress. But it should be diverse in more than just a
partisan sense. It is unacceptable that in the more than 40

years it has existed, the Commission has never included a
person of color.79 Other groups have also been underrepresented.80 To begin to address this problem, Congress should
direct that the president take reasonable steps consistent with
constitutional antidiscrimination protections to ensure the
panel includes members of both genders and diverse racial,
ethnic, and professional backgrounds.
Give the Commission a real leader. To ensure greater
accountability for how the Commission runs, the agency
should also have a single, clear leader in the person of a
chair designated by the president from among the sitting
commissioners (again following the model of other independent agencies).81
Currently, the office of chair rotates yearly among commissioners and carries little real power.82 Appointments of
senior staff, budgeting, and even many routine management
decisions require four affirmative votes.83 Under this structure, it has long been hard for even experienced observers to
understand who is making critical operational decisions at
the agency.84
Giving the FEC a clear leader would provide the president, Congress, and the public with a single figure to hold
accountable for how well the Commission runs. The chair
would oversee the Commission’s day-to-day management,
appoint its senior staff (except the newly created director of
enforcement, as discussed below), submit a budget to Congress, and otherwise act as the agency’s chief administrative
officer. However, the chair would still have only one vote on
substantive policy and enforcement matters.85 A chair whose
party lost the White House would generally be expected to
vacate the role, although he or she could continue to serve as
a commissioner.
It makes sense for the chair to be named by the president.
The president is elected to, among other things, run the
executive branch — and ideally is judged by the electorate
for how well this task is carried out. A chair affiliated with
the president would create a more direct connection between
the Commission’s management and an elected officeholder
whom the voters can hold accountable, even as the other
checks and balances set forth in these recommendations
would ensure that the president’s power to designate the
chair would not unduly compromise the Commission’s independence from the White House.
Eliminate indefinite holdovers. To ensure periodic infusions of fresh leadership and bolster the Commission’s independence from the elected officials it ostensibly regulates,
Congress should also eliminate the ability of commissioners
to stay in office indefinitely past the expiration of their terms.
During their statutory six-year terms, FEC commissioners
can be removed only for cause.86 Before 1997, commissioners
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could be reappointed to new terms an unlimited number of
times. Congress eliminated reappointment with two goals:
ensuring that the agency would periodically have fresh
leadership, and reinforcing commissioners’ independence in
the face of congressional attempts to use the reappointment
process as leverage to deter enforcement.87 But commissioners still had the ability to stay in office indefinitely as holdovers past the expiration of their terms until the arrival of a
successor.88 Lengthily holdover periods are now the norm; all
four current commissioners are holdovers who have served
for more than a decade, having first been named during the
George W. Bush administration (two seats are vacant).89
As former commissioner Toner puts it, this situation represents “the worst of both worlds.”90 Letting commissioners
stay indefinitely as holdovers means that there is still very
little turnover in the Commission’s leadership. And commissioners whose terms have expired are even more dependent
on the president and Congress, who can replace them at
any time. In today’s polarized climate, that makes bipartisan
compromise even harder and creates a very real risk of commissioners suffering retribution for specific policy decisions.
To be sure, frequent turnover among commissioners also is
not ideal, especially if it leads to constant vacancies while
Congress and the president wrangle over nominees. The balance drawn at most other multimember agencies is to allow
commissioners or board members who serve for a fixed statutory term to be reappointed once, with any holdover after the
expiration of a term limited to a period of one to two years.91
The FEC should follow a similar approach.
Overhaul the Commission’s enforcement process. Finally,
the Commission’s civil enforcement process needs fundamental change. Two hallmarks of effective enforcement are
the robust, timely pursuit of credible allegations of misconduct and the expeditious resolution of non-meritorious or
otherwise trifling allegations.92 As discussed above, the FEC’s
current process largely fails on both counts. The following
changes would help address this problem.
> Create an independent enforcement bureau with
investigative power:

The most important change Congress can make is to create
an independent enforcement bureau within the Commission
that has some measure of autonomy from commissioners. The bureau should be led by an enforcement director
appointed by a bipartisan majority of the full Commission
(i.e., with at least one vote from both a Republican and a
Democratic commissioner) in a public vote on the motion of
the Commission’s chair. The director’s appointment should
be subject to renewal every four years.93
The director should have the authority to make initial
determinations of whether to investigate or dismiss alleged
violations that the Commission learns about from adminis-

trative complaints. Commissioners would retain the power to
overrule the director by a majority vote. Under this process,
incoming administrative complaints would be routed to the
enforcement bureau, which would prepare an analysis for the
director, who would then make a preliminary determination
on whether to investigate the allegations in the complaint
or take no action and close the file. Then both the director’s
decision and the underlying file would be forwarded to the
Commission, which would have two weeks to overrule the director. In such cases, commissioners would be required to state
publicly their reasons for doing so within 30 days of the vote.
After commencing an investigation, the director would also
have the power to authorize subpoenas to compel production
of documents or testimony, with a one-week waiting period
during which time the Commission could vote to overrule
him or her.
Ultimate authority over whether to bring an enforcement action or pursue settlement should still rest with commissioners. At the conclusion of every investigation, the enforcement
director should be required to submit a written recommendation to the Commission. Congress should require the
Commission to vote on recommendations within 45 days of
their submission.
Where an enforcement action is authorized, the case should
return to the enforcement bureau to be litigated.94 The
law should specify that investigations must remain strictly
confidential unless and until the Commission authorizes an
enforcement action or the matter is closed.95
These changes would bring the Commission’s enforcement
process more into line with that of other independent watchdog agencies, where agency heads typically do not make initial investigative determinations.96 They would not only help
ensure pursuit of credible violations but also make it easier to
timely dispose of non-meritorious allegations.
> Provide a legal remedy when the Commission fails to act
on a complaint:

The best solution is to extend the 120-day deadline to one
year but empower courts to review cases that come before
them on the merits and order the agency to take action or
dismiss. The law should provide that in the rare case where
an ongoing investigation is unusually complex or being
held in abeyance for a legitimate reason (like an overlapping
criminal prosecution), the Commission should be able to
confidentially seek a stay of proceedings.
> Limit the Commission’s prosecutorial discretion:

Congress should also limit the Commission’s use of prosecutorial discretion as a reason not to pursue serious violations.
Unlike a substantive legal interpretation, an agency’s exercise
of prosecutorial discretion is also entitled to significant deference from courts.100 Commissioners often cite prosecutorial
discretion as an alternative ground for not pursuing enforcement, and the agency’s lawyers have argued that this reliance
on prosecutorial discretion can shield even legally erroneous
determinations from judicial review.101 Congress should specify that any dismissal of an enforcement matter in which the
amount in violation exceeds $50,000 (indexed to inflation)
should be treated as a dismissal on the merits subject to full
judicial review.
> Restore the Commission’s random audit authority:

Congress should also restore the Commission’s ability
to conduct random financial audits of campaigns, party
committees, and other political committees (including super
PACs). Random audits are a key means to ensure compliance
with the law.102 But the FEC is currently allowed to conduct
audits only for cause, based on errors that are evident on the
face of a committee’s campaign finance reports.103 Instead of
major violators, this approach tends to ensnare less sophisticated players who file sloppy reports, often because they have
fewer resources to hire expensive compliance consultants.
Cash-strapped state and local party committees in particular are frequently audited, while super PACs that can raise
unlimited funds are rarely audited.104

As an additional safeguard against enforcement delays, Congress should require that the Commission act on administrative complaints (by bringing an enforcement action, opening
settlement negotiations, or dismissing) within one year of
a complaint’s submission, and should provide both complainants and alleged violators with a legal remedy when the
Commission fails to do so.

A better approach would be for the Commission to randomly audit a set percentage of committees, making sure to
include a proportionate number of campaign and party committees, traditional PACs (which give directly to candidates),
and super PACs. This was the Commission’s approach when
it was first created, before Congress removed its random
audit authority in 1979 in reaction to what it perceived as
the Commission’s overzealous approach in nitpicking small
reporting errors.105

Current law gives complainants, but not alleged violators, the
right to sue the Commission if it takes no action within 120
days of receiving a complaint.97 But courts typically treat such
cases as disputes over the allocation of resources, with respect
to which agencies are entitled to heightened deference.98 This
makes it possible for the Commission to sit on both meritorious and frivolous complaints for years, as discussed above.99

To head off such renewed concerns, the Commission should
be required to establish clear materiality thresholds for audits
to ensure that they focus on uncovering significant violations.106 For instance, the Commission could establish that
disclosure violations will be deemed immaterial for audit
purposes unless the amount in violation exceeds $10,000.
Lower thresholds could be used for more serious offenses,
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like the receipt of prohibited contributions from a government contractor or foreign national.
> Permanently reauthorize and expand the Commission’s
administration fines program:

Congress should also expand and make permanent the
Commission’s power to assess “traffic ticket” penalties for
routine reporting violations like failing to file a report on
time, which it does as part of its administrative fines program.107 The program, first authorized in 2000, establishes
an expedited process and set schedule of penalties for routine
reporting violations.108 It helps to ensure that these violations
carry predictable and relatively swift consequences without
consuming a disproportionate amount of the Commission’s
time and resources.109 But the program has never been made
permanent. The latest reauthorization of the program, passed
in December 2018, provides that it will sunset on December
31, 2023.110 It is time to make the program permanent.
In addition, the program does not currently extend to all
types of reports. For instance, although Congress in 2013
authorized the FEC to develop a schedule of penalties for
reporting errors by super PACs and others who run independent campaign ads,111 the Commission failed to do so.112
Congress should mandate that the program be expanded to
cover all such reporting violations.
> Provide more resources:

