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Chairwoman Klobuchar, Ranking Member Blunt, and members of the Committee:
Thank you for the opportunity to testify in strong support of the For the People Act
(S. 1). This landmark legislation would repair and revitalize our democracy. It would be the
most significant democracy reform in at least a half century. It would powerfully restore trust in
government. It is the next great civil rights bill, a critical response to the call for racial justice. It
should become law.
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The For the People Act would markedly improve the workings of American democracy,
modernizing it, opening access, and restoring public trust. The legislation:
•
•
•
•
•

sets national standards to ensure that all eligible citizens can cast a ballot—guaranteeing
access to vote by mail and early voting, and extending automatic voter registration
nationwide;
bans partisan gerrymandering and sets clear rules for the drawing of congressional districts;
curbs the corrosive role of big money in politics, requiring disclosure and enforcement, and
enacting a system of voluntary small donor matching funds;
strengthens rules to ensure ethical conduct by executive and judicial branch officials; and
restores the right to vote for people with past criminal convictions, and commits to
strengthening the Voting Rights Act.

Each of these bold reforms meets an urgent need. Each has been found to work at the national,
state, or local level. They work together to advance our system of self-government.
The Senate considers S. 1 at a time of crisis for our democracy. Legislatures across the
country are moving to enact curbs on voting, an assault on voting rights that targets people of
color. This legislation would stop the new wave of voter suppression, cold. 2 Congress has the
power to do so—legally and constitutionally. We urge the Senate to meet this moment and act.
I. THE STAKES FOR DEMOCRACY
In 2020, despite the pandemic, voter suppression, and lies about the election, our nation
saw the highest voter turnout since 1900. 3 Fully 101 million people voted early or by mail. The
federal government’s experts confirmed it was the most secure election in history. We should
celebrate this achievement.
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Instead, our nation endured months of the Big Lie pushed by the defeated president who
insisted that the election was stolen and our democracy illegitimate. These relentless attacks
culminated in the violent January 6 insurrection at the Capitol, a sobering low point in our
nation’s history.
Now, in the first weeks of 2021, we see a new and fierce assault on the vote. Legislators
are rushing to enact a wave of voting restrictions, in what would be the most significant cutback
since the Jim Crow era. As of our February 19 count, 253 proposed laws in 43 states would curb
the vote, seven times more than just two years ago. 4 The number is now well over 300. They
amount to a real time attack on our democracy.
Consider the measures before the legislature in Georgia. Some proposals would have
effectively ended no-excuse vote by mail, but preserved it for older voters, who tend to be white
and Republican. Another proposal would have repealed automatic voter registration, which had
been put in place by the Republican governor. Another proposal would have ended early voting
on the Sunday before Election Day—the day used by Black churches for “souls to the polls.”
And now the legislature is still considering proposals allowing for mass challenges and making it
a crime to give a bottle of water to someone waiting on line to vote. After a sustained public
outcry, in recent days, sponsors have begun to make changes, but egregious proposals continue
to move through the legislature.
Georgia is not an anomaly. In Arizona, lawmakers pre-emptively proposed banning
automatic and Election Day voter registration (they do not have either now), and are actively
trying to: make it harder to vote by mail, push for aggressive purges of voters off of the vote-bymail list, and require new onerous ID requirements for when voting by mail. In Texas, legislators
have proposed requiring voters to prove their citizenship status if it can’t be verified by the
secretary of state, and prohibiting voters from submitting absentee ballots in person. The
governor of Iowa already signed into law a bill cutting back on early voting.
These proposals all disproportionately affect, and often target, voters of color. 5 If
enacted, they would result in large-scale disenfranchisement of eligible voters. As more and
more people are admitting, that is precisely their purpose. Recently an Arizona legislator,
defending that state’s proposed voter suppression laws, explained that while some wanted to
make sure that everyone could vote, “everybody shouldn’t be voting.” He added: “Quantity is
important, but we have to look at the quality of votes, as well.” 6 That ugly sentiment animates
too many of these proposed state laws.
Congress can—and must—stop this legislative campaign across the country to suppress
the vote. The Brennan Center has analyzed each of the restrictive voting bills pending in the
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states and concludes that The For the People Act would thwart virtually every one. A chart
attached to this testimony as an appendix spells out how its provisions would block or override
these egregious proposals (Attachment). 7 Some proposed laws would cut back who can vote by
mail; S. 1 would require no-excuse absentee balloting. Some proposals would restrict the use of
secure drop-boxes, frequently used to vote absentee; S. 1 would ensure that voters can vote
securely and conveniently. Some proposals would eliminate same day or automatic registration;
S. 1 would protect them. Some proposals would end early voting on Sundays; S. 1 would require
14 days of consecutive early voting.
Within months, too, the redistricting process to draw congressional district lines will
begin. Unchecked state legislative majorities will likely use the opportunity to gerrymander, to
discriminate, to deny communities a voice and voters meaningful choice. The states with the
fastest growing populations—growth that came overwhelmingly from people of color—face the
highest risk of racial and partisan gerrymandering that would deny those emerging communities
representation. This will be the first redistricting cycle in a half century without the full
protections of the Voting Rights Act, which the U.S. Supreme Court gravely weakened in the
Shelby County v. Holder decision in 2013. 8
This legislation comes, as well, one decade after Citizens United ushered in a new era of
big money domination of American politics—a role for big donors not seen since the Gilded Age
a century ago. Fully $14.4 billion was spent on the 2020 election, roughly double the amount just
four years before. And even with a historic level of participation by small donors—in excess of
20 million during the last election cycle—the power of big donors continues unabated. 9 Indeed,
the amount spent by the top 100 individual donors last cycle rivalled the amount spent by more
than 20 million small donors combined. 10 Effectively, money in politics has been largely
deregulated. Super PACs, dark money, and a frenetic chase for funds have come to dominate.
It comes after four years in which President Trump smashed through ethical norms and
longstanding practices designed to prevent abuse of power.
These converging crises demand a full response to the challenges facing American
democracy. A key strength of this legislation, in contrast to earlier and narrower reform
proposals, is that it links voting and redistricting and campaign finance and ethics. All are
essential to the strength of American democracy. All are at or near a crisis point. All combine to
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dampen the voices of millions of Americans—working people, people of color, women, young
people, and people with disabilities.
S. 1 emphatically reflects the Constitution’s vision of the appropriate role for the federal
government. The Constitution’s Elections Clause, in particular, gives Congress authority to set
the “times, places and manner” of federal elections. 11 At the Constitutional Convention, James
Madison insisted on the provision because of the risk that state legislatures would enact
manipulative election laws. “It was impossible to foresee all the abuses that might be made of the
discretionary power,” Madison warned. He sketched out an array of ways to manipulate voting
rules: “Whenever the State Legislatures had a favorite measure to carry, they would take care so
to mold their regulations as to favor the candidates they wished to succeed.” 12 The Supreme
Court repeatedly has reaffirmed Congress’s power to enact national laws to govern federal
elections. Indeed, in 2019, an opinion written by Chief Justice John Roberts pointed to this very
legislation as proof that “the Framers gave Congress the power to do something about partisan
gerrymandering in the Elections Clause.” 13
Throughout, this legislation would set a national standard. Access to our electoral system
should be the same regardless of where a citizen lives. Of note, every measure in this bill has
been drawn from successful policies at the national, state, and local level. Every one has been
honed by election officials over the years. Every one has been supported or used by both parties.
They are widely popular with the public, and with voters of all political persuasions.
While Congress sets national standards, states could still innovate and to innovate beyond
them. Where states have already met the legislation’s goals (such as by implementing automatic
voter registration), in many cases they would be exempt from its provisions.
Taken together, the reforms in the For the People Act represent a powerful response to
the demand for racial justice heard so passionately throughout the country. Our voting system,
politically manipulated gerrymandering, and a dollar-driven campaign finance system all
combine to stifle the voices of communities of color. Recent proposed electoral changes in the
states would markedly shrink the electorate, again in a manner that would hit those voters
hardest. If we are to build a thriving multiracial democracy that reflects a changing country, we
have no choice but to modernize our electoral systems and prevent abuse.
Finally, this legislation emphatically repudiates the Big Lie put forward by President
Trump and his supporters: that American elections are riddled with misconduct. Voter fraud in
the United States is vanishingly rare. You are more likely to be struck by lightning than to
commit voter fraud. 14 In 2016, in an election he won, Trump insisted there were three to five
million illegal votes. He established a commission to prove his claim. It collapsed without
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finding any evidence. In 2020, the election was confirmed to be smoothly run and extraordinarily
secure. The Department of Homeland Security declared that the 2020 election was the “most
secure in history.” 15 (Trump responded by firing the country’s key official who protected
elections from cyber threats. 16) In the frenzy of lawsuits brought to overturn the election, 60
courts considered claims, and rejected them. Trump’s attorneys, under oath, were forced to
confess repeatedly they could press no charges of fraud. Federal Judge Stephen Bilbas, appointed
by President Trump, ruled definitively on behalf of a three-judge appeals court panel: “Charges
of unfairness are serious. But calling an election unfair does not make it so. Charges require
specific allegations and then proof. We have neither here.” 17 Attorney General William Barr
confirmed that there was no widespread election fraud. 18 Privately to the president, he used a
more colorful barnyard epithet. 19
Trump relied on these debunked claims to justify bid to cut out, in effect, the votes of
cities variously including Atlanta, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Milwaukee. The ugly racial subtext
is barely disguised. Unfortunately, the Big Lie has been embraced by millions of Americans.
This legislation can help to push back against it by focusing on the true threats to election
integrity—which include cybersecurity risks and foreign interference. (Indeed, last week the
intelligence community released its report alleging that Russia and Iran sought to interfere in last
year’s election, albeit backing different candidates. 20)
Were it to become law, the For the People Act would mark a major and hopeful turn in
the American story. Our history has been marked over two centuries by the drive toward the
democratic ideal. At the start, we were anything but what we would regard today as a
democracy. Only white men who owned property could vote. Even so, James Madison set out an
aspiration for our Constitution in Federalist 57. He asked: “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
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unpropitious fortune. The electors are to be the great body of the people of the United
States. 21
This legislation reflects that drive toward the most basic of American ideals. In the
following sections, this testimony describes its provisions in greater detail.
II. VOTING RIGHTS
The right to vote is at the heart of effective self-government. It is, as the Supreme Court
has noted, “preservative of all other rights.” 22 Over two centuries and more, we have worked
toward that ideal. Many Americans gave their lives for it. S. 1 would expand and protect this
most fundamental right and bring voting into the 21st century.
A. Voter Registration Modernization (Title I, Subtitle A, Parts 1, 2, and 3 & Title 2,
Subtitle F)
One of the most important parts of S. 1 is a package to modernize voter 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 19 states and the District of Columbia. 23 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 five eligible Americans is not
registered to vote. 24 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 that
requires individual citizens to shoulder the onus of registering to vote (and re-registering when
they move). 25 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. 26
These problems have long contributed to low voter turnout. 27 Each Election Day,
21
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millions of Americans go to the polls only to have trouble voting because of registration flaws. 28
Some find their names wrongly deleted from the rolls. 29 Others fall out of the system when they
move. 30 One-quarter of American voters wrongly believe their registration is updated when they
change their address with the U.S. Postal Service. 31 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. 32 Registration errors affect more than those voters
who are not 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. 33
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.
Officials with partisan motives can remove voters from the rolls because of minor discrepancies,
such as spelling mistakes, incomplete addresses, or other missing information. These systems are
also far more expensive to maintain than more modern systems. Arizona’s Maricopa County, for
the United States is near the bottom of the developed world.” See Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford, et al., Reports of the
Task Force on the Federal Election System, National Commission on Election Reform, 2001, 1–3,
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example, found that processing a paper registration cost 83 cents, compared to 3 cents for
applications processed electronically. 34
The Covid-19 pandemic put outdated registration systems under even greater stress.
Quarantines, illnesses, and social distancing reduced access to government offices, voter
registration drives were curbed, and the post service was disrupted in the lead-up to the election.
The result was a dramatic reduction in voter registration rates in many states. 35
1. Automatic Voter Registration (Title I, Subtitle A, Part 2)
Under AVR, every eligible citizen who interacts with designated government agencies is
automatically registered to vote, unless they decline registration. As noted above, 19 states and
the District of Columbia have AVR. 36 If adopted nationwide, it could add as many as 50 million
new eligible voters to the rolls. 37
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. 38
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. 39
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AVR Works. Oregon and California became the first states to adopt AVR in 2015. 40 Since
then, 17 more states and the District of Columbia have followed—many with strong bipartisan
support. 41 In Illinois, for example, the state legislature passed AVR unanimously, and a
Republican governor signed it into law.
The new system has increased registration rates in nearly every state where it has been
implemented. In Vermont, for example, DMV registrations went up by 60 percent after it adopted
AVR, and in Georgia, they increased 94 percent. 42 In eight jurisdictions that implemented AVR
for the 2018 election, 2.2 million people were registered to vote through AVR, and up to 6 million
people had their registration information updated. 43
There is strong reason to believe that the reform also boosts turnout. 44 When citizens are
automatically registered, they are relieved of an obstacle to voting, thus increasing the likelihood
they will cast a ballot. Automatic registration also exposes more voters to direct outreach from
election officials, political parties, candidates, and others. 45 Indeed, Oregon saw the nation’s
largest turnout increase in the 2016 election after it adopted AVR in 2015. It had no competitive
statewide races, yet the state’s turnout increased by 4 percent in 2016—2.5 percentage points
higher than the national average. 46 According to a 2018 analysis of registration and turnout
statistics in eight jurisdictions by the website FiveThirtyEight, AVR resulted in hundreds of
thousands of new voters at the polls. 47 Other reforms that make it easier to register have also
increased turnout, such as permitting registrants who move anywhere within a state to transfer
their registration and vote on Election Day at their new polling place. 48 These measures send a
40
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strong message that all eligible citizens are welcome and encouraged to participate in our
democracy.
Many election officials support 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 lower printing
and mailing expenses. 49 Eliminating paper forms improves accuracy, reduces voter complaints
about registration problems, and reduces the need for the use of provisional ballots. 50
Voters strongly support the reform. According to recent polling, 69 percent of Americans
favor it. 51 Michigan and Nevada adopted AVR in 2018 by popular referendum, with
overwhelming support from voters, including Democrats, Republicans, and Independents. 52
Alaska voters passed AVR in 2016 with nearly 64 percent of the vote. 53
AVR Should be the National Standard. S. 1 sensibly makes AVR a national standard,
building on past federal reforms to the voter registration system. 54 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 while protecting voters’
sensitive information from public disclosure.
AVR also includes multiple safeguards to ensure that ineligible voters are not registered
and to prevent people from being punished for innocent mistakes. The government agencies
designated for AVR regularly collect information about individuals’ citizenship status and age,
and they are already required to obtain an affirmation of U.S. citizenship during the registration
transaction. Before anyone is registered, agencies must inform individuals of eligibility
49
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requirements, the penalties for illegal registration, and offer them the opportunity to opt out of
registration. 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. 55 As a precaution, S. 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.
2. Same-Day Registration (Title I, Subtitle A, Part 3)
S. 1 would boost voter participation further by establishing same-day registration (SDR),
which 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, 21 states and
the District of Columbia offer some form of same-day registration, either on Election Day,
during early voting, or both. 56 At least 18 additional states had introduced bills to implement
same-day registration during the current legislative session. 57 Studies indicate that SDR boosts
voter turnout by 5 to 7 percent. 58 And it is highly popular. In 2018, 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. 59 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.
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3. Online Registration (Title I, Subtitle A, Part 1)
Online registration also increases voter participation by eliminating cumbersome
paperwork and waiting periods. S. 1 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 S. 1 would let all voters register, update registration information, and check
registrations online. This option has been especially critical during the Covid-19 pandemic, when
voters were prevented from registering by other means. The Act would also ensure that these
benefits are available to citizens who do not have driver’s licenses.
In addition to convenience and safety, online registration saves money and improves
voter roll accuracy. Processing electronic applications is a fraction of the cost of processing
paper applications. 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. 60 Election officials also
report that letting voters enter their own information significantly reduces the likelihood of
incomplete applications and mistakes. 61
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, 40 states and the District
of Columbia do. 62 Taken together, AVR, SDR, and online registration would ensure that no
eligible voter is left out of our democratic process.
4. Voter Purge Protections (Title I, Subtitle A; Title II, Subtitle F)
Modernizing our system means not only registering all eligible voters, but also making
sure they stay on the rolls. Voter purges—the large-scale deletion of voters’ names from the
rolls, often using flawed data—are on the rise. 63 In 2018, they were a key form of vote
suppression used by election officials around the country. 64 In 2020, as the Covid-19 pandemic
created new voting challenges, improper purges made it difficult for states such as Iowa to
60
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distribute mail ballot request forms to many eligible voters. 65 In the aftermath of the 2020
election, bills have been introduced in 17 states that would expand voter roll purges or adopt
flawed practices that would create a risk of improper purges. 66 S. 1 addresses this growing threat
by curbing improper efforts to remove eligible voters.
Purges soared in those states with a history of discrimination in voting that once had been
subject to federal oversight under the Voting Rights Act before Shelby County. 67 The Brennan
Center has calculated that more than 17 million voters were purged from the rolls nationwide
between 2016 and 2018. 68 Over the same period, the median purge rate in jurisdictions
previously covered by the VRA was 40 percent higher than the purge rate elsewhere. 69 Georgia,
for example, purged twice as many voters—1.5 million voters—between the 2012 and 2016
elections as it did between 2008 and 2012. The state also saw most of its counties purge more
than 10 percent of their voters between 2016 and 2018. 70 Texas purged 363,000 more voters
between 2012 and 2014 than it did between 2008 and 2010. 71 We ultimately found that 2 million
fewer voters would have been purged between 2012 and 2016, and 1.1 million fewer between
2016 and 2018, if jurisdictions previously subject to preclearance had purged at the same rate as
other jurisdictions. 72
Incorrect purges disenfranchise legitimate voters and cause confusion and delay at the
polls. In 2019, for example, the Texas secretary of state sent lists of approximately 95,000
alleged non-citizens to county officials for purging, but within days, it became clear the tallies
were rife with inaccuracies. 73 In 2016, New York election officials erroneously deleted hundreds
of thousands from the rolls, with no public warning and little notice to those who had been
purged. 74 The same year, thousands of Arkansas voters were purged because of supposed felony
convictions—but the lists that were used were highly inaccurate and included many voters who
had never committed a felony or had had their voting rights restored. 75
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Purges can be carried out in discriminatory ways that disproportionately affect minority
voters. In particular, when voter lists are matched with other government databases to ferret out
ineligible people, it can generate discriminatory results if done without adequate safeguards.
Black, Asian American, and Latino voters are much more likely than white voters to have one of
the most common 100 last names in the United States, resulting in a higher rate of false
positives. 77
76

