
 

The Case for Public Financing in Chicago 
 

 
We believe Chicagoans deserve a more 
powerful voice in Chicago's elections. 
Everyone in our community deserves to be 
heard in the decisions that affect their lives. But 
for far too long, Chicago’s elections have been 
dominated by the wealthy and well connected. 
And many big donors don’t even live in the city.  
 
We know our representatives want to focus on 
the constituents who need them the most. But 
right now they have to spend too much of their 
time talking to those who can give the most. We 
need to make the system work better for 
alderpeople and for all Chicagoans. 

 
 

 

You have the power to make a difference. We know you ran for office to prioritize the best policy 
choices for our neighborhoods and our city. By supporting a small-donor matching program, you 
have the opportunity to take a critical leadership role in creating an elections system that works for 
everyone.  
 
The public supports this powerful reform. In a 2015 advisory referendum, four out of five 
Chicagoans said they wanted a small-donor matching system, and more than twenty local 
organizations support the new proposal. 
 
Chicago is now the largest US city without a Fair Elections program. We’re not reinventing the 
wheel. This is a tried and true policy that has been benefiting our peer cities for decades. New York 
City has had a small-donor program since the 1980s, while Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington 
D.C., Denver, Seattle, Portland, and many others have used similar programs to empower 
candidates and elected officials to represent all their constituents. 

 
FAQs 
 
How would it work? 
A Chicagoan makes a small contribution to their preferred aldermanic candidate. If the candidate 
chooses to opt into the program, their donation is matched and becomes a big donation. 



 

Participating candidates who demonstrate viability also get a block grant to help launch their 
campaign.  
 
Some features of the proposal include: 
 

●​ The program is optional: no candidate has to participate if they don’t want to.  
●​ The smallest donations ($25 and under) are matched at the highest rate (12:1) to 

ensure everyone can have a meaningful impact. Amounts above that up to $150 are 
matched 9:1. 

●​ Participants can receive up to $150,000 in public funds.  
●​ Only Chicago residents’ donations are matched. 
●​ Candidates must show they’re serious by gathering at least $17,500 from at least 100 

donors. At least 60 of those donors must reside in the candidate’s ward. 
●​ Candidates first receive a one-time block grant of $50,000 to help get their campaign off 

the ground. 
●​ Participating candidates agree to different contribution limits: $500 from an individual, 

$12,000 from a PAC; $12,000 in in-kind democracy-building services from a membership 
organization; and $5,000 from a candidate’s personal funds. Participants agree not to accept 
corporate donations.  

●​ Participants agree to appear in two non-partisan debates. 
●​ There are new requirements to disclose the identities of big dark money donors. 

 
Who supports this? 
Nearly 80% of Chicagoans backed Fair Elections in a 2015 advisory referendum, and more than 
twenty local organizations support the proposal. Supporters include Workers Center for Racial 
Justice, Citizen Action, the League of Women Voters Chicago, Indivisible Chicago, Reform for Illinois, 
The People's Lobby, Asian American Midwest Progressives, Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and 
Refugee Rights, Chicago Votes, Illinois Environmental Council, and more. 
 

How much would it cost? 
Public funding of Chicago Aldermanic elections would cost approximately $9-10 million over four 
years. This is a tiny fraction of our annual city budget – just 0.0006% – and offers a substantial return 
on investment. A New York State commission found that these cost-effective programs could pay for 
themselves by eliminating “just one wasteful tax expenditure or one unnecessary spending 
program.” Given the tremendous benefits to our democracy, Fair Elections are a worthwhile 
investment.  
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