Finally, the changes discussed above, especially creation of
an independent enforcement bureau, are likely to necessitate
increasing the FEC’s roughly $71 million annual budget.113
The best way to ensure that the agency’s politically sensitive
responsibilities are carried out with professionalism and due
regard for both the public’s interests and those of elected
officials, candidates, and other political actors is to give the
agency the resources necessary to bring on high-quality staff
in sufficient numbers to carry out prompt enforcement. Even
a 50 percent increase in the Commission’s budget, which
would allow it to significantly expand its enforcement capabilities, would amount to less than a rounding error in the
overall federal budget of $4 trillion.114
Because of the FEC’s unique role in regulating incumbent
officeholders, Congress should also consider funding the
agency through automatic or multiyear appropriations to
keep the budget process from being used as leverage over the
agency to deter enforcement, as has happened in the past.115

Conclusion
For all the divisions among the political elite, an overwhelming majority of Americans across the partisan spectrum
consistently say they want strong campaign finance rules to
deter corruption and amplify the voices of ordinary citi-
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zens.116 Moreover, while the Supreme Court has taken some
measures off the table, many others remain constitutionally
viable.117 Skeptics of the entire project of campaign finance
reform would do well to recognize this reality. In one form or
another, campaign finance laws are here to stay. A dysfunctional FEC that fails to consistently administer and enforce
them creates the worst of both worlds, disadvantaging the
most conscientious (or least sophisticated) actors and weakening the public’s faith in the rule of law.118
But both sides of this debate could benefit from a reality
check. Those who favor strict limits and rigorous disclosure
must recognize that a functional regulator does not equate to
one that will always share their priorities. Campaign finance
regulation implicates difficult trade-offs between the need
for effective safeguards and the imperative to respect freedom
of expression and association.119 These trade-offs are at the
heart of philosophical debates over what sort of democracy
we want to have.120 Democratically accountable leaders in
the White House and Congress tend to have strong views on
these subjects. The courts too are virtually certain to continue playing an active role in policing the boundaries of acceptable regulation. The FEC will always need to be responsive
to these constituencies, as well as to the public, resulting in
looser rules than some advocates want.
Ultimately, what we should hope for from a functional FEC
is not an agency that always opts for or against strong regulation, but one that enforces duly enacted laws in a timely
manner with the utmost fairness and is capable of making
hard regulatory choices pursuant to its delegated authority.
Creating such a body will not solve all the problems with our
campaign finance system, but there is no better place to start.
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Hearing on H.R. 1, The For the People Act
The Committee on House Administration, U.S. House of Representatives
February 14, 2019

Chairperson Lofgren, Ranking Member Davis, and members of the Committee:
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this statement in support of House Resolution 1,
the For the People Act (“H.R. 1” or “the Act”), a sweeping set of much-needed reforms to
revitalize and restore faith in American democracy.
The Brennan Center for Justice enthusiastically supports H.R. 1. It is historic legislation.
We cherish our democracy, the world’s oldest. But for far too long, public trust has declined, as
longstanding problems with our system of self-government have worsened. In this past election,
we saw the result: some of the most brazen and widespread voter suppression in the modern era;
super PACs and dark money groups spending well over $1 billion, raised mostly from a tiny
class of megadonors; the ongoing effects of extreme gerrymandering; large-scale purges of the
voter rolls; and a foreign adversary exploiting at-risk election technology in an attempt to meddle
with our elections.

The Brennan Center for Justice at NYU Law is a nonpartisan public policy and law institute that works to
reform, revitalize, and defend our country’s system of democracy and justice. I direct the Center’s Democracy
Program, which focuses on voting rights and election administration, money in politics and ethics, redistricting,
and fair courts. Over more than two decades, the Brennan Center has built up a large body of nationally-respected
research and work on these issues. This work has been widely cited by legislators, government agencies, courts,
academic journals, and the media. The Brennan Center’s experts have testified dozens of times before Congress
and state legislatures around the country. Public officials across the political spectrum have relied on the Brennan
Center’s research in crafting innovative policies. Indeed, a number of the Center’s signature policy proposals have
been incorporated into the Act. I thank the staff of the Center’s Democracy Program, and especially Senior Counsel
Daniel I. Weiner, for assistance with this testimony. Michael Waldman, Max Feldman, Sidni Frederick and Natalie
Giotta also provided important assistance.
1

But in 2018, we also saw citizens awaken to the urgent need for action. This Congress
was elected with the highest voter turnout since 1914. Many of you took office with a pledge to
reform democracy. And in states across the country, voters approved ballot measures aimed at
unrigging the political process, tackling redistricting, voting, and money in politics, often by
large bipartisan majorities. 2 Voters sent a clear message: the best way to respond to attacks on
democracy is to strengthen it.
The public hunger for change demands a strong response. This legislation includes the
key reforms to revitalize American democracy—including automatic voter registration, small
donor public financing, redistricting reform, and a commitment to restore the Voting Rights Act.
It is fitting that this bill is designated as the very first introduced in this Congress. Democracy
reform must be a central project for our politics now and going forward.
This testimony focuses on what we view as the most critical provisions of H.R.1. It is
based on years of research and advocacy in states across the country. Every single major
provision of this legislation draws on strong and successful models already in use. These
carefully honed proposals meet a specific, urgent need. We commend the House for taking up
the entire Act and look forward to working with members to ensure its passage.
I.

Voting Rights

In the Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton and James Madison laid down a standard
for our democracy: “Who are to be the electors of the federal representatives? Not the rich, more
than the poor; not the learned, more than the ignorant; not the haughty heirs of distinguished
names, more than the humble sons of obscurity and unpropitious fortune. The electors are to be
the great body of the people of the United States.” 3 For over two centuries, we have worked, but
not fully succeeded, to live up to that ideal. Many have struggled, and continue to struggle, for
the franchise. The right to vote is at the heart of effective self-government.
A.

Voter Registration Modernization (Title I, Subtitle A, Parts 1, 2, and 3 &
Title 2, Subtitle F)

One of the most important parts of H.R. 1 is a package to modernize registration. The
centerpiece of that proposal is a plan for automatic voter registration (AVR). This bold,
paradigm-shifting approach would add tens of millions to the rolls, cost less, and bolster security
and accuracy. It is now the law in fifteen states and the District of Columbia. 4 It should be the
law of the land.
Outdated Voter Registration Systems. More than many realize, an outdated registration
system poses an obstacle to free and fair elections. One in four eligible Americans is not
2

See, e.g., Lee Drutman, “One Big Winner Last Night: Political Reform,” Vox, Nov.7, 2018,
https://www.vox.com/polyarchy/2018/11/7/18072204/2018-midterms-political-reform-winner.
3
The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and Diplomacy, “Federalist No. 57,” accessed Feb. 11, 2019,
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/fed57.asp.
4
Thirteen states and D.C. enacted AVR legislatively or via ballot initiative; two states (Colorado and Georgia)
adopted it administratively. See Brennan Center for Justice, “History of AVR & Implementation Dates,” last
updated Nov. 7, 2018, https://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/history-avr-implementation-dates.
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registered to vote. 5 This quiet disenfranchisement is partly due to an out-of-date, and in some
places ramshackle, voter registration system. The United States is the only major democracy in
the world that requires individual citizens to shoulder the onus of registering to vote (and reregistering when they move). 6 In much of the country, voter registration still largely relies on
error-prone pen and paper. In 2012, the Pew Center on the States estimated that roughly one in
eight registrations in America is invalid or significantly inaccurate. 7
These problems contribute to low voter turnout. 8 Each Election Day, millions of
Americans go to the polls only to have trouble voting because of registration flaws. 9 Some find
their names wrongly deleted from the rolls. 10 Others fall out of the system when they move. 11
One-quarter of American voters wrongly believe their registration is updated when they change
their address with the U.S. Postal Service. 12 Election Protection, the nonpartisan voter assistance
hotline, reported that registration issues were the second most common problem voters faced in
both the 2018 and 2016 elections. 13 Registration errors affect more than those voters who are not
5

Pew Center on the States, Inaccurate, Costly and Inefficient: Evidence that America’s Voter Registration System
Needs an Upgrade, 2012, 1; see also U.S. Census Bureau, Voting and Registration in the Election of 2016, 2017,
Tbl. 1, https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/voting-and-registration/p20-580.html.
6
Jennifer S. Rosenberg, Expanding Democracy: Voter Registration Around the World, Brennan Center for Justice,
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on the rolls. As the bipartisan Presidential Commission on Election Administration found in
2014, registration problems cause delays at the polls and are a principal cause of long lines. 14
Outdated registration systems also undermine election integrity. Incomplete and errorladen voter lists create opportunities for malefactors to defraud the system or disenfranchise
eligible citizens. And they are far more expensive to maintain than more modern systems.
Arizona’s Maricopa County, for example, found that processing a paper registration cost 83
cents, compared to 3 cents for applications processed electronically. 15
1.