S. 1 puts strong protections in place to prevent improper purges. It puts new guardrails on
the use of inter-state databases (such as the now defunct and much maligned Crosscheck system)
that purport to identify voters that have re-registered in a new state, but that have been proven to
produce deeply flawed data. It prohibits election officials from relying on a citizen’s failure to
vote in an election as a reason to remove them from the rolls. And it requires election officials to
provide timely notice to removed voters, as well as an opportunity to remedy their registration
before an election.
B. Commitment to Restore the Voting Rights Act (Title II, Subtitle A)
As recent experiences with purges and other vote suppression tactics make clear,
Congress must restore the full protections of the Voting Rights Act, which the U.S. Supreme
Court hobbled in 2013 in Shelby County. While the Act’s affirmative voting standards would
negate many of the abusive proposals now being advanced in states, 78 a fully functional VRA is
also a check against future discriminatory efforts to restrict voting.
The VRA is widely regarded as the single most effective piece of civil rights legislation
in our nation’s history. 79 As recently as 2006 it won reauthorization with overwhelming
bipartisan support. 80 For nearly five decades, the linchpin of the VRA’s success was the Section
5 preclearance provision, which required certain states with a history of discriminatory voting
practices to obtain advance approval from the federal government for voting rules changes.
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
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hundreds more to be withdrawn after a Justice Department inquiry, and prevented still more from
being put forward because policymakers knew they would not pass muster. 81
Shelby County eviscerated Section 5 by striking down the “coverage formula” that
determined which states were subject to preclearance. 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. 82 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. Ultimately a federal court found, after an extensive trial, that more than
608,000 Texas voters lacked the necessary ID. 83 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 preclearance. 84 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. 85 Our research regarding last year’s election confirmed the
persistence of voter suppression and the willingness of too many state officials to continue
developing new tactics to keep people from voting. 86
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. 87 Our case against Texas’s 2011 voter
ID law illustrates this point. 88 The law initially did not go into effect because a three-judge
81
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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 S. 1. VRA restoration is
accomplished through separate legislation, the John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act,
which passed the last Congress as H.R. 4. 89 The bill, which will soon be reintroduced, updates
the VRA’s coverage formula to restore the act’s full force. It will be backed by a thorough
legislative record documenting the recent history of voter suppression in U.S. elections. This
crucial legislation must become law in order to fortify the right to vote and the integrity of our
elections. We urge Congress to make passage of a renewed VRA a top priority.
C. Nationwide Early Voting (Title I, Subtitle H)
S. 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 early 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. 90 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.
Sometimes, even after making the time and the journey, long lines cause them to turn away.
Early voting works well. Forty-five states and the District of Columbia offered some
opportunity to vote in person before Election Day in 2020, which was crucial during the
pandemic. 91 More than a dozen of those states offer early voting for a period comparable to or
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greater than the two-week period leading to Election Day required by S. 1. 92 It was widely used
where available even before the 2020 election. In 2016, 24 million Americans cast their ballot
via in-person early voting. 93
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. 94 Over the past decade, multiple states have reduced early
voting days or sites used disproportionately by Black 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. 95 As
of February 19, 2021, 15 bills restricting early voting had been introduced in state legislatures
during the current legislative session. 96 At least some of these bills would have a racially
disparate impact on voters, such as a bill in Georgia that would tightly restrict early voting on
Sundays, which have historically been important turnout days for Black Americans. 97
S. 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 98 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. 99 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. 100 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. 101
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Early voting is popular with voters, too, with study after study showing a significant
positive effective on voter satisfaction. 102 It is a critical element of a convenient and modern
voting system. A national standard is long overdue.
D. Voting Rights Restoration (Title I, Subtitle E)
S. 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.
Harms of Current Disenfranchisement Laws. A confusing patchwork of discriminatory
disenfranchisement laws causes profound harm across the country. Nationally, state laws deny
more than 4.5 million citizens the right to vote because of a criminal conviction 103—3.2 million
of whom are no longer incarcerated and live in our communities, work, pay taxes, and raise
families. 104
Disenfranchisement laws vary dramatically from state to state. In states like Vermont and
Maine, there is no disenfranchisement—people currently in prison are allowed to vote. Other
states distinguish between different types of felonies, while others treat repeat offenders
differently. Jurisdictions also have varying rules on what parts of a sentence must be completed
before rights are restored, such as paying off debt or other legal financial obligations. 105
Navigating this patchwork of state laws causes confusion for everyone—including election
officials and prospective voters—about who is eligible to vote. The real-world result is large-
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scale disenfranchisement not only of ineligible persons, but also of potential voters who are
eligible to register but wrongly believe they are barred from doing so by a prior conviction. 106
Regardless of these particulars, disenfranchisement laws are discriminatory and
especially impact Black voters. In 2016, one in 13 voting-age Black citizens could not vote, a
disenfranchisement rate more than 4 times that of all other Americans. 107 In three states, the ratio
was one in five. 108 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. 109
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. 110 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. S. 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
106
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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.” 111
For this reason, criminal justice professionals support automatic restoration of voting rights upon
release from prison. 112
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. 113 In past elections, states have botched attempts to remove Americans with past criminal
convictions from the rolls, improperly removing many eligible citizens. For example, in 2016
thousands of Arkansans were purged because of supposed felony convictions—but the lists used
were highly inaccurate, and included many who had never committed a felony, or who had had
their voting rights restored. 114
For these reasons, rights restoration is immensely popular among Americans of all
political stripes. In November 2018, for example, 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. 115 Unfortunately, the state legislature significantly undercut
the will of the people by conditioning rights restoration on the payment of criminal justice fees
and fines, a move that was later upheld by a federal court of appeals—demonstrating why
congressional action is necessary.
Since Florida’s historic vote, other states have followed. Louisiana, through bipartisan
legislation, restored voting rights to nearly 36,000 people convicted of felonies. In December of
2019, newly elected Governor Andy Beshear signed an executive order restoring the vote to
some 140,000 Kentuckians. Shortly after, the New Jersey legislature restored voting rights to
111

