ABQ DEMOCRACY DOLLARS
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (FAQS)

What are “Democracy Dollars”?
Democracy Dollars are coupons worth $25 issued by the city to voters and eligible residents to use to
contribute to candidates of their choice in city elections. The coupons can only be given to candidates
who participate in the city’s public financing program, which was adopted by the city in a popular
referendum in 2005. The Open and Ethical Elections Code provided the opportunity for candidates to
run for office without private funding if they agreed to limit spending to set amounts and qualify by
collecting small contributions from 1% of their future constituents. The system was designed to
decrease candidates’ dependence on big donors and special interests and enable people without deep
pockets to run for office.
Why do we need to update our public financing system with Democracy Dollars?
Under the current system, city council candidates who take public financing receive $1 per voter in
their district—between $32,000 and $43,000 depending on the number of voters in the district.
Mayoral candidates get $380,000. But the cost of campaigns has risen. Recent private candidates have
raised $1 million or more. It used to be the case that if a public candidate’s opponent raised more
money, or an independent PAC outspent the publicly financed candidate, the city’s public finance fund
would match it—making it harder to buy a victory. But in 2011 the Supreme Court decided the
matching plan was unconstitutional. Ever since, the public finance system that nearly 70% of
Albuquerqueans voted for has placed publicly financed candidates at a disadvantage.
Instead of talking to voters most candidates currently spend their time talking to wealthy donors—and
with no matching funds, fewer and fewer mayoral candidates even use public financing. Democracy
Dollars is a solution because it gives candidates the freedom, and the incentive, to talk to their voters
again. Democracy Dollars makes the average Burqueño a political donor in a position to support the
candidates they believe in and gives everyday voters more say in electing candidates. The updated
system also allows people from all walks of life to run a competitive, publicly financed campaign, and
thus offers the public the opportunity to choose from a wider pool of talent and energy.
Best of all, the update will not cost any additional tax payer dollars. The program will be funded by
the $3 million surplus that has built up in the Open and Ethical Elections Fund and the annual
allocations already in place.
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How will the new system work?
If voters approve the program, the City will follow a five-step process for each election:
The 5-Step Process:
1. Eligible Residents Get Democracy Dollars in the Mail. If you’re registered to vote, this process
happens automatically. If not, you can apply with the Clerk to receive your Democracy Dollars.
2. Candidates Qualify for Public Financing. To accept Democracy Dollars, candidates must qualify
for the public financing program, by collecting a set number of $5 qualifying contributions and
signatures.
3. Residents Give Democracy Dollars to Candidates. To give your Democracy Dollars to a
candidate, just write in their name and the date. Then sign your coupon and either give it to the
candidate or mail it to the City Clerk.
4. Clerk Verifies Signatures and Gives Each Campaign Their Democracy Dollars. The Clerk’s office
already has the ability to verify that your voter information matches the information on your
voter registration and/or your Democracy Dollars coupon. Then, they will distribute the amount
of redeemed Democracy Dollars to each campaign that has collected them.
5. Public Reports Provide Transparency. Each candidate files regular reports showing how many
Democracy Dollars they raised—and how funds are being spent.
Who gets to use them?
This program will be as inclusive as possible—just like elections should be! Registered voters will get
coupons in the mail automatically. Eligible residents who aren’t registered get their coupons by
applying to the City Clerk.
Which candidates are eligible?
Only the candidates who have qualified to use the public financing program can redeem Democracy
Dollars. Candidates must have collected $5 contributions from 1% of their constituents (for city council
candidates that’s between 323-433 contributions, depending on the number of registered voters in
their district; for mayoral candidates that’s approximately 6,000 $5 contributions—all to be collected in
one month’s time.)
How much can candidates raise?
Democracy Dollars will be capped at the same level as the initial amounts publicly financed candidates
can receive. A Council candidate who gets $35,000 to start can only get up to $35,000 more in
Democracy Dollars, for a total of $70,000. Given the difficulty of raising even small contributions, it is
anticipated that few candidates would be able to approach the cap.
How do we pay for it?