Automatic Voter Registration (Title I, Subtitle A, Part 2)

Automatic voter registration (“AVR”) is a simple but transformative policy that could
bring millions into the electoral process and energize our democracy. Under AVR, every eligible
citizen who interacts with designated government agencies is automatically registered to vote,
unless they decline registration. If adopted nationwide, it could add as many as 50 million new
eligible voters to the rolls. 16
AVR shifts registration from an “opt-in” to an “opt-out” approach. When eligible citizens
give information to the government—for example, to get a driver’s license, receive Social
Security benefits, apply for public services, register for classes at a public university, or become
naturalized citizens—they are automatically signed up to vote unless they decline. This reflects
how the human brain works; behavioral scientists have shown that we are hard-wired to choose
the default option presented to us. 17
The policy also requires that voter registration information be electronically transferred to
election officials, rejecting paper forms and snail mail. This significantly increases the accuracy
of the rolls and drives down the costs of maintaining them. 18
AVR Works. Oregon and California became the first states to adopt AVR in 2015. 19
Since then, thirteen more states and the District of Columbia followed—many with strong
in the Voting Wars,” last modified Oct. 16, 2018, https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/election-day-registrationcould-cut-through-many-arguments-voting-wars.
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bipartisan support. 20 In Illinois, for example, the state legislature passed AVR unanimously, and
a Republican Governor signed it into law.
The new system has proven extraordinarily successful. In nine states and the District of
Columbia, AVR is already up and running. In Oregon, registration rates quadrupled at DMV
offices. 21 In Vermont, registrations jumped 62 percent in the six months after AVR was put in
place compared to the same period in the previous year. 22 One state, California, experienced
minor glitches at first, because of a computer programming design flaw. But that error was
quickly caught and contained, and according to the state’s motor vehicle office has since been
fixed. 23 California too has seen dramatic increases in voter registration. As the Brennan Center
finds in a forthcoming report, AVR has dramatically increased registration rates in nearly every
state.
There is strong reason to believe that the reform also boosts turnout. 24 Oregon saw the
nation’s largest turnout increase after it adopted AVR. 25 It had no competitive statewide races,
and yet the state’s turnout increased by 4 percent in 2016, which was 2.5 percentage points
higher than the national average. 26 Other registration reforms have measurably improved
turnout. 27 When voters are automatically registered, they not only are relieved of an obstacle to
voting but also are exposed to direct outreach from election officials and others. 28 AVR sends a
strong message that all eligible citizens are welcome and expected to participate in our
democracy.
Election officials enthusiastically back AVR because it improves administration and
saves money. Virtually every state to have transitioned to electronic transfer of registration
information has reported substantial savings from reduced staff hours processing paper, and
20
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lower printing and mailing expenses. 29 Eliminating paper forms improves accuracy, reduces
voter complaints about registration problems, and reduces the need for the use of provisional
ballots. 30
Voters strongly support the reform. According to recent polling, 65 percent of Americans
favor it. 31 Michigan and Nevada adopted AVR this past election by popular referendum, with
overwhelming support from voters, including Democrats, Republicans, and Independents. 32
Alaska voters passed AVR in 2016 with nearly 64 percent of the vote—at the same time they
voted to put Donald Trump in the White House.
AVR Should be the National Standard. H.R. 1 sensibly makes AVR a national standard,
building on past federal reforms to the voter registration system. 33 Critically, the Act requires
states to put AVR in place at a wide variety of government agencies beyond state motor vehicle
agencies, including those that administer Social Security or provide social services, as well as
higher education institutions. It also requires a one-time “look back” at agency records to register
individuals who have previously interacted with government agencies. And it protects voters’
sensitive information from public disclosure.
The Act includes multiple safeguards to ensure that ineligible voters are not registered.
The government agencies designated for AVR regularly collect information about individuals’
citizenship and age, and they must obtain an additional affirmation of U.S. citizenship during the
registration transaction. Before anyone is registered, agencies must inform individuals of
eligibility requirements and the penalties for illegal registration and offer them the opportunity to
opt out. Election officials too are required to send individuals a follow up notice by mail. In light
of these checks, there is no basis for critics’ alarmist speculation that AVR would result in an
increase in the registration of ineligible persons. Indeed, election officials report that AVR’s
elimination of paper forms enhances the accuracy of the rolls. As a precaution, H.R.1 also
includes protections in the unlikely event that an ineligible person is inadvertently registered, to
ensure that they are not harmed as a result. We strongly urge Congress to pass AVR.
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2.

Same-Day Registration (Title I, Subtitle A, Part 3)

Same-day registration (SDR) allows eligible citizens to register and vote on the same day.
It is a strong complement to AVR, available to those eligible voters who have not interacted with
government agencies or whose information has changed since they did. Because it provides
eligible Americans an opportunity to vote even if their names are not on the voter rolls, SDR
safeguards against improper purges, registration system errors, and cybersecurity attacks.
SDR has been used successfully in several states since the 1970s. Today, seventeen states
and the District of Columbia offer some form of same day registration, either on election day,
during early voting, or both. 34 Studies indicate that SDR boosts voter turnout by 5 to 7 percent. 35
And it is highly popular with voters. This past November, supermajorities of voters in Michigan
and Maryland passed ballot measures that, respectively, implemented and expanded same day
registration. According to recent polls, more than 60 percent of Americans support SDR. 36 As
part of the full package of reforms, SDR’s use would be limited, since AVR would capture the
vast majority of voters well before Election Day. Taken together, AVR and SDR would ensure
that no eligible voter is left out.
3.

Online Registration (Title I, Subtitle A, Part 1)

H.R.1 also requires states to offer secure and accessible online registration. At a time
when many Americans do everything from banking to reviewing medical records online, voters
want this convenient method of registration. The online registration provisions in H.R. 1 would
let all voters register, update registration information, and check registrations online. They also
would ensure that these benefits are available to citizens who do not have driver’s licenses.
In addition to offering voter convenience, online registration saves money and improves
voter roll accuracy. Washington State reported savings of 25 cents with each online registration
(for a total of about $176,000 in savings) in the first two years of the program, and its local
officials save between 50 cents and two dollars per online transaction. 37 Election officials also
34
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http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/same-day-registration.aspx.
35
Michael McDonald, “Portable Voter Registration,” Political Behavior 30 (2008): 499, 495-96,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40213330?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents; see also Jacob R. Neisheisel and Barry C.
Burden, “The Impact of Election Day Registration On Voter Turnout and Election Outcomes,” American Politics
Research 40 (2012): 636, 638-39 (citing studies finding that same-day registration increases turnout by 3 to 6
percent, and by as much as 14 percent). In the 2016 election, voter turnout was, on average, 7 percent higher in
states with SDR than in those without. See George Pillsbury and Julian Johannesen, America Goes to the Polls
2016: A Report on Voter Turnout in the 2016 Election, Nonprofit Vote, 2016, available at
https://www.nonprofitvote.org/documents/2017/03/america-goes-polls-2016.pdf/; Mijin Cha and Liz Kennedy,
Millions to the Polls: Same Day Registration, Demos, 2014.
36
Pew Research Center, “Elections in America”; “PRRI/The Atlantic 2018 Voter Engagement Survey,” The
Atlantic, July 17, 2018, https://www.prri.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/PRRI-The-Atlantic-2018-VoterEngagement-SurveyTopline.pdf?utm_source=Democracy+Collaborative+at+ReThink+Media&utm_campaign=774f203b91EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_02_01_09_27&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e305aa083-774f203b91391816881.
37
See Holly Maluk et al., Voter Registration in a Digital Age: 2015 Update, Brennan Center for Justice, 2015, 6.

7

report that letting voters enter their own information significantly reduces the likelihood of
incomplete applications and mistakes. 38
It is not surprising, therefore, that online registration is incredibly popular and has spread
rapidly. In 2010, only six states offered online voter registration. Now, thirty-eight states do. 39 It
is time to bring the reform to the whole country.
4.

Voter Purge Protections (Title I, Subtitle A; Title II, Subtitle F)

The Act curbs illegal efforts to purge eligible voters from the rolls, addressing one of the
biggest problems we saw in the last election.
Voter purges—the large-scale deletion of voters’ names from the rolls—are on the rise. 40
The Brennan Center has calculated that almost 4 million more names were purged from the rolls
between 2014 and 2016 than between 2006 and 2008. 41 Purge activity has increased at a
substantially greater rate in states that were subject to federal oversight under the Voting Rights
Act prior to the Supreme Court’s decision in Shelby County v. Holder. 42 Georgia, for example,
purged 1.5 million voters between the 2012 and 2016 elections—double its rate between 2008
and 2012. Texas purged 363,000 more voters between 2012 and 2014 than it did between 2008
and 2010. We found that 2 million fewer voters would have been purged between 2012 and 2016
if jurisdictions previously subject to pre-clearance had purged at the same rate as other
jurisdictions. 43
Purges that are implemented incorrectly disenfranchise legitimate voters and cause
confusion and delay at the polls. Last month, for example, the Texas Secretary of State sent lists
of approximately 95,000 alleged non-citizens to county officials for purging—but within days,
the state was forced to retreat, once it became clear that the lists were rife with inaccuracies. 44 In
2016, New York election officials erroneously deleted hundreds of thousands from the voter
rolls, with no public warning and little notice to those who had been purged. 45 The same year,
thousands of Arkansas voters were purged because of supposed felony convictions—but the lists
38
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that were used were highly inaccurate, and included many voters who had never committed a
felony or had had their voting rights restored. 46
Purge practices can be applied in a discriminatory manner that disproportionately affects
minority voters. 47 In particular, matching voter lists with other government databases to ferret
out ineligible voters can generate discriminatory results if the matching is done without adequate
safeguards. African-American, Asian-American, and Latino voters are much more likely than
Caucasians to have one of the most common 100 last names in the United States, resulting in a
higher rate of false positives. 48
The Act puts strong protections in place to prevent improper purges. First, it puts new
guardrails on the use of inter-state databases that purport to identify voters that have re-registered
in a new state, but that have been proven to produce deeply flawed data. Second, it prohibits
election officials from relying on a citizen’s failure to vote in an election as evidence of
ineligibility to vote. The Brennan Center supports these protections and urges states to provide
additional notice to voters prior to purging them so eligible voters can intervene before they are
removed from the rolls.
B.