Christopher Uggen & Jeff Manza, “Voting and Subsequent Crime and Arrest: Evidence from a Community
Sample,” Columbia Human Rights Law Review 36 (2004): 193.
112
See, e.g., American Probation and Parole Association, Resolution Supporting Restoration of Voting Rights
Released, 2007, https://appanet.org/eweb/Dynamicpage.aspx?site=APPA_2&webcode=IE_NewsRelease&wps_key=a587deaf-9cbf-4efd-bd8d025c14143f65; and Association of Paroling Authorities International, Resolution on Restoring Voting Rights, 2008,
http://www.apaintl.org/resolutions.html.
113
Angela Caputo, “In the South, an Aggressive Effort to Purge Former Felons from Voting Rolls,” Pacific
Standard, November 6, 2018, https://psmag.com/social-justice/former-confederate-states-have-purged-a-growingnumber-of-felons-from-voting-lists.
114
Brater et al., Purges, 5–6.
115
See, e.g., Brennan Center for Justice, “Voting Rights Restoration Efforts in Florida,” last modified September 11,
2020, https://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/voting-rights-restoration-efforts-florida; Kevin Morris, “A
Transformative Step for Democracy in Florida,” Brennan Center for Justice, last modified November 7, 2018,
https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/transformative-step-democracy-florida; Myrna Pérez, “What Victory in Florida
Means to Me,” Brennan Center for Justice, last modified November 7, 2018,
https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/what-victory-florida-means-me; and Ballotpedia, “Florida Amendment 4, Voting
Rights Restoration for Felon Initiative (2018),” accessed March 12, 2021,
https://ballotpedia.org/Florida_Amendment_4,_Voting_Rights_Restoration_for_Felons_Initiative_(2018).

