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If Gov.-elect Andrew Cuomo wants to help put citizens back in control of their government, he ought to think about making New York City's campaign finance system a model for statewide elections.  Cuomo has put "an overhaul of campaign finance laws" high on his "New NY Agenda." He said he wanted lower (and better enforce) contribution limits. But he also said that "fundamental" reform should include a voluntary system of public financing.  We agree. 

Fortunately, there is a good model close at hand. We have been studying participation by small donors and volunteers in all state and federal elections, as well as in New York City. New York City’s long-standing and successful public financing system enhances the role of small donors by offering candidates $6 in matching funds for the first $175 that each donor gives to their campaigns. The program has had a dramatic effect. We believe it should be exported.

But first, what's the problem?   Let's look at some numbers. The most recent gubernatorial election year with complete data is 2006. It turns out that 78 percent of the funds for New York's gubernatorial and legislative candidates came from individuals who gave $1,000 or more, or from nonparty organizations. That put New York fourth among states in the big-money rankings for 2006. New York also was fourth from the bottom of the small donor contributors state ranking. Only 7 percent of its candidates' money came from donors of $250 or less. The median state was Tennessee, at 16 percent.

Equally impressive is what the matching funds do to candidates' incentives. To look at this fairly, we excluded the New York City mayoral race, with its heavy self-financing. Instead, we looked at the 51-member City Council. As in any public financing system, candidates do not have to join in. Candidates who did not participate raised 17 percent of their money from donors who gave them $250 or less.  But candidates who took public money doubled that percentage, raising 37 percent of their private money from small donors. And when you add the value of public matching money, the small donors were worth 65 percent of the participating candidates' money. That means that if New York City were a state, it would literally have been at the top of the small donor list.

Of course, nothing like this is ever free. We estimate the cost of a state-wide system to be between $40 million and $79 million for a gubernatorial election year. Is it worth it? The state would probably save more than this if its policymakers felt less beholden to big donors.

But the issue is not only about big money. Donors also volunteer. They are more active all around. So this is not just about preventing bad things. It is about building a even more healthy democracy.
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