There are no new taxes involved. The City sets aside about $500,000 a year for public financing, but
currently, this money mostly goes unused because it was set aside for the now defunct “matching
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funds” part of the program. Democracy Dollars will be funded by the $3,000,000 surplus that has built
up in the Open and Ethical Elections Fund and the annual allocations already in place.
What’s to prevent fraud or abuse?
The City Clerk will manage the program, and candidates will be subject to campaign reporting
requirements and prohibitions outlined in the election code. Candidates using Democracy Dollars can
only spend them on campaign activities as defined by city code. They report every dollar they raise and
spend, so the City Clerk and the public can see where their money is going.
Coupons mailed to voters will be dated, numbered and issued in the specific name of the voter. They
must be signed by the voter. Voters can give their coupon directly to a candidate or fill it in with the
desired candidates name and mail it back to the Clerk. The Clerk will administer the new program and
distribute funds in much the same way as she does with current $5 qualifying contributions. No one
else can use your coupon—it’s custom-made just for you!
Violations of the city’s Election Code are adjudicated by the Board of Ethics and Campaign Practices
and penalties include fines, reprimands, suspension of public funds, or referral to district court.
Will Democracy Dollars stop special interests and independent PACs from influencing city
elections?
There is no silver bullet to remove the influence of independent political action committees. Citizens
United and other federal court decisions have unleashed independent PACs and special interest
spending. The best thing that local and state governments can do right now is to give candidates a
viable alternative to direct dependence on big donors and to provide some funds to respond to unjust
attacks and negative ads funded by PACs. Transparency measures and bans on coordination between
campaigns and independent PACs are other ways to control big money spending on local elections. The
state has recently passed laws and adopted regulations to do that.
The cynicism among voters created by the big PACs can only be offset by the power of public
engagement and that’s what Democracy Dollars achieves.
Will Democracy Dollars divert funds from other important priorities?
Public financing makes it possible to make better investments in our community, including police
protection, adequate infrastructure, and community programs for seniors and homeless populations
because less money will be diverted to special interests whose big contributions place them first in line
for tax cuts and subsidies.
Research demonstrates that the more representative a government is of its communities and families,
the more equitable the policy outcomes-- i.e. more, rather than fewer people benefit. Decisions are
made to benefit the public, not special interests.
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Isn’t public financing just welfare for politicians?
Candidates must earn the right to participate in the city’s public financing program by collecting $5
contributions from 1% of their constituents-- no small task! We need candidates to listen to the needs
and views of all Albuquerqueans, not wealthy donors. Our current system of financing campaigns
allows big contributors to get special benefits like no-bid contracts, tax breaks and preferred
treatment. Some consider that to be welfare for the already well-heeled.
Are Democracy Dollars used anywhere else?
Yes. Seattle implemented the system for city council races in 2017, and the Washington Supreme Court
recently upheld the program, unanimously. A number of independent studies have shown the Seattle
system to be encouraging a larger and more diverse field of candidates. Races are more competitive,
and donors are younger and of lower income than traditional contributors. Voucher users are more
likely to vote, too. Washington, DC, is now developing rules for its program, and presidential-hopeful
Kirsten Gillibrand has proposed a national program of Democracy Dollars.
For more information on Seattle go to:
http://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/EthicsElections/DemocracyVoucher/DVP%20Evaluat
ion%20Final%20Report%20April%2025%202018.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/EthicsElections/DemocracyVoucher/UW_Seattle_V
oucher_Final.pdf
Democracy Dollars are working effectively in Seattle, where it has engaged voters who get to donate to
candidates of their choice. It has also made candidates less reliant on big donors and more responsive
to ordinary folks. A record 55 candidates ran for seven city council seats in the August primary. Many
of them said they could never have run without Democracy Dollars.
Have other questions? For more information, contact Rebecca Glenn at 505-720-8918.
Visit our website at: www.burquebucks.org
ABQ Democracy Dollars is a coalition of community groups including Common Cause New Mexico, the
Center for Civic Policy, Equality New Mexico (EQNM), Organizers in the Land of Enchantment (OLE), and
the Working Families Party of New Mexico.
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