21

80,000 people on parole or probation. Governor Kim Reynolds, Republican of Iowa, recently
signed an executive order that restores voting rights to Iowans who have completed their
sentences, and has supported a constitutional amendment to codify the process, 116 and Governor
Ralph Northam of Virginia recently restored voting rights to an estimated 69,000 people on
probation or parole via executive order. 117 The Washington State House recently approved a bill
that would automatically restore voting rights to more than 20,000 individuals who are on parole
and probation in the state. 118 New York’s legislature is poised to codify and improve a 2018
executive action to restore voting rights to New Yorkers on parole by passing S.830B. 119 Overall
in the past two decades, 18 states have restored voting rights to segments of the population. 120
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. 121 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. 122 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. 123
116
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E. Voting by Mail (Title I, Subtitle I)
S. 1 would create a baseline standard for access to mail voting in federal elections. The
2020 election season, which took place during a global pandemic, made clear that Americans
need different options for how to vote to accommodate the needs of a diverse electorate. More
than 65 million Americans successfully and securely voted by mail, 124 contributing to the surge
in participation in the 2020 elections, which reached 66.7 percent of the voting-eligible
population (over 159 million people), the highest rate in over a century. 125 Even before the
pandemic, mail voting was popular with voters. Roughly one-quarter of American voters cast
mail ballots in the 2014, 2016, and 2018 presidential elections. 126 Additionally, mail voting
lightens the administrative burden on our in-person voting systems. 127 Election officials and
experts also agree that mail voting is highly secure. All mail ballots are marked by hand, which
means there is a paper trail to enable effective post-election audits. 128
This surge in mail voting was enabled by significant expansions of access to mail voting
in many states. These reforms included broadening the scope of who could vote by mail;
automatically mailing ballot applications or ballots to eligible voters; implementing better
processes for voters to receive notice of and cure defective mail ballots; and extending ballot
return deadlines, among other critical reforms. 129
Unfortunately, although the 2020 election demonstrated the value of mail voting, it also
exposed the deficiencies and inequities of mail voting systems in many states. First, many of the
changes that increased access to mail voting were made through temporary legislation or
timebound executive orders that expired after the 2020 general election. Second, even in the face
of the pandemic, a number of states continued to place unreasonable restrictions on the ability to
vote by mail. For example, five states continued to require voters to provide an excuse for not
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voting in person. That was down from 17 states the previous election cycle, but only 1 of the
states that eliminated excuse requirements passed legislation to do so permanently. 130
In addition, eight states still required voters to obtain a witness signature or notary to cast
a mail ballot. And in 28 states, ballots could still be rejected for technical defects unrelated to
voter eligibility, without any notice or opportunity to correct the issue after Election Day. 131
Three closely contested states—Iowa, Ohio, and Texas—also limited the use of secure ballot
drop boxes for voters to submit their absentee ballots. Similarly, Pennsylvania tossed thousands
of votes from eligible voters who did not place their absentee ballots in a so-called “privacy
sleeve” (an extra envelope that encases a ballot within a mailing envelope). 132 Barriers to mail
voting had a disproportionately negative impact on voters of color. 133 And they would have
likely disenfranchised far more people had voter mobilization not been so high.
In the first few months of 2021 alone, at least 125 bills to limit mail voting have been
introduced in state legislatures across the country. 134 Fourteen bills in nine states would make the
“excuse” requirement for mail voting more stringent for absentee voting or eliminate “no
excuse” mail voting. 135 Bills have been introduced across the country that would make it harder
to obtain ballots, create barriers to completing mail ballots, and place limits on ballot counting,
such as stricter ballot receipt deadlines. 136 As with other recently-introduced voting restrictions,
at least some of these new mail voting restrictions would have a racially disparate impact. For
instance, the Georgia Senate recently voted to end no-excuse absentee voting for people under
65. While a majority of Georgia voters over the age of 65 who cast mail ballots in 2020 were
white, less than half of those younger than 65 who voted by mail that same year were white. 137
In the face of ongoing efforts to unreasonably limit mail voting options, S. 1 would
guarantee all voters reasonable, secure access to this method for casting a ballot. To start, the Act
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requires states to give every voter the option to vote by mail and specifies that state or local
election officials must transmit mail-in ballot applications to all registered voters at least 60 days
before Election Day. It also removes key barriers to accessing mail voting by prohibiting notary,
witness, and documentary ID requirements and requiring prepaid postage for all election
materials, including registration forms and ballot applications. In addition to making it easier to
request a mail ballot, the Act simplifies the process of returning ballots by requiring states to
provide drop boxes for federal races, as well as by clarifying that all voted mail ballots should be
carried free of postage. 138 It does not, it is worth noting, mail a ballot to any voter unless it has
been requested.
S. 1 would also require states to provide voters with a way to track their mail ballot and
confirm its receipt. The ability to track a ballot is important for election security, as election
officials can locate lost ballots. Likewise, it empowers voters to confirm the arrival of their
ballot. 139 S. 1 lets states access funds allocated in the Help America Vote Act to develop such a
program.
Finally, S. 1 would require states to begin processing and scanning ballots cast by mail
and during early voting for tabulation at least 14 days prior to the date of the election, which
would help prevent delays in the certification of election results. 140
F. Preventing Unreasonable Wait Times at the Polls (Title I, Subtitle N, Part 1)
S. 1 will require states to make voting more accessible by cutting down on long wait
times at the polls.
Far too often, voters arrive at their precincts only to find out that they must wait in
unreasonably long lines in order to cast a ballot. In the 2020 primary elections, for example,
voters in metropolitan areas across the country—from Atlanta to Philadelphia to Milwaukee—
were forced to wait in hours-long lines at the polls. 141 A Brennan Center study of the 2018
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midterm elections estimated that 3 million voters waited longer than half an hour to vote (and
many waited much longer). 142 The unconscionably (but all-too-familiar) long lines in the 2012
election prompted President Obama to institute a bipartisan commission to develop
recommendations to reduce wait times. 143 Long lines are inconvenient for all voters, but they are
an especially heavy burden for voters with disabilities, those who may be missing work to vote,
and those with caregiving responsibilities. For too many, a long line can mean a lost vote.
Long lines do not affect all equally. A growing body of research shows that they
disproportionately plague Black and Latino voters. 144 A Brennan Center study of the 2018
midterm elections found that Black and Latino voters waited on average 45 and 46 percent
longer than white voters, respectively. 145 These racial disparities persisted in the 2020 primary
elections, in which the longest wait times were seen in jurisdictions with the largest
concentrations of nonwhite voters. 146
Excessive wait times are an avoidable problem. S. 1 sets a legal standard that no
individual shall be required to wait longer than 30 minutes to cast a ballot. (This was the standard
recommended by the bipartisan Presidential Commission on Election Administration in 2013.)
Additionally, it directs states to equitably allocate voting systems, poll workers, and other
election resources to ensure fair and equitable wait times for all voters. And it directs the
Election Assistance Commission and the comptroller general to study the places that have
struggled the most with long lines to ensure that the most effective practices can be put in place.
G. Prohibiting Deceptive Practices (Title I, Subtitle D)
S. 1 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
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deception and intimidation. 147 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 an 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. 148 In 2016, these false statements were extremely prevalent, and not just on the part of
domestic actors. Russian operatives also engaged in a concerted disinformation and propaganda
campaign over the internet that aimed, in part, to suppress voter turnout, especially among Black
voters. 149 These efforts by the Russian government continued, and in many ways became more
brazen, in the 2020 election cycle. 150 Congress should increase protections against such efforts.
While federal law already prohibits voter intimidation, fraud, and intentional efforts to
deprive others of their right to vote, 151 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.
S. 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
147

See e.g. Ian Vandewalker, Digital Disinformation and Vote Suppression, Brennan Center for Justice, 2020,
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/digital-disinformation-and-vote-suppression; Kristen
Clarke, “Voter Intimidation Is Surging in 2020. The Fight for the Right That Begets All Other Rights,” USA Today,
October 28, 2020, https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2020/10/27/voter-intimidation-surging-2020-protectminority-voters-column/6043955002/; Danny Hakim et al., “Trump Renews Fears of Voter Intimidation as G.O.P.
Poll Watchers Mobilize,” New York Times, September 30, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/30/us/trumpelection-poll-watchers.html; Ayala, “Voting Problems 2018”; Sean Morales-Doyle and Sidni Frederick,
“Intentionally Deceiving Voters Should Be a Crime,” The Hill, August 8, 2018, https://thehill.com/opinion/civilrights/400941-intentionally-deceiving-voters-should-be-a-crime; Wendy Weiser and Adam Gitlin, Dangers of
“Ballot Security” Operations: Preventing Intimidation, Discrimination, and Disruption, Brennan Center for Justice,
2016, https://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/dangers-ballot-security-operations-preventing-intimidationdiscrimination-and-disruption; and Wendy Weiser and Vishal Agraharkar, Ballot Security and Voter Suppression:
What It Is And What the Law Says, Brennan Center for Justice, 2012,
https://www.brennancenter.org/publication/ballot-security-and-voter-suppression.
148
Young Mie Kim, “Voter Suppression Has Gone Digital,” Brennan Center for Justice, last modified November 20,
2018, https://www.brennancenter.org/blog/voter-suppression-has-gone-digital.
149
New Knowledge, SSCI Research Summary: An Assessment of the Internet Research Agency’s U.S.-Directed
Activities in 2015–2017 Based on Platform-Provided Data, 2018, 5, 106,
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/4326998/SSCI%20Presentation%20final.pdf; and Vandewalker, Digital
Disinformation and Voter Suppression.
150
Young Mie Kim, “New Evidence Shows How Russia’s Election Interference Has Gotten More Brazen,” Brennan
Center for Justice, 2020, https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/new-evidence-shows-howrussias-election-interference-has-gotten-more.
151
Weiser and Gitlin, Dangers of “Ballot Security” Operations; and Michael German, Elizabeth Goitein, Sean
Morales-Doyle, Daniel Weiner, and Wendy Weiser, Voters Should Not Be Intimidated, Brennan Center for Justice,
2020, brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/voters-should-not-be-intimidated.