Commitment to Restore the Voting Rights Act (Title II, Subtitle A)

As recent experience makes clear, Congress must restore the full protections of the
Voting Rights Act of 1965 (“VRA”), which the U.S. Supreme Court hobbled in 2013 in Shelby
County. 49 Thanks in part to Shelby County, the recent midterm elections were marred by some of
the worst voter suppression of the modern era, 50 including large-scale voter purges; 51 polling
place and early voting site closures, especially in minority neighborhoods; burdensome voter ID
requirements that excluded IDs possessed by minority citizens; 52 unnecessarily strict registration
rules like Georgia’s “exact match” policy, under which 53,000 voter registrations—the
overwhelming majority of which belonged to African-Americans, Latinos, and AsianAmericans—were put on hold; 53 and suspicious rejections of absentee ballots; 54 among other
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things. 55 We are therefore pleased that H.R. 1 affirms a strong commitment to restore the full
protections of the Voting Rights Act.
The VRA is widely regarded as the single most effective piece of civil rights legislation
in our nation’s history. 56 As recently as 2006 it won reauthorization with overwhelming
bipartisan support. 57 For nearly five decades, the linchpin of the VRA’s success was the Section
5 pre-clearance provision, which required certain states with a history of discriminatory voting
practices to obtain approval from the federal government for any voting rules changes before
putting them into effect. Section 5 deterred and prevented discriminatory changes to voting rules
right up until the time the Supreme Court halted its operation. Between 1998 and 2013, Section 5
blocked 86 discriminatory changes (13 in the final 18 months before the Shelby County ruling),
caused hundreds more to be withdrawn after Justice Department inquiry, and prevented still
more from being put forward because policymakers knew they would not pass muster. 58
Shelby County eviscerated Section 5 by striking down the “coverage formula” that
determined which states were subject to pre-clearance. That resulted in a predictable flood of
discriminatory voting rules, contributing to a now decade-long trend in the states of restrictive
voting laws, which the Brennan Center has documented extensively. 59 Within hours of the
Court’s decision, Texas announced that it would implement what was then the nation’s strictest
voter identification law—a law that had previously been denied preclearance because of its
discriminatory impact. Shortly afterward, Alabama, Arizona, Florida, Mississippi, North
Carolina, and Virginia also moved ahead with restrictive voting laws or practices that previously
would have been subject to pre-clearance. 60 In the years since, federal courts have repeatedly
found that new laws passed after Shelby made it harder for minorities to vote, some intentionally
so. 61 Our research regarding last year’s election confirmed the persistence of voter suppression
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58
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and the willingness of too many state officials to continue developing new tactics to keep people
from voting. 62
Section 2 of the VRA—which prohibits discriminatory voting practices nationwide and
permits private parties and the Justice Department to challenge those practices in court—remains
an important bulwark against discrimination. But Section 2 lawsuits are not a substitute for preclearance. They are far more lengthy and expensive, and often do not yield remedies for
impacted voters until after an election (or several) is over. 63 Our case against Texas’s 2011 voter
ID law illustrates this point. 64 The law initially did not go into effect because a three-judge
federal court refused to preclear it under Section 5. But that decision was vacated after Shelby
County, spurring multi-year litigation under Section 2. Despite the fact that every court that has
considered the law found it discriminatory (and a federal district court found it intentionally so),
the law remained in effect until a temporary remedy was ordered for the November 2016
election. In the interim, Texans voted in 3 federal and 4 statewide elections and numerous local
elections under discriminatory rules.
Congress has the power to address these problems, by updating the VRA’s coverage
formula, examining its coverage, and restoring the VRA to its full power. As this Committee
recognizes, any new coverage formula must be supported by a thorough legislative record. We
commend the commitment to restoring the VRA reflected in H.R.1, and we urge Congress to
make development of this record and passage of a renewed VRA a top priority.
C.

Nationwide Early Voting (Title I, Subtitle H)

H.R.1 also provides all voters with the flexibility to vote early during the two weeks
before Election Day, which will boost turnout and make it easier for hard-working Americans to
vote.
Holding elections on a single workday in mid-November is a relic of the nineteenth
century; it was done for the convenience of farmers who had to ride a horse and buggy to the
county seat in order to cast a ballot. 65 This no longer works for many Americans, who must find
time to cast a ballot between jobs, childcare, and the everyday obligations of modern life.
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Early voting works well. Thirty-nine states offer some opportunity to vote in person
before Election Day. 66 And more than a dozen of those states offer early voting for a period
comparable to or greater than the two-week period leading to Election Day required by H.R. 1. 67
Despite the popularity of early voting, the absence of a national standard means that some
states have few or inconsistent early voting hours, and others have been able to engage in
politicized cutbacks to early voting. 68 Over the past decade, multiple states have reduced early
voting days or sites used disproportionately by African-American voters (such as the elimination
of early voting on the Sunday before Election Day), and federal courts have struck down early
voting cutbacks in North Carolina and Wisconsin because they were intentionally
discriminatory. 69
H.R.1 will make voting more manageable by requiring that states provide two weeks of
early voting and equitable geographic distribution of early voting sites. A guaranteed early
voting period will reduce long lines at the polls and ease the pressure on election officials and
poll workers on Election Day, by spreading out the days on which people cast their ballots. For
this reason, it was one of the principal recommendations of the bipartisan Presidential
Commission of Election Administration for reducing long lines. 70 It will also make it easier for
election officials to spot and solve problems like registration errors or voting machine glitches
before they impact most voters. 71 For these reasons, election officials report high satisfaction
with early voting. The Brennan Center’s research indicates that two weeks is an effective
minimum time period for generating the benefits of early voting. 72
Early voting is popular with voters too, with study after study showing a significant
positive effective on voter satisfaction. 73 It is a critical element of a convenient and modern
voting system.
D.

Voting Rights Restoration (Title I, Subtitle E)

The Democracy Restoration Act in Title I, Subtitle E of H.R. 1 would restore federal
voting rights to citizens with past criminal convictions living in our communities, strengthening
those communities, offering a second chance to those who have paid their debts to society, and
removing the stain of a policy born out of Jim Crow.
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Harms of Current Disenfranchisement Laws. A confusing patchwork of discriminatory
disenfranchisement laws cause profound harm across the country. Nationally, state laws deny
more than 4.7 million citizens the right to vote because of a criminal conviction. 74 3.3 million of
these citizens are no longer incarcerated; they live in our communities, work, pay taxes, and raise
families. 75
Disenfranchisement laws vary dramatically from state to state. They range from
permanent disenfranchisement for everyone convicted of a felony in Iowa and Kentucky, to no
disenfranchisement at all in Vermont and Maine. In between these extremes there are states that
distinguish between different types of felonies, states that treat repeat offenders differently, and
varying rules on what parts of a sentence must be completed before rights are restored. 76
Navigating this patchwork of state laws causes confusion for everyone—including election
officials and prospective voters—about who is eligible to vote. The result is large-scale de facto
disenfranchisement of voters who are eligible but do not know it. 77
Regardless of these particulars, disenfranchisement laws are discriminatory and
especially impact African Americans. In 2016, one in 13 voting-age Black citizens could not
vote, a disenfranchisement rate more than 4 times that of all other Americans. 78 In three states
the ratio was one in five. 79 This unequal impact is no accident—many states’ criminal
disenfranchisement laws are rooted in nineteenth-century attempts to evade the Fifteenth
Amendment’s mandate that Black men be given the right to vote. 80
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This disproportionate impact on people of color means that all too often entire
communities are shut out of our democracy. Disenfranchisement laws have a negative ripple
effect beyond those people within their direct reach. Research suggest that these laws may affect
turnout in neighborhoods with high incarceration rates, even among citizens who are eligible to
vote. 81 This is not surprising. Children learn civic engagement habits from their parents.
Neighbors encourage each other’s political participation. And when a significant portion of a
community is disenfranchised, it sends a damaging message to others about the legitimacy of
democracy and the respect given to their voices.
The Promise of Voting Rights Restoration. H.R. 1 adopts a simple and fair rule: if you
are out of prison and living in the community, you get to vote in federal elections. It also requires
states to provide written notice to individuals with criminal convictions when their voting rights
are restored.
These changes would have a profoundly positive impact on affected citizens and society.
We all benefit from the successful reentry of formerly incarcerated citizens into our
communities. Restoring their voting rights sends the message that they are truly welcome to
participate and are entitled to the respect, dignity and responsibility of full citizenship. That
message pays concrete dividends. One study found “consistent differences between voters and
non-voters in rates of subsequent arrests, incarceration, and self-reported criminal behavior.” 82
For this reason, criminal justice professionals support automatic restoration of voting rights upon
release from prison. 83
Voting rights restoration also benefits the electoral process, by reducing confusion and
easing the burdens on elections officials to determine who is eligible to vote. If every citizen
living in the community can vote, officials have a bright line rule to apply. This clear rule also
eliminates one of the principal bases for erroneous purges of eligible citizens from the voting
rolls.
For these reasons, rights restoration is immensely popular among Americans of all
political stripes. This past November, 65 percent of Florida voters passed a ballot initiative
restoring voting rights to 1.4 million of their fellow residents, with a massive groundswell of
bipartisan support. 84 Governor Kim Reynolds, Republican of Iowa, recently endorsed a similar
81
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constitutional amendment in her state. 85 And over the past two decades, fourteen states have
restored voting rights to segments of the population. 86
Congress has the authority to act. The Supreme Court has previously upheld
congressional expansion of the pool of voters qualified for federal elections when Congress
lowered the voting age to 18. 87 Here, there are three sources of congressional power: the
Elections Clause of Article I, section 4, the Fourteenth Amendment, and the Fifteenth
Amendment. As detailed below, Congress has very broad powers to regulate federal elections
under the Elections Clause. 88 Because many state criminal disenfranchisement laws were enacted
with a racially discriminatory intent and have a racially discriminatory impact, Congress can also
act under its powers to enforce the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, which guarantee equal
protection of the laws and prohibit denial of the right to vote on the basis of race, respectively.
The Supreme Court has described this enforcement power as “a broad power indeed,” one that
gives Congress a “wide berth” to devise appropriate remedial and preventative measures for
discriminatory actions. 89
E.

