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Leveling the playing field
Elections have become contests of campaign bank accounts and financial connections. Emphasis on knowledge and experience often takes a back seat to campaign coffers and big money bundlers. Those with money receive the access and attention of candidates while citizens unable to write big checks are left out of the process. Fortunately, in states across the country, elections are becoming increasingly about voters and not big campaign donors. 

In seven states and two cities, candidates from all backgrounds have the opportunity to mount competitive campaigns for office by collecting small, usually $5, donations to prove they have public support for their campaign. Clean Elections, or full public financing of elections, is strengthening our democracy and guaranteeing the promise of a political system where all voices are equal. 

Two states, Arizona and Maine, have had Clean Elections in place since the 2000 elections.

First in the country, Maine opens doors for women

In 1996, Maine voters approved the Maine Clean Elections Act, becoming the first state in the country to approve full public financing of elections for legislative and statewide offices. Today, 84 percent of the legislature consists of Clean Elections candidates. Farmers, waitresses, librarians, and small business owners have run and won under the system.

There are now more women running than ever before in Maine thanks to Clean Elections, according to a recent report by the Maine Commission on Governmental Ethics and Election Practices. In the 2006 election cycle, nearly one third of all Senate candidates were women and 28 percent of House candidates were women. Eighteen percent more women have run for office under Clean Elections than in the decade before the law was implemented.
 The chart below highlights the overall increase in the number of women running for office in Maine.
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In fact, female candidates in Maine cite the Clean Elections law as a “very” important factor in their decision to run for office. A significantly greater number of experienced female candidates say they would definitely participate in the Maine Clean Elections program in the future compared to their male counterparts.

Rep. Deborah Simpson (D-Auburn, ME) is in office today because of Clean Elections. Just a few years ago, she was a waitress in a diner, going to college, and raising her young child by herself. She was politically involved but never considered being able to run for office. Then Clean Elections came along. 

“The tipping thing for me was that I could see that with Clean Elections it was doable,” says Simpson. “I could manage to get the qualifying contributions and the budget to campaign. I’d have the resources without having to figure out how to ask for money from donors when I really didn’t live in that world.”

Today, as chair of the Maine House judiciary committee, she’s in office advocating for those who don’t have a voice. “Every year I try to do things I think make the laws work better for people—people who have difficulty.”

Rep. Nancy Smith (D-Monmouth), a farmer, also sees Clean Elections as a way to put people in office that truly represent the voices of all the state’s citizens. “I’m a farmer and I think it’s important that farmers have their voice in the legislature but farmers don’t have access to buckets of money and our friends don’t have buckets of money.”

Today, 49 women are serving in the Maine legislature, 39 in the House and 10 in the Senate—and all of them took advantage of Maine’s Clean Elections program.

Rep. Hannah Pingree (D-North Haven, ME), the youngest person and only the third woman to be elected Majority Leader, said of Clean Elections, “This is an important system that was set up to help regular, working people run for the Legislature without having to spend their time fundraising from the lobby.”

Opening the system for everyone in Arizona

Arizona Governor Janet Napolitano (D-AZ) was reelected in 2006, four years after being the first governor ever elected using full public financing of elections. Overall, nine of 11 statewide officials and 42 percent of the legislature used the state’s Clean Elections system to win their races.

On Gov. Napolitano’s first day in office, she signed legislation allowing the state to buy prescription drugs in bulk to lower prices. “If I had not run clean, I would surely have been paid visits by numerous campaign contributors representing pharmaceutical interests and the like, urging me either to shelve that idea or to create it in their image," she said in a 2003 speech. “All the while, they would be wielding the implied threat to yank their support and shop for an opponent in four years.”
Of the 34 women who won state office in 2006, 21 ran as Clean Elections candidates, including 18 of 31 legislators. In the 2006 primary election, 69 percent of female candidates used the Clean Elections program.
 
Since the implementation of the full public funding system in Arizona, the percentage of minority candidates has more than doubled, from six percent in 2000 to 14 percent in 2006, with a high of 16 percent in 2004.
 Participation by people of color and minority candidates has been higher than 50 percent in each election since the system began. 

“Social workers, teachers, small business owners, and myself, a staff attorney for the nonprofit Justice For Children, which provides legal and other services for children who are victims of abuse, all have ran and won with publicly financed elections,” said Rep. David Lujan (D-Phoenix).
Clean Elections also puts voters on a level playing field, with teachers having the same power as a corporate CEO.

“One of the things that I got to do this election cycle that I had not had the opportunity to do before is host a Clean Elections party for a series of candidates in my own legislative district,” said Steven Anderson, a Phoenix attorney. “What a refreshing change that all the folks have to do to get in the door is pay $5 and then sign a petition. It’s just a breath of fresh air.”

Preliminary analysis of Clean Elections $5 donors to gubernatorial campaigns over two election cycles, 2002 and 2006, in Arizona shows that they come from neighborhoods that are more economically, geographically, and ethnically diverse than big donors to private campaigns. For example, these donors hail from zip codes with larger concentrations of Latinos compared to donors to privately funded candidates. 

“When you think about Clean Election, the first word that comes to my mind is ‘fairness’ because it beings about inclusiveness, it also brings about a good amount of competitiveness and it opens it up in diversity, as well,” said Sen. Leah Landrum-Taylor (D-Phoenix), chair of the Arizona Legislative Black Caucus.

A five dollar investment in democracy

Clean Elections works by providing candidates from all walks of life the ability to run a competitive campaign for elective office without relying on lobbyists, PACs and other political donors. To qualify, candidates must show broad community support by collecting a set number of small—usually $5—qualifying contributions from constituents in their district. After qualifying, they must adhere to strict spending limits and forego all private fundraising. If a candidate is outspent by a privately financed opponent, rescue funds are available to keep the race on a level playing field. 

In North Carolina, Judge Wanda Bryant, an African-American woman who was the first person in her family to attend college, was elected to the state Court of Appeals using Clean Elections. 

At the federal level, Assistant Majority Leader Dick Durbin (D-IL) and Sen. Arlen Specter (R-PA) have introduced the Fair Elections Now Act, legislation that would bring full public financing to the U.S. Senate. A companion bill is expected soon in the House.

"The best thing about running Clean is that when you're in office, no one can pressure you to vote in a certain way,” said Rep. Kyrsten Sinema (D-Phoenix), a college professor and former social worker.

With an election system increasingly dominated by big money bundlers and wealthy political insiders, Clean Elections is demonstrating that there is a way to make our democracy about voters and volunteers and not big campaign contributors. 
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