27

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.
III. CAMPAIGN FINANCE
A. Small Donor Public Financing (Title V, Subtitles B and C)
S. 1 also significantly overhauls federal campaign finance law. The centerpieces of these
reforms are a voluntary small-donor matching program for Senate elections (the counterpart to
the program for congressional elections passed by the House) and an overhaul of the presidential
public financing system, which also includes expanded small donor matching. These changes
will give ordinary citizens a louder voice, even in the face of Super PACs and dark money. They
are the single best means to counteract the worst effects of the Supreme Court’s decision in
Citizens United and other misguided cases.
Of note, the reform in S. 1 does not impose minute detailed regulations on campaign
contributions or spending. It does not seek to end private money in campaigns. Rather, it would
boost the most encouraging trend in campaign fundraising, the rise of small donors.
Big Money Undermines American Democracy. Thanks to Citizens United and related
cases, a small class of wealthy donors has gained vast new clout in American politics, an
imbalance not seen since the Gilded Age 152 That distorts our democracy and undermines the will
of American voters. Super PACs, political committees that can raise and spend unlimited funds,
have raised more than $8 billion to spend on influencing elections. 153 As of 2018, roughly $1
billion had come from just 11 people. 154 Another $1.2 billion in campaign ads has come from
dark money groups that keep all their donors secret (these groups also give hundreds of millions
more to other groups to spend on electoral advocacy). 155 While dark money donors are hidden
152
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from public scrutiny, we know that these groups are often funded by many of the same donors
who back super PACs. 156 All of these groups are supposed to operate independently of
candidates and parties, but many actually have close ties to elected officials, to the point where
they basically function as a campaign arm. 157
Recent elections saw a surge in giving by small donors (donors who give $200 or less), 158
but these funds still account for well under a quarter of the total raised and spent on
campaigns. 159 Despite record small donor participation in 2018, the top 100 super PAC donors in
that cycle gave almost as much as all the millions of small donors combined, as also happened in
2014. 160 The roughly 3,500 donors who contributed at least $100,000 in 2018 easily outspent all
individual small donors, who numbered at least seven million. 161 Even in 2020, which featured
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truly unprecedented voter engagement, small donors accounted for barely 20 percent of total
donations. 162
The dominance of wealthy donors and special interests directly affects policy. Studies
have repeatedly shown that campaign donors wield outsized clout – far more than voters 163 –
which they often use to pursue objectives most Americans do not share. 164 One recent example
was the successful push in 2017 for a $1.5 trillion corporate tax overhaul, an avowedly donordriven initiative that was consistently unpopular with the general public. 165
The dominance of private big money also tilts the political terrain against broadly popular
legislation. For example, although almost 80 percent of Americans support raising the minimum
wage to make it a living wage, there is far less support for doing so among those who fund
campaigns. 166 Paid sick leave for workers is another overwhelmingly popular policy, with more
than 85 percent support according to one survey. 167 Political spending helps to explain why the
United States is virtually the only developed country not to guarantee this basic protection, with
powerful groups repeatedly killing proposals that have come before Congress. 168
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The disconnect between elite priorities and those of everyday Americans has profoundly
undermined faith in our democracy. Overwhelming majorities across the political spectrum feel
that corruption is widespread in the federal government, that people who give large amounts of
money to elected officials have more influence than others, that money has too much influence in
political campaigns, and that money in politics and wealthy donors are responsible dysfunction is
the U.S. political system. 169
The central focus on large campaign donors also forces candidates to spend an inordinate
amount of time fundraising. One party fundraising presentation suggested that new
representatives spend four hours a day soliciting large contributions. 170 In 2014—when elections
were much cheaper than they are now—Republican leadership told sitting House members they
needed to raise as much as $18,000 per day. 171
The outsized role of private wealth in our campaigns especially harms communities of
color, helping to perpetuate longstanding racial wealth disparities and allowing those who have
benefited the most from systemic inequality to translate their affluence into political power.
Large donors are overwhelmingly white — white Americans gave 90 percent of reported federal
campaign contributions between 1980 and 2012. 172 Major corporate and individual donors have
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helped to drive policies that disproportionately hurt communities of color, from opposing paid
sick leave and limiting affordable housing to shaping lenient financial regulations for predatory
mortgage and student loan lenders. 173 Barriers related to fundraising also disproportionately keep
prospective candidates of color from running, especially women of color, who still face
persistent discrimination and are less likely to have wealthy networks they can tap for support. 174
In 2018, Black women running for Congress raised only a third of what other female candidates
received from large donors. 175
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1. Small-Donor Matching for Senate Races (Title V, Subtitle B, Part 2)
Title V, Subtitle B, Part 2 of S. 1 establishes a small donor matching system for Senate
races. Small donor matching is a transformative solution to the challenge posed by big money
politics. 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. 176 The Act matches donations of $1-$200 to participating Senate
candidates at a six-to-one ratio.
Small Donor Matching Works. Public financing has a long and successful history in
American elections. It was first proposed more than a century ago by President Theodore
Roosevelt. 177 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. 178
This was coupled with a grant that paid for the general election campaign of major party
candidates.
After Watergate, the public financing system produced presidential campaigns that were
far less corrupt and more competitive than before. (In the first five publicly financed presidential
elections, challengers defeated incumbents three times.) Thanks to the presidential public
financing system, Ronald Reagan was reelected by a landslide in 1984 without holding a single
fundraiser. 179 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.” 180
Small donor matching has also found success at the state level, where it has been adopted
in a wide variety of jurisdictions—including most recently in New York State. 181 The system
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that has been studied the most is New York City’s, which has existed since the 1980s and
currently matches donations of up to $175. 182 The vast majority of city candidates participate. 183
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. 184
New York City’s system has improved its politics. Most notably, it has increased the
diversity of viewpoints influencing officeholders. Small donors far better reflect city residents
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. 185
The comparison to state races, which do not have small donor matching, is remarkable. A
Brennan Center study 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 running
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in the same areas. 186 A similar analysis of the 2017 city elections found that participating
candidates raised a nine times greater share of their money from small donors than did nonparticipating candidates, and a 12 times greater share from small donor constituents. 187 The
city’s system has also helped a more diverse array of candidates run, including the city’s first
Black mayor and New York State’s first female and first Black elected attorney general, who
began her career on the city council. 188 Candidates in other jurisdictions with small donor public
financing systems report similar benefits. 189
S. 1’s small donor matching provisions would allow all candidates to power their
campaign with small donations from ordinary Americans. Recent Brennan Center studies of
congressional fundraising found that almost all congressional candidates would be able to raise
as much or more as they do under the current system, and that the greatest benefits would go to
female candidates of color. 190 Based on our experience and past research, we would anticipate a
similar result for Senate candidates.
Campaign funds from citizens are a vital counterweight to the often polarizing influence
of big money and secretive donors. 191 Incumbents know well that today it is often the biggest
donors, who can threaten a sudden spending spree in a primary, who exercise the most
significant pull to the extremes. Indeed, research shows that states with higher individual
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contribution limits have more ideologically extreme legislators. 192 By contrast, many federal
lawmakers who raise the most funds from small dollar contributions tend to be moderates, and
success at raising campaign funds from small donors is due to factors such as prominence in the
news cycle and the competitiveness of a race. 193
Conserving Taxpayer Funds. It is important to note that all of these changes will be
accomplished at no cost to taxpayers. The public match will instead be funded by a small
surcharge on criminal and civil penalties against corporate wrongdoers, with an explicit bar on
the use of taxpayer funds. 194
Ultimately, political campaigns cost money, which must come from somewhere. Whether
the source is a handful of wealthy special-interest donors or millions of everyday Americans is
up to Congress. 195 Small donor matching stands on firm constitutional ground. 196 No reform has
the potential to be more transformative. The time to pass this system is now.
2. Presidential Public Financing (Title V, Subtitle C)
S. 1 also revamps the presidential public financing system, which currently 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. 197 The Act addresses this problem by
increasing the primary match to a six-to-one ratio, providing matching funds to party nominees
in the general election, and repealing burdensome limits on how much participating candidates
can spend. The Brennan Center supports all of these changes.
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B. Improving Federal Disclosure Law (Title IV, Subtitles B and C)
S. 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, secret money has become one of the
biggest challenges for the 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. 198 These dark money
groups have spent about $1.2 billion on federal elections since 2010. 199 They have given millions
more to super PACs, in a manner that allows those entities (which in theory must disclose their
donors) to keep major underlying funders anonymous. 200 In total, only about 26 percent of
outside spending in the 2020 election was fully disclosed. 201 Secret spending tends to be
concentrated in the closest races. One Brennan Center study of 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. 202
Dark money deprives voters of critical information needed to make informed
decisions. 203 Citizens are entitled to know who is trying influence their votes 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 socalled ‘moneyed interests.’” 204 Dark money also harms shareholders in many publicly-traded
companies, which frequently use dark money groups as conduits for political spending. 205
Research shows that the corporate managers who drive this giving sometimes do so for their own
198

Weiner, Citizens United Five Years Later, 7.
Center for Responsive Politics, “Political Nonprofits”; and Ciara Torres-Spelliscy, “Dark Money in the 2020
Election,” Brennan Center for Justice, November 20, 2020, https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysisopinion/dark-money-2020-election. According to Open Secrets and the Wesleyan Media Project, dark money groups
spent more than $750 million in 2020 elections through ad spending and record-breaking contributions to political
committees such as super PACs. Massoglia, “‘Dark Money’ Groups.”
200
As discussed previously, dark money groups contributed an estimated $430 million to political committees in the
2020 election alone. Massoglia, “‘Dark Money’ Groups.”
Chisun Lee and Douglas Keith, “How Semi-Secret Spending Took Over Politics,” The Atlantic, June 28, 2016,
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/06/the-rise-of-gray-money-in-politics/489002/.
201
Center for Responsive Politics, “Outside Spending by Disclosure, Excluding Party Committees,” accessed March
16, 2021, https://www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/disclosure.php.
202
Ian Vandewalker, Election Spending 2014: Outside Spending in Senate Races Since Citizens United, Brennan
Center for Justice, 2015, 4,
https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/analysis/Outside%20Spending%20Since%20Citizens%20United.pd
f.
203
Buckley, 424 U.S. at 66–67 (explaining voters’ interest in knowing the sources of political money “to place each
candidate in the political spectrum more precisely than is often possible solely on the basis of party labels and
campaign speeches.”).
204
Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 558 U.S. 310, 370 (2010).
205
Weiner, Citizens United Five Years Later, 10.
199