Prohibiting Deceptive Practices (Title I, Subtitle D)

The Act increases protections against, and remedies for, efforts to use deception or
intimidation to prevent people from voting or registering to vote. Unfortunately, attempts to
suppress votes through deception and intimidation remain all too widespread. Every election
cycle, journalists and non-partisan Election Protection volunteers document attempts at voter
deception and intimidation. 90 This is not a new problem, but now social media platforms make
the mass dissemination of misleading information easy and allow for perpetrators to target
particular audiences with precision. In a recent analysis for the Brennan Center, for example,
University of Wisconsin Professor Young Mie Kim documented hundreds of messages on
Facebook and Twitter designed to discourage or prevent people from voting in the 2018
election. 91
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While federal law already prohibits voter intimidation, fraud, and intentional efforts to
deprive others of their right to vote, 92 existing laws have not been strong enough to deter
misconduct. Moreover, no law specifically targets deceptive practices, nor is there any authority
charged with investigating such practices and providing voters with corrected information.
H.R.1 protects voters from deception and intimidation in three ways. First, it increases
criminal penalties for false and misleading statements and intimidation aimed at impeding or
preventing a person from voting or registering to vote. Second, it empowers citizens to go to
court to stop voter deception. Third, it blunts the effect of deceptive information by requiring
designated government officials to disseminate accurate, corrective information to voters. These
provisions will give federal law enforcement agencies and private citizens the opportunity to stop
bad actors from undermining our elections. We encourage Congress to enact them.
II.

Campaign Finance

A.

Small Donor Public Financing (Title V, Subtitles B and C)

H.R.1 also dramatically overhauls federal campaign finance law. The centerpiece of these
reforms is small-donor public financing, which has the potential to fundamentally transform
political campaigns and counteract the worst effects of the Supreme Court’s now-infamous
decision in Citizens United. 93
Big Money Undermines American Democracy. Thanks to Citizens United and related
cases, a small class of wealthy donors has achieved unprecedented clout in American politics. 94
Super PACs, political committees that can raise and spend unlimited funds, poured more than $3
billion into federal elections last year; of that total, roughly a third can come from a mere 11
donors. 95 Another $1 billion has come from dark money groups that keep their donors secret, but
which we know are funded by many of the same donors who back super PACs. 96 While all of
these groups are supposed to operate independently of candidates and parties, many actually
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have close ties to elected officials, to the point where they basically function as a campaign
arm. 97 This creates an unacceptable risk of corruption and its appearance.
Recent election cycles have also seen a surge in giving by small donors (donors who give
$200 or less), 98 but they still account for less than a fifth of the total raised and spent on
campaigns. 99 In the two most recent midterm election cycles, the top 100 super PAC donors gave
almost as much as all the millions of small donors combined. 100 In 2018, the top five individuals
or couples who gave to super PACs alone contributed almost $350 million. 101
The dominance of wealthy elites and special interests has a direct impact on policy.
Studies have repeatedly shown that campaign donors have far more clout than voters, 102 which
they often use to pursue objectives most Americans do not share. 103 The last Congress, for
97
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example, was dominated by the push for Obamacare repeal and a $1.5 trillion tax overhaul,
avowedly donor-driven initiatives that were consistently unpopular with the general public. 104
The disconnect between elite priorities and those of everyday Americans has profoundly
undermined faith in our democracy. Overwhelming majorities across the political spectrum feel
their voices are not being heard because of our dysfunctional campaign finance system. 105
Big money politics especially harms people of color. The donor class has long been
overwhelmingly white. 106 Major corporate and individual donors have helped to drive policies
that disproportionately hurt poor and minority communities, from mass incarceration to the
failure to rein in subprime lending. 107 Barriers related to fundraising also disproportionately keep
people of color from running, especially women, who still face persistent discrimination and are
less likely to have wealthy networks they can tap for support. 108
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1.

Small-Donor Matching for Congressional Races (Title V, Subtitle B, Part 2)

The Government by the People Act of 2019 in Title V, Subtitle B, Part 2 of H.R.1
establishes a small donor matching system for congressional races. Small donor matching is a
transformative solution to the problem of big money. While its potential may be profound, the
basics of this system are simple. Candidates opt into the system by raising enough small start-up
donations to qualify and accepting certain conditions such as lower contribution limits. Donors
who give to participating candidates in small amounts will then see their contributions matched
by public money. 109 The Act matches donations of $1-$200 to participating congressional
candidates at a six-to-one ratio, the same ratio used until recently in New York City’s highly
successful program. 110
Small Donor Matching is a Tried and True Solution. Small donor matching has a long
and successful history in American elections. It was first proposed more than a century ago by
President Theodore Roosevelt. 111 Congress incorporated a one-to-one small donor match for
primaries into the presidential public financing system enacted in 1971. The vast majority of
major party presidential candidates from 1976 to 2008 used matching funds in their primary
campaigns. 112 Thanks to the presidential public financing system, Ronald Reagan was reelected
by a landslide in 1984 without holding a single fundraiser. 113 Two years later, the bipartisan
Commission on National Elections concluded that: “Public financing of presidential elections
has clearly proved its worth in opening up the process, reducing the influence of individuals and
groups, and virtually ending corruption in presidential election finance.” 114
Small donor matching has also found success at the state level, where it has been adopted
in a wide variety of jurisdictions. 115 The system that has been studied the most is New York
109
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City’s, which has existed since the 1980s and currently matches donations of up to $175. 116 The
vast majority of city candidates participate. 117 Studies of the 2009 and 2013 city elections found
that participating candidates took in more than 60 percent of their funds from small donors and
the public match. 118
The central role small donors play in funding New York City campaigns has many
benefits. Most notably, the system has increased the diversity of viewpoints influencing
officeholders. Small donors are far more representative of the real makeup of New York than big
donors in terms of race, income, education level, and where they live, and officeholders who
court these campaign contributions spend more time talking to everyday New Yorkers. 119 The
comparison to state races that do not have small donor matching is remarkable. One study the
Brennan Center conducted found that participating city candidates raised money from 90 percent
of the city’s census blocs, as compared to roughly 30 percent for state assembly candidates (who
do not receive public matching dollars) running in the same areas. 120 The city’s system has also
helped more diverse candidates run, including the city’s first African-American mayor and New
York State’s first female and first African-American elected attorney general, who began her
career on the city council. 121

116

“How It Works,” New York City Campaign Finance Board, last accessed Feb. 11, 2019,
https://www.nyccfb.info/program/how-it-works/; Angela Migally, Susan M. Liss, Frederick A.O. Schwartz, Jr.,
Small Donor Matching Funds: The NYC Election Experience, Brennan Center for Justice, 2010, available at
https://www.brennancenter.org/publication/small-donor-matching-funds-nyc-election-experience.
117
In 2017, 84 percent of candidates in New York City primaries opted to accept public funds; in 2013 it was 91
percent. Keeping Democracy Strong: New York City’s Campaign Finance Program in the 2017 Citywide Elections,
New York City Campaign Finance Board, 2018, 45-46, available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2017_PostElection_Report_2.pdf.
118
Michael Malbin, Testimony before the New York City Campaign Finance Board, Campaign Finance Institute,
Feb. 13, 2013, http://www.cfinst.org/Press/PReleases/14-0213/Testimony_before_the_New_York_City_Campaign_Finance_Board_Says_Small_Donor_Matching_Funds_a_Su
ccess_but_the_City_Should_Look_at_Changes_Moving_Forward.aspx. Candidates who did not participate in the
public financing system raised most of their money from donors of $1,000 or more. Michael J. Malbin, Peter W.
Brusoe & Brendan Glavin, What Is and What Could Be: The Potential Impact of Small-Donor Matching Funds in
New York State Elections, Campaign Finance Institute, 2013, 3, available at
http://www.cfinst.org/pdf/state/NY/CFI_Impact-Matching-on-NYS.pdf.
119
As New York State Senator (and former City Council Member) Jose Serrano explained: “Imagine if you could
spend a little less time [making fundraising calls], and a little more time in someone’s living room, listening to
conversations that they have, hearing the ideas that they may have. You can become a much more engaged and
responsive candidate and hopefully elected official.” DeNora Getachew and Ava Mehta, eds., Breaking Down
Barriers: The Faces of Small Donor Public Financing, Brennan Center for Justice, 2016, 29,
https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/publications/Faces_of_Public_Financing.pdf. Councilmember Eric
Ulrich, a Queens Republican, makes a similar point: “[t]he matching funds program has allowed for the voice of
small donors and regular people to have a greater say in outcomes . . .. That has helped us transform how we serve
our constituents. I have no choice but to listen to and engage the [constituents] in an overall discussion about what
direction the city should go.” Id. at 34.
120
Elisabeth Genn, Michael J. Malbin, Sundeep Iyer, Brendan Glavin, Donor Diversity Through Public Matching
Funds, Brennan Center for Justice and Campaign Finance Institute, 2012, 4, available at
www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/publications/DonorDiversityReport_WEB.PDF.
121
As New York State Attorney General Letitia James put it after being elected New York City Public Advocate:
“The public financing system in New York City gave me the opportunity to compete and succeed, allowing me to
represent individuals whose voices are historically ignored.” Getachew and Mehta, Breaking Down Barriers, 7.

20

Conserving Taxpayer Funds. Small donor matching for congressional races would
transform how they are funded in a cost-effective manner. While critics claim this reform will
squeeze taxpayers, 122 the actual price tag is modest. A reasonable estimate for congressional
races comes out to less than $1 per citizen per year over a ten year period. 123 There are many
ways to come up with this sum that do not necessitate an increased burden on taxpayers. 124 There
are also numerous safeguards in the Act against waste or other misuse of taxpayer funds,
including detailed reporting obligations, a requirement that candidates spend available privatelyraised funds at the same rate as they spend public funds, and a requirement that candidates remit
unused public funds to the program. 125
Ultimately, someone pays for candidates to run for office. Whether those sponsors are a
handful of wealthy special-interest donors or everyday Americans boosted by public dollars is up
to Congress. 126 Small donor matching stands on firm constitutional ground. 127 No reform has the
potential to be more transformative. The time to pass this system is now.
2.

My Voice Vouchers (Title V, Subtitle B, Part 1)

H.R.1 also creates a pilot program to provide eligible donors with $25 in “my voice
vouchers” to give to congressional candidates of their choice in increments of $5. While less
common, vouchers are another promising type of small donor public financing, one that is
122
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especially beneficial for less wealthy Americans who cannot afford to make even small
donations. Voters in the city of Seattle overwhelmingly passed a voucher program in 2015. In the
first election where they were used, 18,000 Seattle residents contributed nearly 70,000
vouchers—more than double the total number of contributors in the 2013 election. Most of these
donors had not contributed to any candidate in the two previous election cycles. 128 Voucher
donors were much more representative of the city’s population, including women, people of
color, younger residents, and less affluent residents. 129 The Brennan Center strongly supports
piloting vouchers for federal elections.
3.

Presidential Public Financing (Title V, Subtitle C)

Finally, H.R.1 revamps the presidential public financing system, which provides
matching funds to primary candidates and block grants to general election nominees. Despite its
success, that system ultimately failed because it did not afford candidates sufficient funds to
compete in light of the dramatic growth in campaign costs. 130 The Act addresses this problem by
increasing the primary match to a six-to-one ratio, increasing the block grant for nominees in the
general election, and repealing burdensome limits on how much participating candidates can
spend. The Brennan Center supports all of these changes.
B.

Improving Federal Disclosure Law (Title IV, Subtitles B and C)

H.R. 1 also updates federal campaign disclosure rules, including by closing the main
loopholes in federal disclosure law that have given rise to dark money and extending basic
transparency requirements to online political ads.
The Rise of Dark Money. Over the last decade, the prevalence of secret money has
become one of the biggest challenges for our campaign finance system. As recently as 2006,
almost all federal campaign spending was transparent. But Citizens United made it possible for
new types of entities to spend limitless funds on electoral advocacy—including 501(c)(4) and
(c)(6) nonprofit corporations that are not required to make their sources of funding public. 131
These dark money groups have spent almost $1 billion on federal elections since 2010. 132 And
they have given millions more to super PACs, in a manner that allows those entities (which in
theory do have to disclose their donors) to keep major underlying funders anonymous. 133 All of
this secret spending tends to be concentrated in the closest races. One Brennan Center study of
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the 2014 midterms, for instance, showed that more than 90 percent of dark money spending in
Senate contests was concentrated in the eleven most competitive contests. 134
Dark money deprives voters of critical information needed to make informed
decisions. 135 Voters are entitled to know who is trying influence them, and what those spenders
want from the government. It is donor disclosure, as the Citizens United court itself pointed out,
that allows voters to determine whether elected leaders “are in the pocket of so-called ‘moneyed
interests.’” 136 Dark money also harms shareholders in many publicly-traded companies, which
frequently use dark money groups as conduits for political spending. 137 Researchers have shown
that the corporate managers who drive this giving sometimes do so for their own reasons, and not
to maximize shareholder value. 138 Shareholders need transparency so they can monitor how their
money is being spent. 139
The New Threat of Foreign Interference. More recently, it has come to light that lack of
transparency is also providing multiple avenues for foreign governments and nationals to meddle
in the American political system. In 2016, for example, the Russian government donated millions
to the National Rifle Association, a 501(c)(4) nonprofit that does not disclose its donors. This
money was allegedly intended to influence the presidential race. 140
Russia’s efforts to inject money into the 2016 election did not stop with dark money.
Russian operatives also took advantage of weak disclosure rules for paid Internet ads. Overall,
political advertisers spent $1.4 billion online in the 2016 election, almost eight times what they
spent in 2012. 141 Online ads are cheap to produce and disseminate instantly to vast potential
audiences across great distances without regard for political boundaries. 142 Moreover,
sophisticated micro-targeting tools have given rise to the “dark ad,” which is seen only by a
narrowly targeted audience, threatening to remove much of the political debate around elections
from public view. 143 Russian operatives exploited these capabilities to purchase millions of
134
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targeted ads in an attempt to influence and foment discord around the 2016 election. 144 And
Moscow’s efforts in 2016 may serve as a blueprint for other malefactors. As former Homeland
Security Secretary Jeh Johnson put it, “the Russians will be back, and possibly other state actors,
and possibly other bad cyber actors.” 145
Common Sense Reforms. H.R. 1 takes several key steps to deal with these problems. The
DISCLOSE Act in Title IV, Subtitle B closes legal loopholes that have allowed dark money
groups to refrain from disclosing their donors. 146 The Honest Ads Act in Title IV, Subtitle C
expands disclosure and disclaimer requirements for “electioneering communications” 147—
campaign ads that mention a candidate during the time leading up to an election—to include paid
Internet or digital communications. And it requires the largest online platforms, with over 50
million unique visitors per month, to establish a public file of requests to purchase political ads
akin to the file broadcasters have long been required to maintain. 148
These changes will make U.S. campaigns significantly more transparent. But critics have
charged they will require large numbers of Americans to disclose their political activities to the
government. 149 That is not true. The Act places no additional requirements on individual
contributors. Moreover, research has shown that dark money campaign spending is funded
almost entirely by wealthy corporations and individuals; there is no evidence that large numbers
of small donors will be impacted. 150
The Act does require relatively modest purchases of paid Internet ads to be included in
platforms’ public files, which is necessary because such ads can have a wide impact at relatively
low cost. Russia’s 2016 ads reached tens of millions of people, at a cost of roughly $400,000. 151
But these provisions are limited to those who purchase paid ads; the Act does not (as critics have
wrongly implied) 152 cover unpaid postings to an individual’s personal website, social media
account, or email.
Disclosure continues to stand on firm constitutional ground, with the Supreme Court
repeatedly affirming that robust transparency is a permissible—and often preferred—means to
144
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prevent “abuse of the campaign finance system.” 153 And while transparency has become a
subject of heated debate inside the Beltway, it remains overwhelmingly popular with the general
public. 154 These are valuable reforms that, like small donor public financing, will help blunt the
worst effects of Citizens United. Congress should pass these reforms without delay.
C.

FEC Overhaul (Title VI, Subtitle A)

H.R.1 also overhauls the dysfunctional Federal Election Commission, which has failed to
meaningfully enforce existing rules and would almost certainly struggle to implement the other
campaign finance reforms in the Act.
A Deadlocked and Dysfunctional Commission. The FEC’s mission is to interpret and
enforce federal campaign finance laws. 155 No more than three of its six members can be
affiliated with any one party, and at least four votes are required to enact regulations, issue
guidance, or even investigate alleged violations of the law. 156 By longstanding tradition, each of
the two major parties takes half the FEC’s seats. 157 This has resulted in pervasive gridlock. The
Commission routinely deadlocks on whether to pursue significant campaign finance violations—
often after sitting on allegations for years without even investigating them. 158 Its process for
issuing new regulations has virtually ground to a halt. 159 Increasingly, commissioners cannot
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even agree on how to answer requests for interim guidance they receive through the
Commission’s advisory opinion process. 160
The Commission is also beset with management problems. It has not had a permanent
general counsel (its chief legal officer and one of the two most important staff members) in more
than five years. 161 Morale among its rank-and-file staff consistently ranks nears the bottom of the
federal government. 162
FEC dysfunction has exacerbated many problems with our campaign finance system,
including dark money, 163 rampant coordination between candidates and outside groups, 164 and
vulnerability to foreign interference in our campaigns. 165 As a bipartisan group of lawmakers
wrote President Trump last year, a dysfunctional FEC “hurts honest candidates who are trying to
follow the letter of the law and robs the American people of an electoral process with
integrity.” 166 If not addressed, the Commission’s problems could stymie implementation of the
other ambitious reforms in the Act. Moreover, the agency’s inability to enforce campaign finance
laws contributes to a broader culture of impunity at a time of eroding respect for the rule of law
and democratic values more generally. 167
A Necessary Overhaul. The Act addresses the FEC’s main flaws through several targeted
changes. It curtails gridlock by reducing the number of commissioners from six to five, with no
more than two affiliated with any party (effectively requiring one commissioner to be an
independent). It creates clear lines of accountability for management issues by allowing the
president to name a real chair 168 to serve as the FEC’s chief administrative officer, with
responsibility for the agency’s day-to-day management. It helps ensure that commissioners will
have the right temperament and qualifications by establishing a bipartisan blue ribbon advisory
commission to publicly vet potential nominees. It ensures that the Commission will periodically
160

See 52 U.S.C. §§ 30107(a)(7), 30108. Deadlocks on advisory opinion requests have increased exponentially, as
detailed in a forthcoming Brennan Center white paper. See Daniel I. Weiner, How to Fix the FEC, Brennan Center
for Justice, forthcoming 2019.
161
Dave Levinthal and Suhauna Hussain, “Five Years Ago, the Federal Election Commission’s Top Lawyer
Resigned. No Permanent Replacement Has et been Named.” Center for Public Integrity, Jul. 4, 2018,
https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-07-04/five-years-ago-federal-election-commission-s-top-lawyer-resigned-nopermanent.
162
Dave Levinthal, “Report: FEC Leaders, Managers Share Blame for Horrid Morale,” Center for Public Integrity,
Jul. 26, 2016 (updated Feb. 11, 2019), https://publicintegrity.org/federal-politics/report-fec-leaders-managers-shareblame-for-horrid-morale/.
163
Lawrence Norden, Brent Ferguson, Douglas Keith, Five to Four, Brennan Center for Justice, 2016, 7, available
at https://www.brennancenter.org/publication/five-four.
164
See Weiner, Citizens United Five Years Later, 8.
165
Jordan Muller, “FEC Rejects Proposal to Consider New Rules on Foreign Spending in U.S. Elections,”
Opensecrets.org, May 25, 2018, https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2018/05/fec-rejects-proposal-to-consider-newrules-on-foreign-spending-in-us-elections/.
166
Kilmer, Buck Lead Bipartisan Call to President Trump: Fill Vacant Seats on Federal Election Commission
Immediately, 2018, https://kilmer.house.gov/news/press-releases/kilmer-buck-lead-bipartisan-call-to-presidenttrump-fill-vacant-seats-on-federal-election-commission-immediately.
167
Preet Bharara, Christine Todd Whitman, et al., Proposals for Reform, National Task Force on Rule of Law and
Democracy, 2018, 16,
https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/publications/TaskForceReport_2018_09_.pdf.
168
Currently the office rotates annually and is largely symbolic See 52 U.S.C. § 30106(a)(5).