37

reasons, and not to maximize shareholder value. 206 Shareholders need transparency so they can
monitor how their money is being spent. 207
The Threat of Foreign Interference. More recently, it has come to light that gaps in
disclosure rules provide multiple avenues for foreign governments and other entities to
manipulate the U.S. electorate. As President Biden wrote in 2018, “The lack of transparency in
our campaign finance system combined with extensive foreign money laundering creates a
significant vulnerability for our democracy.” 208
Foreign-backed disinformation and election interference campaigns have been a feature
of the last three election cycles. 209 The problem goes well beyond traditional dark money
spending. During the 2020 Democratic primary, Russian state media and government-backed
social media trolls impersonated candidates, promoted division, and spread false allegations of
voter fraud and election rigging. 210 In 2016, Kremlin operatives also took advantage of weak
disclosure rules for paid Internet ads, whose prevalence in U.S. political campaigns increased
almost eight-fold between 2012 and 2016. 211
Online ads are cheap to produce and disseminate instantly to vast potential audiences
across great distances without regard for political boundaries. 212 Moreover, sophisticated microtargeting tools have given rise to the “dark ad,” which is seen only by a narrow audience,
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threatening to remove much of the political debate around elections from public view. 213 Russian
operatives exploited these capabilities to purchase millions of targeted ads in an attempt to
influence and foment discord around the 2016 election. 214 Moscow’s efforts in 2016 served as a
blueprint for its own future campaigns and those of other hostile actors. 215
Common Sense Reforms. S. 1 takes several key steps to deal with these problems. It
closes legal loopholes that have allowed dark money groups to refrain from disclosing their
donors. 216 It also expands disclosure and disclaimer requirements for “electioneering
communications” 217—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. 218 These
changes will make U.S. campaigns significantly more transparent. 219
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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
prevent “abuse of the campaign finance system.” 220 And transparency remains overwhelmingly
popular with the general public. 221 These are valuable reforms that, like small donor public
financing, will help blunt the worst effects of Citizens United. Congress should pass them
without delay.
C. FEC Overhaul (Title VI, Subtitle A)
S. 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
ambitious campaign finance reforms in the Act.
A Deadlocked and Dysfunctional Commission. The FEC’s mission is to interpret and
enforce federal campaign finance laws. 222 Its structure, which dates back to the 1970s, was
designed to prevent the agency from taking any decisive action without bipartisan agreement
among its commissioners. No more than three of its six members can be affiliated with any one
party at the time they are nominated, and at least four votes are required to enact regulations,
issue guidance, or even investigate alleged violations of the law. 223 By longstanding tradition
(though not pursuant to any legal requirement), each of the two major parties takes half the
FEC’s seats. 224 For much of 2019 and 2020, the Commission did not even have a quorum of
commissioners, because only 3 of its 6 seats were occupied. 225
The FEC’s design dates back to a time when disagreements over the government’s role in
regulating money in politics did not necessarily overlap with party affiliation. Today, while
ordinary Americans of all political stripes still overwhelmingly support strong campaign finance
laws, party elites are sharply divided, which has left the Commission gridlocked. 226 Even when it
has a quorum, the Commission routinely deadlocks on whether to pursue significant campaign
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finance violations—often after sitting on allegations for years without even investigating
them. 227 Its process for issuing new regulations has virtually ground to a halt. 228 Increasingly,
commissioners cannot even agree on how to answer requests for interim guidance they receive
through the Commission’s advisory opinion process, leaving candidates, parties, and others to
decipher the law for themselves. 229
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) since
2013. 230 Morale among its rank-and-file staff consistently ranks nears the bottom of the federal
government. 231
FEC dysfunction has exacerbated many problems with our campaign finance system,
including dark money, 232 rampant coordination between candidates and supposedly independent
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outside groups, 233 and vulnerability to foreign interference in our campaigns. 234 As a bipartisan
group of lawmakers wrote in 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.” 235 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. 236
A Necessary Overhaul. S. 1 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 to serve as the FEC’s chief administrative officer, with
responsibility for the agency’s day-to-day management. 237 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 have fresh leadership by ending the practice of allowing commissioners to hold over
in office indefinitely past the expiration of their terms (which has likely contributed to the
agency’s loss of quorum in recent years). 238 And it helps streamline the enforcement process by
giving the Commission’s nonpartisan staff authority to investigate alleged campaign finance
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violations and dismiss frivolous complaints—subject to overrule by a majority vote of
commissioners. 239
These changes are similar to those in a bipartisan bill that has been introduced in the last
three Congresses. 240 They 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. For instance, S. 1 seeks to ensure partisan balance on the new FEC
by providing that nominees to seats on the commission are considered affiliated with a party if
they have had any connection to the party—including as a registered voter, employee, consultant,
or attorney—within the previous five years. That will minimize the risk of the Senate confirming
someone who has disguised their true partisan leanings. 241 It also creates a new, bipartisan
vetting process for nominees. And it provides for more robust judicial oversight of the
enforcement process. Ending the ability of commissioners to remain 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. 242
These measures provide significantly more formal protection than exists under current
law. They are part of an overall package of sensible reforms that would help ensure that the
campaign finance laws we have on the books will be fairly and effectively enforced.
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D. Reforming Coordination Rules (Title V, Subtitle B)
S. 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.” 243 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. 244
Whether or not that was a correct assumption, 245 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. 246 The trend
continued in the 2020 election. 247 These entities are also becoming increasingly common in
Senate and House races, as well. 248 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, sharing vendors or staffers with campaigns, and coordinating
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advertisements or fundraising. 249 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. 250 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.
S. 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,
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.
These changes are plainly constitutional, and in line with regulatory trends in the
states. 251 They are necessary to restore the integrity of campaign contribution limits and we
strongly support their passage.
IV. REDISTRICTING REFORM
S. 1 packages together a powerful set of reforms that collectively would be the biggest
attack on gerrymandering in the country’s history.
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Key among S. 1’s reforms is a prohibition on extreme partisan gerrymandering in
congressional redistricting, which has reached levels unseen in the last 50 years. 252 Any map that
has the intent or effect of unduly favoring or disfavoring a political party on a statewide basis
would be required to be redrawn. To help courts measure effect, the Act sets out an easy-to-apply
two-part statistical test that will let courts quickly block maps that are skewed in favor of one
party or the other. S. 1 would also standardize rules for drawing congressional districts,
strengthen existing protections for communities of color, and require preserving, where possible,
towns, neighborhoods, and other communities of interest, where people have shared identities or
interests. 253 It also adds enhanced judicial remedies to ensure that discriminatory maps can
quickly be challenged in court and fixed and would open the process to public oversight and
participation. Finally, it would transfer congressional map drawing authority to independent
commissions, starting in 2021 if there is enough time.
The need for reform is urgent. As Brennan Center research has shown, this decade’s
skewed maps have consistently given one party (Republicans) 15-17 extra congressional seats
over the course of the whole decade. 254 Shifts in political winds have virtually no electoral
impact in the most heavily gerrymandered states. For example, in 2018—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 instead of partisan
legislatures. 255
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. 256 Redistricting abuse is a bipartisan problem—both parties will draw districts that
serve their partisan ends if given the opportunity.
Too often, communities of color bear the brunt of these efforts. When Republican-drawn
maps in Virginia, North Carolina, and Texas were successfully challenged on the grounds that
they discriminated against minority voters, Republicans defended the maps by arguing that
politics, rather than race, had been the driving force behind their maps. Likewise, Democrats in
Maryland rejected a congressional map that would have given Black voters additional electoral
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opportunities because that would have created an additional Republican seat. 257 Without a rule
that makes disadvantaging minority voters for partisan gain illegal, this type of discrimination
will persist and grow, particularly as the U.S. population continues to become more racially and
ethnically diverse.
Congressional action is necessary to stop partisan gerrymandering and discriminatory line
drawing. If not reined in, the problem will only get worse during future cycles. New map
drawing tools and ever more powerful data and analytics about voters enable modern line
drawers to lock in a durable partisan advantage with shocking accuracy.
The courts alone will not and cannot solve the problem. In 2019, the Supreme Court’s
opinion in Rucho v. Common Cause held that although partisan gerrymandering is harmful and
anti-democratic, it is a political issue that federal courts lack the authority to address. 258 When
considered alongside the 2013 elimination of Section 5 preclearance requirements for maps
drawn by states with a history of racial discrimination in Shelby County v. Holder, this means
that the legal landscape for challenging unfair maps will become more ominous starting with the
current redistricting cycle. 259 And even when voters have succeeded in court, they have had to
resort to expensive, time-consuming, and complicated litigation in order to obtain a remedy years
later. The burden that this places on communities that are the most affected by gerrymandering is
unacceptable.
Congress has the authority to fix congressional redistricting. 260 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.” 261 Over the years, Congress has repeatedly exercised its power under
article I, section 4 to do just that. 262
These reforms are also popular among voters. In 2018, a record-high number of states
passed redistricting reform for congressional and/or legislative districts. In Ohio, one proposal
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carried every single congressional district in the state by a supermajority. 263 Reforms in Colorado
and Michigan also passed overwhelmingly, with more than 60 percent of the vote statewide. 264
S. 1 builds on what has been proven to work. Commissions would contain equal numbers
of Republican, Democratic, and unaffiliated and third-party commissioners, with voting rules
that ensure that no one group would be able to dominate or hijack the redistricting process.
Additionally, all potential commissioners would be subject to a thorough vetting process to
ensure that they have the requisite qualifications and community knowledge and are free from
conflicts of interest. The experience of states like California and Arizona shows that reforms
work. California went from having a congressional map that was one of the least responsive to
shifts in voter opinion to one of the most. 265 And California’s maps did not just improve political
fairness—they also kept communities of interest together, increased representation for
communities of color, and expanded opportunities for competition. 266 Indeed, nearly a quarter of
the congressional seats picked up by Republicans in the 2020 election were commission-drawn
seats in California. In short, fair maps aren’t just good for Democrats, they are good for
Republicans—and good for democracy.
S. 1’s establishment of a clear set of map drawing rules, listed in the order in which they
are to be applied, is another important and ground-breaking change. 267 Federal law currently has
next to no rules governing how districts are to be drawn. 268 Likewise, most states (with a handful
of exceptions) have few laws 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 directly address the most egregious abuses of the past decade, like the
intentional dilution of political power of communities of color mentioned earlier.
Finally, S. 1 transforms what has historically been an opaque process into one that is
transparent and participatory. The business of map drawing would be conducted in open public
meetings and subject to oversight. Data would be made available, and all official
communications would be subject to disclosure. Community groups and everyday citizens would
get a chance to review and comment on proposed maps and submit their own alternatives. States
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would be required to show their work and issue a detailed report before taking a final vote on a
plan. In short, redistricting would no longer be done through backroom deals.
These changes would transform congressional representation for all Americans,
combining best practices for assuring fair, effective, and accountable representation. Congress
plainly has the power to enact these changes and should do so without delay.
Depending on when S. 1 is enacted into law, there may or may not be sufficient time to
implement independent commissions for the 2021-22 cycle of redistricting. But there is no
reason that S. 1’s uniform map drawing rules, ban on partisan gerrymandering, strengthened
protections for communities of color, and enhanced judicial remedies could not be made
immediately applicable to states regardless of what entity draws this cycle’s maps.
V. ELECTION SECURITY
S. 1 would take critical steps to dramatically improve security and reliability of our
election infrastructure.
The 2016 election put a spotlight on election infrastructure security, after foreign
adversaries and cyber criminals successfully breached state voter registration systems 269 and
election night results reporting websites. 270 Foreign adversaries continue to demonstrate an
interest in election interference 271—including the recent revelation that the Russian government
sought to undermine confidence in the electoral process and influence the outcome of the
election 272—and recent hacks into software used throughout the federal government show that
such attacks have grown increasingly sophisticated. 273
Despite these clear threats, seven states continue to use voting machines that have no
paper backup (which security experts have consistently argued is a minimum defense necessary
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to detect and recover from cyberattacks). 274 Of the states that do use paper ballots, too few
conduct sufficient reviews of their paper backups to audit their election results; private voting
system vendors are not required to report security breaches which often leaves our election
administrators and the public in the dark; and election officials across the country say they lack
the resources to implement critical election security measures. 275 Unfortunately, our election
security is only as strong as our weakest link.
S. 1 would significantly bolster the security and resilience of our nation’s election
administration infrastructure. Among the most critical reforms, it requires states to replace
unsecure paperless voting systems, promotes robust audits of machine-tabulated election results,
and ensures that federal funds may only be used to purchase systems or services from private
election system vendors who meet minimum security standards.
A. Replacing Paperless Voting Systems (Title I, Subtitle F)
First and foremost, S. 1 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. This step is critical to improving election security because, as the National
Academies put it, paper ballots form “a body of evidence that is not subject to manipulation by
faulty hardware or software” and can be used to audit and verify the results of an
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election. 276 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. 277 S. 1 provides funding to help facilitate the transition for the
remaining states.
B. Promoting Robust Audits of Election Results (Title III, Subtitle A, Part 2)
S. 1 provides funds for states to implement robust audits of election results using
statistical models to ensure that a sufficient number of paper ballots are checked to corroborate
the tallied outcomes (known as “risk-limiting audits”). 278 While paper records alone 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 designed to detect and correct any
election outcomes impacted by such abnormalities. These audits are quickly growing in
popularity. Twelve states now require risk-limiting audits, use risk-limiting audits optionally, or
piloted the use of these audits in the 2020 election. 279
C. Expanding Definition of Voting Systems to Include Electronic Poll Books (Title III,
Subtitle A, Part 3)
Also important, S. 1 would expand the existing voting equipment testing and certification
process to include electronic poll books, which are growing in popularity because they are useful
for the provision of expanded early voting, vote centers, and pre-Election Day absentee ballot
processing. 280 Although poll books handle some of our most sensitive information, they have not
been subject to even voluntary federal certification standards, and technical failures have been a
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cause of significant lines and delays in elections over the past few years. 281 While some states
have tried setting up their own electronic pollbook standards, others may lack the resources and
expertise to do so. 282 Moreover, a patchwork of state standards cannot effectively guarantee that
these systems meet security best practices. The federal government is far better positioned to
oversee this increasingly important technology.
D. Increasing Security at Election System Vendors (Title III, Subtitle A, Part 8)
S. 1 provides for greater federal oversight of the private vendors who 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. 283 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; (3)
ensure that they have personnel policies and practices in place that are consistent with personnel
best practices, including cybersecurity training and background checks; and (4) 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 (Title III, Subtitle A)
S. 1 provides funds for critical security measures and 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 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 S. 1 would not only make our election infrastructure
more secure but also help reduce the unconscionably long lines that so many voters experience
281
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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.
VI. STRENGTHENING GOVERNMENT ETHICS
S. 1 would establish stronger ethics rules for all three branches of government. It is a
strong first step toward strengthening ethics and accountability. The Brennan Center strongly
supports all of S. 1’s ethics reforms.
The last four years witnessed an increasingly rapid erosion of the ethical guardrails that
have in the past prevented self-dealing by public officials. 284 Recent transgressions range from
senior officials utilizing their official positions for their own personal financial benefit 285 to
selective or lax enforcement of ethics rules when senior or well-connected officials run afoul of
them. 286 There have also been many examples of political appointees working on regulatory
matters on which they previously lobbied the government for industry. 287 Among the most
troubling examples, conflicts of interest and other ethics lapses marred the federal government’s
initial response to the Covid-19 pandemic, hampering its ability to address the crisis
effectively. 288
A poll published in the fall of 2020 showed only 20 percent of Americans trust their
government to “do the right thing” just about always or most of the time. 289 In the lead-up to the
284
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2020 election, political corruption ranked second on the list of voters’ top concerns, above the
Covid-19 pandemic. 290 These statistics show that we are facing a crisis of confidence in
American democracy. That is why Congress must help ensure that officials act for the public
good rather than private gain.
There is longstanding bipartisan support for ethics reforms. Prohibitions on conflicts of
interest by government employees have been in place for more than a century. 291 In the wake of
Watergate, Congress strengthened existing conflict of interest laws by passing the Ethics in
Government Act of 1978 (EGA), which mandated a public financial disclosure requirement, the
establishment of the Office of Government Ethics to promote and lead the administration of an
ethics program in the executive branch, and prohibitions to slow the “revolving door” between
public service and private business. 292 In 1989, President George H. W. Bush signed into law
amendments to strengthen key provisions of the EGA. 293 In 1995, Congress passed the Lobbying
Disclosure Act to prevent undue private sector influence over governmental activities,
strengthening disclosure requirements and transparency for lobbyists and lobbying firms. 294 S. 1
contains the next wave of much-needed ethical reforms, including the following:
A. Supreme Court Ethics (Title VII, Subtitle A)
S. 1 would require a code of ethics for the United States Supreme Court. The Court’s
nine justices are the only U.S. judges—state or federal—not bound by a written code of ethical
conduct. 295 All other federal judges are subject to the official Code of Conduct for United States
Judges, which requires them to uphold the integrity and independence of the judiciary and
governs matters like recusal, financial disclosure, outside employment, partisan political
engagement, and gifts. S. 1 would require the Judicial Conference of the United States to issue a
code of ethics for the entire federal judiciary, including the justices of the Supreme Court, within
one year of enactment.
B. Presidential and Vice Presidential Tax Transparency (Title X)
S. 1 would require sitting presidents, vice presidents, and major-party candidates for
those offices to disclose their tax returns. While tax returns do not reveal everything about a
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candidate or officeholder’s personal finances, they can shed light on potential conflicts of interest
and confirm that the individual is paying their fair share. 296
After President Richard Nixon released his personal tax returns in 1973, 297 all major
party presidential nominees voluntarily disclosed their returns to the public until 2016, 298 when
President Trump refused to disclose personal tax information, a practice he continued once
elected. 299 This raised doubts about his financial ties and whether he was paying his fair share. 300
The Act would restore the longstanding norm of tax return disclosure by, among other things,
requiring disclosure of personal income tax returns and the returns of any businesses of which
the filer is the sole or principal owner, going back ten years.
C. Executive Branch Conflicts of Interest (Title VIII, Subtitle A)
S. 1 would take important steps to address conflicts of interest in the executive branch. It
is common for high-level officials to move back and forth between government and the private
sector. Ethics rules do not prevent senior government officials from overseeing matters likely to
be of interest to past or future employers, leaving government to lobby their former colleagues
(following a brief one-year cooling-off period), or even selling goods and services to the
government. S. 1 tightens ethics standards by requiring officials to recuse from matters in which
they know or should have known that a former employer or client had a financial interest, 301
imposing restrictions to slow the revolving door, and restricting federal funds from being spent at
businesses owned or controlled by the president, vice president, cabinet members, or any of their
families.
D. Presidential Conflicts of Interest (Title VIII, Subtitle B)
S. 1 would codify the practice of presidents and vice presidents of complying with
conflict of interest law, from which they are exempt. Going back to the 1960s, presidents limited
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their personal holdings to assets like cash and treasury bonds, or used a blind trust, 302 reinforcing
the view that our most senior leaders should only take official action in the public’s best interest,
without consideration of their own personal financial interest.
President Trump broke with this tradition, maintaining effective ownership and control of
his many businesses. 303 According to ethics experts, this created at least an appearance of
numerous conflicts of interest, making it hard to discern where the public’s interests end and the
former president’s self-interest began. 304 This underscores why Congress must require the
president and vice president to divest from any personal financial holdings that could pose a
conflict of interest with their official duties.
E. Executive Branch Ethics Enforcement (Title VIII, Subtitle D)
S. 1 would increase the independence and authority of the Office of Government Ethics
(OGE), which is responsible for administering executive branch ethics rules, so it is better
positioned to prevent ethics violations, investigate allegations, and hold violators accountable. 305
Currently, OGE can promulgate regulations, but it has limited investigative and
enforcement power, and Trump administration officials questioned whether the agency’s rules
applied to White House staff. 306 OGE also exercises little direct control over agency ethics
officials, who typically report to political appointees. And the agency lacks many of the
hallmarks of a truly independent watchdog. 307 This subtitle would bring OGE more in line with
other independent watchdog agencies by: limiting the president’s authority to remove OGE’s
director; 308 empowering the director to submit their own budget proposals to Congress;
302
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clarifying that OGE ethics regulations and other guidance are binding on all federal employees,
including White House staff; and vesting OGE with new authority to, among other things,
conduct formal investigations of suspected ethics violations—including through the issuance of
subpoenas—and to review and approve conflict of interest and similar determinations by agency
ethics officials, as well as waivers of conflict of interest rules.
These are only a few of the critical ethics reforms in S. 1. Collectively, they would help
restore the ideal of public service as a public trust and ensure that leaders put the interests of the
interests of the American people first. We urge Congress to pass these critical reforms.
VII.