26

have fresh leadership by ending the practice of allowing commissioners to hold over in office
indefinitely past the expiration of their terms. 169 And it helps streamline the enforcement process
by giving the Commission’s nonpartisan staff authority to investigate alleged campaign finance
violations and dismiss frivolous complaints—subject to overrule by a majority vote of
commissioners. 170
These changes would bring the FEC’s structure more in line with other independent
agencies, but with significantly greater safeguards to prevent either party from weaponizing the
agency against its opponents. Critics nevertheless charge that H.R.1 would effectuate a partisan
takeover of the FEC. 171 They argue that, although the president could only nominate two of
five commissioners from their own party, the FEC’s new structure would allow presidents to
install secret partisans in the third seat reserved for an independent. 172 But as a legal matter, the
president already has constitutional authority to nominate whomever they want to serve on the
FEC, provided no more than three of the nominees are affiliated with one party at the time they
are nominated. 173 The tradition of deferring to party leaders has no force of law. 174 By
providing for public bipartisan vetting of nominees, H.R.1 actually establishes stronger
safeguards than currently exist. In a similar vein, critics suggest that a presidentially-appointed
FEC chair would be tantamount to an “election czar,” with vast power to persecute the
president’s opponents. 175 But the role of chair envisioned by the Act is identical to that which
exists at many other independent agencies, except without a working majority of
commissioners from the chair’s own party. 176
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Ultimately, no government institution functions independently from background norms
that restrain excessive partisanship and other abuses of power. To insist that any reforms
eliminate such risks entirely is to set an impossible standard. The Act makes sensible changes
to the FEC’s structure that deserve immediate passage.
D.

Reforming Coordination Rules (Title V, Subtitle B)

H.R.1 also tightens restrictions on coordination between candidates and outside groups
like super PACs that can raise unlimited funds, another important reform.
The Supreme Court has long held that outside campaign expenditures coordinated with a
candidate can be “treated as contributions,” because “[t]he ultimate effect is the same as if the
[spender] had contributed the dollar amount [of the expenditure] to the candidate.” 177 Citizens
United did nothing to change that. When the Supreme Court struck down limits on how much
outside groups could spend in federal elections, it did so on the assumption that these groups
would operate independently of candidates. The Court reasoned that the absence of
“prearrangement and coordination” would “undermine[] the value of the expenditure to the
candidate” and alleviate the danger of quid pro quo corruption or its appearance. 178
Whether or not that was a correct assumption, 179 in reality the independence of much
outside spending is illusory. In 2016, most presidential candidates had personal super PACs run
by top aides or other close associates, whose only purpose was to get the candidate elected and
for which the candidate often personally raised funds or even appeared in ads. 180 These entities
are also becoming increasingly common in Senate and House races. 181 Other forms of
collaboration are also on the rise, such as the practice of super PACs and other outside groups
republishing flattering b-roll footage that campaigns make available online. 182 Even blatant
instances of cooperation, like super PAC ads in which a candidate appears, have been excluded
from the definition of “coordinated communication” and thus deemed not to count as
contributions under federal rules. 183 These developments make it easy to circumvent contribution
limits, especially for the class of billionaire mega-donors who have gained unprecedented
influence in our elections.
H.R. 1 shores up federal coordination rules in important respects. It specifies that if a
candidate and any outside group or individual collaborate on a communication that promotes,
177
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attacks, supports, or opposes that candidate (the so-called PASO standard), the communication
will be deemed a contribution. It also clarifies that any reproduction of campaign footage or
materials also constitutes a contribution. And it creates a new category of “coordinated
spenders,” groups whose actual ties to a candidate are so close that it is simply not plausible to
think that the group’s spending in support of the candidate is truly independent.
Critics have attacked the constitutionality of these provisions on a number of grounds that
do not withstanding scrutiny. 184 Far from being unconstitutional, the Act’s strengthening of
federal coordination rules is in line with regulatory trends in the states. 185 These changes are
necessary to restore the integrity of campaign contribution limits and we strongly support their
passage.
E.

Helping Diverse Candidates Run (Title V, Subtitle D)

Finally, the Help America Run Act in Title V, Subtitle D of H.R.1 establishes an
innovative reform to help middle- and working-class candidates run for office. Campaigning for
federal office is a demanding job, one that can require successful candidates to take months or
even years away from paid work or full-time care of loved ones. That is simply not an option for
many middle- and working-class Americans. 186 FEC regulations allow non-incumbents to pay
themselves a salary out of campaign funds, but doing so is relatively rare, and can open a
candidate up to criticism. 187 The Act provides a new option for non-wealthy candidates who do
184
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not want to pay themselves a salary, allowing them to instead use campaign funds to cover
specific expenses like child, elder, or other dependent care, health insurance premiums, and
professional dues. Giving non-wealthy candidates more ways to make ends meet so they can run
for office is another step towards truly representative government, one that we strongly support.
III.

Redistricting Reform (Title II, Subtitle E)

The Redistricting Reform Act of 2019 in Title II, Subtitle E of H.R. 1 would end extreme
partisan gerrymandering by requiring states to use independent citizen commissions for
congressional redistricting, in a way that respects the Voting Rights Act and preserves
communities of interest.
The need for reform is urgent. Extreme gerrymandering has reached levels unseen in the
last 50 years. As Brennan Center research has shown, this decade’s skewed maps have
consistently given Republicans 15-17 extra congressional seats over the course of the whole
decade. 188 Shifts in political winds have virtually no electoral impact in gerrymandered states. In
2018, for example, a political tsunami year for Democrats, no districts changed parties in Ohio
and North Carolina, two states with extremely biased maps. Despite the fact that Democrats
earned nearly half the vote in both states, they won only a quarter of the seats. The
overwhelming majority of the seats that did change parties in 2018—72 percent—were drawn by
commissions and courts. 189
To be clear, Republicans are not alone in rigging districts to their advantage. A
Democratic gerrymander in Maryland was proven to be just as unbreakable in the Republican
wave of 2014. 190 Both parties are more than capable and willing to draw districts that primarily
serve their partisan ends if given the opportunity, and both have done so this decade with
devastating consequences for American democracy.
Many of this decade’s redistricting abuses have come at the expense of communities of
color. When Republican-drawn maps in Virginia, North Carolina, and Texas were successfully
challenged on the grounds that they discriminated against minority voters, the states defended the
maps by arguing that politics, rather than race, had been the driving force behind their maps. 191
Democrats in Maryland, likewise, rejected a congressional map that would have given AfricanAmericans additional electoral opportunities because that would have created an additional
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Republican seat. 192 Without a rule that makes disadvantaging minority voters for partisan gain
illegal, this type of discrimination will continue and grow.
Congressional action is necessary to stop partisan and racial gerrymandering. If not
reined in, the problem will only get worse next cycle. Increasingly sophisticated technologies
and voter data enable modern line-drawers to lock in a durable partisan advantage with shocking
accuracy. And in light of the successful gerrymanders of this past decade, political operatives
will have a strong incentive (and little disincentive) to manipulate these tools for their advantage.
The courts alone will not and cannot solve the problem. Even if the United States
Supreme Court develops a manageable standard for partisan gerrymandering, judicial
intervention would likely be limited to the most egregious cases. It will also require aggrieved
voters to resort to expensive, time-consuming, and complicated litigation in order to obtain a
remedy years later. Maps drawn in 2011 are still being challenged in nearly half a dozen states
even though the next round of redistricting is only two years away. The burden that this places
on communities that are the most affected by gerrymandering is unacceptable.
Congress has the authority to fix congressional redistricting. 193 As the Supreme Court has
recognized, “the Framers provided a remedy” in the Constitution for redistricting abuses through
the “power bestowed on Congress to regulate elections, and . . . to restrain the practice of
political gerrymandering.” 194 Over the years, Congress has repeatedly exercised its power under
article I, section 4 to do just that. 195 In 1967, for example, Congress required all states to use
single member congressional districts to end the drawing of racially discriminatory multimember
districts, a practice adopted to defy the call of the Voting Rights Act. 196
H.R. 1 Offers Bold Solutions for Congressional Redistricting. These abuses require
strong solutions. The Redistricting Reform Act would be the boldest and most comprehensive
exercise of this congressional authority. It would require states to use independent redistricting
commissions to draw congressional maps and impose a uniform set of rules for how districts
should be drawn, prioritizing criteria like keeping communities together, and expressly ban
partisan gerrymandering. It would also open the process to public oversight and participation.
The experience of states like California and Arizona show that independent commissions
work. California went from having a congressional map that was one of the least responsive to
electoral changes in the nation to one of the most. 197 California’s maps did not just improve
192
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political fairness. They also kept communities of interest together, increased representation for
communities of color, and enhanced the opportunity for competition. 198
It is little wonder that independent commissions are popular among voters. Last year, a
record five states passed redistricting reform for congressional and/or legislative districts. The
Ohio proposal carried every single congressional district in the state by a supermajority. 199
Reforms in Colorado and Michigan also passed overwhelmingly, with more than 60 percent of
the vote statewide. 200
H.R. 1 builds on what has been proven to work. Commissions would contain equal
numbers of Republican, Democratic, and unaffiliated commissioners, with voting rules that
ensure that no one party would be able to dominate the redistricting process. Additionally, all
potential commissioners would be screened for conflicts of interest to ensure that they do not
have a personal stake in the outcome.
The Act’s establishment of a clear set of mapdrawing rules, listed in the order in which
they are to be applied, 201 is an important and ground-breaking change. Federal law currently has
next to no rules governing how districts are to be drawn. 202 Likewise, most states, with a handful
of exceptions, have few rules governing congressional redistricting. This has allowed abuses to
run rampant. Left unchanged, this is a situation that will only get worse in coming years. The
Act’s ban on partisan gerrymandering and enhanced protections for communities of color and
communities of interest would further stem the kinds of abuses we saw this decade.
Finally, the Act would transform what has historically been an opaque process into one
that is transparent and participatory. Commission business would be done in open public
meetings and subject to oversight. Data and other information would be made available and all
official communications would be subject to disclosure. Community groups and members would
get a say through testimony and other feedback mechanisms. Each commission would be
required to show its work and assure fairness by issuing a detailed report before taking a final
vote on a plan. In short, redistricting would no longer be done in backroom deals.
These changes would dramatically improve congressional representation for all
Americans, combining best practices for assuring fair, effective, and accountable representation.
We urge Congress to enact them.
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IV.