CONGRESS’S AUTHORITY TO ACT

Finally, Congress unequivocally has the authority to enact all the democracy reforms set
forth in S. 1, especially under Article I, Section 4 of Constitution—known as the Elections
Clause. The Elections Clause empowers Congress, “at any time,” to “make or alter” any
regulations for federal elections. 309 It is one of the most explicit grants of power to override the
states anywhere in the Constitution.310
The Supreme Court has consistently interpreted the Elections Clause to endow Congress
with sweeping power to regulate the time, place, and manner of elections. 311 (The only exception
Court decision struck down the single-director model for the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, while
recognizing the constitutionality of other for-cause removal protections. Seila Law LLC v. Consumer Financial
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is a 1921 case that has since been overturned.) 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[.]’” 312 Accordingly, the
Supreme Court has found that the Elections Clause authorizes legislation related to voter
registration, 313 redistricting, 314 campaign finance, 315 and corruption in presidential elections. 316
In the last two years, several members of the Court have gone out of their way to reaffirm
Congress’s broad authority under the Elections Clause. In 2019, for instance, Chief Justice
Roberts, writing for the Court, recognized that “the Framers gave Congress the power to do
something about partisan gerrymandering in the Elections Clause[,]” and pointed to the 116th
Congress’s version of the For the People Act, H.R. 1, as example of the exercise of that
power. 317 The Chief Justice likewise acknowledged Congress’s wide-ranging and longstanding
power under the Elections Clause, noting that Congress had used that power to enact, among
other things, a “comprehensive federal statute dealing with elections as a way enforce the
Fifteenth Amendment” in 1870 and “a series of laws to protect the right to vote” beginning in the
1950s. 318 Similarly, Justices Gorsuch and Kavanaugh noted last year that under the Elections
Clause, “[i]f state rules need revision, Congress is free to alter them.” 319
There is thus no question that 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. 320
the meaning of the constitutional provision and is subject to congressional regulation as to the manner of holding
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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. 321
As they drafted the Constitution, the Framers were concerned that states, left to their own
devices, would suppress or skew the vote. Delegates from South Carolina, which was notoriously
malapportioned, sought to strike the Clause. Madison insisted that it remain. Without it, he said,
“[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.” 322 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.” 323 As was well understood and reflected at the
founding, during state ratification of the Constitution, and throughout decades of congressional
debate, Congress’s power to regulate federal elections is comprehensive. 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. 324
Thus, as Justice Scalia recognized, the states’ power to regulate federal elections has always been
subject to federal law. 325
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of congressional elections only “when any State shall refuse or neglect, or be unable, by invasion or rebellion, to
make such election.” Annals of Congress, vol. 1, 767–74 (1789).
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At the Constitutional Convention, James Madison explained that the Elections Clause uses “words of great
latitude” because “it was impossible to foresee all the abuses that might be made of the [states’] discretionary
power.” Farrand, Records of the Federal Convention, vol. 2, 240.
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Inter Tribal Council, 570 U.S. at 14–15 (quoting Buckman Co. v. Plaintiffs’ Legal Committee, 531 U.S. 341, 347
(2001)).
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Since the initial passage of the For the People Act by the House in 2019, the need for this
legislation has only become more apparent, as underscored by the pandemic, the Big Lie that
fueled the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol, and the spate of bills to restrict voting rights at
the state level. Now it is up to elected leaders to deliver. S. 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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Congress Could
Change Everything
Forty-three states are trying to enact legislation
that could make it harder to vote. The Senate
can stop voter suppression by passing the For
the People Act, which recently passed the House.
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PUBLISHED MARCH 16, 2021