Election Security

The Elections Security Act, in Titles I and III of H.R. 1, would take critical steps to
dramatically improve security and reliability of our election infrastructure.
In the last two years, we learned disturbing details about attacks against American
election infrastructure. Foreign adversaries and cyber criminals are alleged to have successfully
breached state voter registration systems 203 and election night results reporting websites. 204
Attacks against election systems across the globe give us reason to fear this could be the tip of
the iceberg, and that we must guard against even more ambitious efforts in the future. 205 Our
intelligence community continues to warn that “numerous actors are regularly targeting election
infrastructure.” 206 Although we may have escaped a serious cyber breach in the 2018 midterms,
as Christopher Krebs of the Department of Homeland Security put it, “the big game we think for
the adversaries is probably 2020.” 207
Despite these clear threats, thirteen states continue to use voting machines that have no
paper backup (which security experts have consistently argued is a minimum defense necessary
to detect and recover from cyberattacks); 208 few states regularly review their paper backups to
audit their election results; 209 private voting system vendors are not required to report security
breaches which often leaves our election administrators and the public in the dark; 210 and
election officials across the country say they lack the resources to implement critical election
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security measures. 211 Unfortunately, our election security is only as strong as our weakest link.
This Act would dramatically improve the security and resilience of our nation’s election
administration infrastructure by replacing paperless voting systems; promoting the use of risklimiting audits; adding electronic poll books to the list of voting systems subject to security
standards; regulating election system vendors; and ensuring a consistent stream of dedicated
election security funding.
A.

Replacing Paperless Voting Systems (Title I, Subtitle F)

First and foremost, the Act would mandate the replacement of all paperless electronic
voting machines with machines that require an individual paper record of each vote. Top security
experts—from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, the national
intelligence community, academia and industry—agree that replacing paperless voting systems is
a top priority. 212 This step is critical to improving election security because, as the National
Academies put it, “[p]aper ballots form a body of evidence that is not subject to manipulation by
faulty software or hardware and … can be used to audit and verify the results of an
election.” Without that record and check, software manipulation or a bug could change an
election result without detection. Further, as Virginia showed in 2017 when it was forced to
replace paperless systems just months before a high-profile gubernatorial election after learning
of serious security vulnerabilities in its systems, this transition can easily be accomplished in the
timeframe provided in this Act. 213
B.

Supporting Risk Limiting Audits (Title III, Part 2)

The Act would also provide funds for states to implement risk-limiting audits of their
elections. Risk-liming audits are considered the “gold standard” of post-election audits because
they efficiently provide a high level of statistical confidence in the reported election outcome. 214
While paper records will not prevent programming errors, software bugs, or the insertion of
corrupt software into voting systems, risk-limiting audits use these paper records and are
211
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designed to detect and correct any election outcomes impacted by such abnormalities. They are
quickly growing in popularity. Two states already mandate them for use in the 2020 election, 215
and election officials in over a dozen jurisdictions across the country have either piloted them in
the last year or will do so in 2019. 216
C.

Expanding Definition of Voting Systems to Include Electronic Poll Books
(Title III, Part 3)

Also important, the Act would expand the existing voting equipment testing and
certification process to include electronic poll books. Although poll books handle some of our
most sensitive information, they have not been subject to even voluntary federal certification
standards. As multiple states with substantive election IT divisions already have state electronic
pollbook certification standards, 217 a voluntary federal certification standard is sorely needed.
D.

Regulating Election System Vendors (Title III, Part 8)

Currently, there is almost no federal oversight of private vendors that design and maintain
the election systems that store our personal information, tabulate our votes, and communicate
important election information to the public. The Brennan Center has documented numerous
instances of voting system failures that could have been prevented had vendors notified their
clients of previous failures in other jurisdictions using the same voting equipment. 218 Among
other things, the Act would require that any vendors who receive payment from grants made
under the Act (1) certify that the infrastructure they sell to local election jurisdictions is
developed and maintained in accordance with cybersecurity best practices, (2) certify that their
own information technology is maintained in accordance with cybersecurity best practices, and
(3) promptly report any suspected cybersecurity incident directed against the goods and services
they provide under these grants.
E.

Ensuring a Consistent Stream of Federal Funding to Secure our Election
Infrastructure.

The Act provides funds for critical security measures, both to secure our elections ahead
of 2020, and also to cover maintenance and upgrades to voting systems for years to come. These
resources are necessary since the race to secure our elections is one without a finish line, and our
215
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adversaries will undoubtedly change and advance their methods of attack. The responsibility for
funding elections must be shared among local, state, and federal governments, and the Act
ensures that the federal government pays its fair share of the ongoing cost of voting systems,
with a consistent stream of federal funding for states to procure and maintain secure equipment
and implement state-of-the-art security measures to ensure the integrity of our elections.
The election security measures in H.R. 1 would not only make our election infrastructure
more secure, but it would also help reduce the unconscionably long lines that so many voters
experience every election. That would go a long way toward restoring Americans’ confidence in
our elections. We look forward to continuing to work with Congress to ensure sufficient federal
resources for state and local election officials and sufficient national standards to ensure that
funding is spent effectively.
V.

Ethics (Titles VII-X)

H.R. 1 would establish stronger ethics rules for all three branches of government. Its
policies are essential first steps toward strengthening ethics and accountability. The values that
undergird our system of representative government are being tested like never before. Ethical
constraints on self-dealing at the highest levels of government are eroding. 219 To reverse this
process, it is vital that Congress put forward bold reforms to help ensure that officials act for the
public good rather than private gain.
As detailed in the testimony of Brennan Center Senior Counsel and Spitzer Fellow Rudy
Mehrbani before the House Committee on Oversight and Reform, the Brennan Center strongly
supports all the Act’s ethics reforms, especially its measures to increase the independence and
authority of the Office of Government Ethics, provide better transparency for top officials, and
slow the “revolving door” between government and industry. These are especially valuable
changes. 220 We also strongly support the Act’s requirement that the Judicial Conference of the
United States develop a code of conduct that includes Supreme Court justices, as explained in
more detail in a letter my colleagues and I sent to the House Judiciary Committee on January 29,
2019. 221 We look forward to continuing to work with Congress on other much-needed
reforms. 222
VI.

Authority of Congress

Finally, Congress unequivocally has the authority to enact all the democracy reforms set
forth in Act, especially under Article I, Section 4 of Constitution—known as the Elections
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Clause. The Elections Clause empowers Congress, “at any time,” to “make or alter” any
regulations for federal elections. 223
With the exception of a 1921 case that has since been overturned, the Supreme Court has
consistently interpreted the Elections Clause to endow Congress with sweeping power to regulate
the time, place, and manner of elections. 224 As recently as 2013, the Court said, in an opinion by
Justice Scalia, that Congress’s power under the Elections Clause is so broad that it includes
“authority to provide a complete code for congressional elections[.]’” 225 Accordingly, the
Supreme Court has found that the Elections Clause authorizes legislation related to voter
registration, 226 redistricting, 227 campaign finance, 228 and corruption in presidential elections. 229
223
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There is thus no question that most of the Act’s provisions fall squarely within Congress’s
authority over federal elections. Some, such as Congress’s power to strengthen the Voting Rights
Act and to restore voting rights to individuals with past convictions under Title I, Subtitle E, are
also rooted in authority granted to it under the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. 230
In fact, the Act embodies the Framers’ central goal in establishing the Elections Clause—
ensuring that Congress can override efforts by states to manipulate the federal voting process. 231
As they drafted the Constitution, the Framers were concerned that states, left to their own
devices, would suppress or skew the vote. For example, at the Constitutional Convention, James
Madison urged that, without the Elections Clause, “[w]henever the State Legislatures had a
favorite measure to carry, they would take care so to mould their regulations as to favor the
candidates they wished to succeed.” 232 The Framers therefore designed the Elections Clause to
prevent states from manipulating election outcomes and to prevent the development of factions
within states that might “entrench themselves or place their interests over those of the
electorate.” 233 The Framers deliberately granted wide-ranging authority under the Elections
Clause to ensure that Congress would be able to combat even those state abuses of power that
were unforeseeable at the time. 234 Thus, as Justice Scalia recognized, the states’ power to
regulate federal elections has always been subject to federal law. 235
*

*

*

Voters sent a clear message in 2018: they want to see Congress tackle these problems
with bold solutions to ensure that all Americans can participate in the political process and have
their voices heard in the halls of government. Now it is up to elected leaders to deliver. H.R. 1 is
a down-payment on the promise of a democracy that works for everyone. We urge its prompt
passage.
Thank you.
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