America is facing an overwhelming legislative assault
on voting rights.
As of February 19, more than 253 bills restricting voting
access had been carried over, prefiled, or introduced in 43
states, and the number is rising. Already, two of these bills
have passed, and many are moving aggressively through
state legislatures. Fueled by the Big Lie of widespread
voter fraud and often discriminatory in design, these bills
have the potential to dramatically reduce voting access,
especially for Black and brown voters.
This legislative campaign to suppress the vote can — and
must — be stopped by Congress. The Brennan Center has
analyzed each of the restrictive voting bills pending in the
states and concludes that The For the People Act (H.R.
1/S. 1) would thwart virtually every single one. The For the
People Act, which passed the United States House of
Representatives in early March, is a transformative bill
that would expand voting rights and strengthen our
democracy.
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The landmark legislation would create a national baseline
for voting access that every American can rely on, and it
would foil state efforts to manipulate voting rules to
exclude eligible voters or create discriminatory outcomes.
As President Biden said on the anniversary of Bloody
Sunday, the For the People Act is “urgently needed to
protect the right to vote, the integrity of our elections, and
to repair and strengthen our democracy.” Along with the
John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act, it includes
all of the critical reforms needed to prevent voter suppression. Amidst a withering attack on voting rights in nearly
every state, the Senate must now get to work and pass
this bill into law.
The table below outlines each of the major themes of the
pending state voter suppression bills and explains how
the For the People Act would address them.
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How the For the People Act Would Thwart State Vote Suppression
Legislation

STATES

Limit who can vote by mail

AL, AZ, CO, GA,
MN, MO, MS, MT,
ND, OK, PA, SC, WA

Yes, it would require national no-excuse
voting by mail.

Eliminate or reduce permanent absentee
or early voting lists

AZ, FL, HI, NJ, NV,
PA

Yes, it would require that states, at the
option of a voter, treat a vote by mail
application as an application to vote by
mail in all future federal elections.

Eliminate or limit sending absentee
ballots to voters who do not specifically
request those ballots

AZ, CT, NJ, NY, OK,
PA, WA

No.

Eliminate or limit sending absentee ballot
applications to voters who do not
specifically request those applications

CT, GA, IA, IL, ND,
SD, TN, TX

Yes, it would require that states transmit
absentee ballot applications to all
registered voters.

Restrict who can assist in returning a
voter’s ballot

AK, AZ, CT, KS, KY,
MD, MN, NY, OK

Yes, it would prohibit states from placing
limits on how many absentee ballots a
person can return on behalf of others.

Tighten witness signature requirements
for mail ballots

AK, AZ, CA, MS,
SC, VA

Yes, it would prohibit witness signature
requirements for absentee ballots.

AZ, GA, MO, NH,
PA, VA

Yes, it would require that voters be
allowed to return absentee ballots by
mail, at a polling place, at a tribally
designated building, at a drop-box, or at a
state or local election office.

CT, PA, SC

Yes, it would require giving voters notice
and opportunity to cure signature
defects, and that all determinations of a
discrepancy be made by two trained
election officials.

Tighten or impose ballot receipt deadlines

AZ, IA, IL, KS, PA

Yes, it would require that states accept
eligible absentee ballots up to 10 days
after Election Day.

Eliminate or limit early voting

GA, MN, MO, MT,
ND, TN, WA

Yes, it would require a minimum of 14
consecutive days of early voting.

Tighten or impose voter ID requirements

 CT, FL,
AK, AR, AZ,
GA, ID, MA, ME,
MN, MO, MS, NE,
NH, NJ, NY, OK, PA,
TX, VA, WY

Yes, it would require states to accept a
sworn written statement in lieu of
documentary ID (except for certain firsttime voters).

Restrict where and how voters may return
absentee ballots

Tighten signature matching requirements
for ballots
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DOES THE FOR THE PEOPLE ACT
ADDRESS THIS FOR FEDERAL ELECTIONS?

RESTRICTIVE BILLS INTRODUCED
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Legislation
Tighten or impose ballot receipt deadlines
Eliminate or limit early voting

RESTRICTIVE BILLS INTRODUCED

Limit who can vote by mail
Tighten or impose voter ID requirements

Eliminate or reduce permanent absentee
or early voting lists

AZ, IA, IL, KS, PA

GA, MN, MO, MT,
ND, TN, WA
STATES
AK,
AR, CO,
AZ, GA,
CT, FL,
AL, AZ,
GA,
MA,
ME,
MN,ID,
MO,
MS,
MT,
MN,
MO,PA,
MS,SC,
NE,WA
ND, OK,
NH, NJ, NY, OK, PA,
TX, VA, WY
AZ, FL, HI, NJ, NV,
PA

Require documentary proof of citizenship
to
registeror
tolimit
votesending absentee
Eliminate

AZ, IN, MI, NY, TX

ballots to voters who do not specifically
request those ballots
Eliminate or prevent same-day voter
Eliminate or limit sending absentee ballot
registration
applications to voters who do not
Eliminate
orrequest
preventthose
automatic
voter
specifically
applications
registration

AZ, CT, HI, MT, NH,
VA
CT, GA, IA, IL, ND,

Restrict who can assist in returning a
voter’s ballot
Expand voter purges
Tighten witness signature requirements
for mail ballots

AZ, CT, NJ, NY, OK,
PA, WA

SD, TN, TX
AK, AZ, GA, NJ
AK, AZ, CT, KS, KY,
MD, MN, NY, OK
AL, AZ, CA, HI, MI,
MO, MS, NH, NJ,
AK, SC,
AZ, SD,
CA, TX,
MS,UT
PA,
SC, VA

eligible absentee ballots up to 10 days
after Election Day.
Yes, it would require a minimum of 14

DOES THE FOR THE PEOPLE ACT
consecutive
days
ofFEDERAL
early voting.
ADDRESS
THIS
FOR
ELECTIONS?

Yes, it would require states
tono-excuse
accept a
national
sworn
voting written
by mail.statement in lieu of
documentary ID (except for certain firsttime
Yes, itvoters).
would require that states, at the
option of a voter, treat a vote by mail
Yes,
it wouldas
require
that states
application
an application
to accept
vote by
voter
that meet
the current
mail inregistrations
all future federal
elections.
legal requirements (under the National
Voter Registration Act), which do not
No.
include
citizenship documents.
Yes, it would require same-day voter
Yes, it would require that states transmit
registration.
absentee ballot applications to all
Yes,
it would
require automatic voter
registered
voters.
registration.
Yes, it would prohibit states from placing
Yes,
it on
would:
purges based
limits
howprohibit
many absentee
ballotssolely
a
on
unreliable
evidence
like past
failure to
person
can return
on behalf
of others.
vote; prohibit voter caging; and limit
Yes, it would
prohibit
witness
signature
inaccurate
purges
based
on interstate
requirements for absentee ballots.
cross-checks.

Yes, it would require that voters be
allowed to return absentee ballots by
Restrict where and how voters may return
AZ, GA, MO, NH,
mail, at a polling place, at a tribally
absentee ballots
PA, VA
designated building, at a drop-box, or at a
state or local election office.
The John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act would
not discriminatory. It would also require all jurisdictions
also address many of these bills to the extent that they
are discriminatory. It would modernize the Voting Rights
Act
and restore
the requirement
that certain states and
Tighten
signature
matching requirements
CT,prior
PA, SC
localities with a history of voting discrimination get
for ballots
federal approval — or “preclearance” — of any changes to
their voting rules and practices to make sure that they are

in the country to submit for preclearance any “covered
Yes, it would
require
giving
voters
notice
practices,” meaning
those
practices,
such
as strict
voter
and
opportunity
to
cure
signature
ID laws and polling place closures in communities of
defects,
andbeen
that implemented
all determinations
of a
color, that have
typically
for a discriminatory purpose
or have had
discriminatory
effects.
discrepancy
be made
by two trained

election officials.

Tighten or impose ballot receipt deadlines

AZ, IA, IL, KS, PA

Yes, it would require that states accept
eligible absentee ballots up to 10 days
after Election Day.

Eliminate or limit early voting

GA, MN, MO, MT,
ND, TN, WA

Yes, it would require a minimum of 14
consecutive days of early voting.

Tighten or impose voter ID requirements

AK, AR, AZ, CT, FL,
GA, ID, MA, ME,
MN, MO, MS, NE,
NH, NJ, NY, OK, PA,
TX, VA, WY

Yes, it would require states to accept a
sworn written statement in lieu of
documentary ID (except for certain firsttime voters).

AZ, IN, MI, NY, TX

Yes, it would require that states accept
voter registrations that meet the current
legal requirements (under the National
Voter Registration Act), which do not
include citizenship documents.

Require documentary proof of citizenship
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