Repeals California’s Ban on Public Financing of Election Campaigns

Purpose

Proposition 4 is a legislatively-referred state statute that would repeal California’s existing ban on

using public funds to finance candidates’ political campaigns, allowing state and local govern-

ments to create voluntary public campaign finance programs in the future. The measure does not

create such a program, but sets broad guidelines that any future program would have to follow.’
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Background

California’s Political Reform Act, passed as a ballot measure
by California voters in 1974 following the Watergate scandal,
sets rules for how money can be used in state and local
political campaigns and requires public reporting of political
spending.2 These rules apply to state and local candidates and
ballot measures, but not federal candidates.

Since California voters amended the Political Reform Act via
a 1988 ballot measure, the law has banned the use of public
funds for political candidates’ campaigns. This ban does

not apply to certain charter cities, such as Los Angeles, San
Francisco, Long Beach, Oakland, and Berkeley, which cur-
rently provide public funds to some campaigns.3 California’s
campaign finance laws are administered by the California
Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC) and the California
Secretary of State.#

Proposition 4 was placed on the ballot by the California Legis-
lature through Senate Bill 42, also known as the California Fair
Elections Act. The bill was authored by Senator Tom Umberg
(D-34), and was coauthored by Senator Ben Allen (D-24),
Senator Sabrina Cervantes (D-31), and Assemblymember

Alex Lee (D-24).5 The Assembly passed the bill on September
12, 2025, and the Senate passed it on September 13, 2025.
Governor Gavin Newsom signed the bill on October 2, 2025.

Proposal
If approved, Proposition 4 would:?

« Lift the ban on using public funds to pay for candidates’
political campaigns, permitting state and local govern-
ments to create public campaign financing programs if
they choose to do so.

« Prohibit the use of funds that are earmarked for educa-
tion, transportation, or public safety in any future public
campaign financing programs.

« Require candidates who wish to receive public funds to
show broad-based support in their district and to agree
to spending limits and other program rules.

« Allow the FPPC to provide guidance to state and local
governments on creating public campaign financing
programs.

« Leave many design decisions, such as how a program is
funded and how much money candidates may receive, to
state and local lawmakers.

Fiscal Impact

The California Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) estimates
that Proposition 4 would create ongoing state costs of

a few hundred thousand dollars each year. These funds
would support the expansion of legal staffing at the FPPC to
handle guidance requests from local governments. The cost
would comprise less than 0.1% of the state’s total General
Fund budget.® While Proposition 4 does not create a public
campaign financing program, any program that a state or
local government later creates could carry a significant cost
that would vary based on how those programs are designed.
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SUPPORT FOR PROPOSITION 4 OPPOSITION TO PROPOSITION 4

Supporters of Proposition 4 Include:®
« California Democratic Party
« League of Women Voters of California
« American Civil Liberties Union of California

« California Common Cause

Represent.US

As of September 19, 2026, proponents had raised a total of
$235,157.°

Arguments for Proposition 4
Supporters argue Proposition 4 would:

« Reduce the influence of wealthy donors and special
interests, helping to level the playing field for candidates
without access to such fundraising networks.”

« Return decision-making power to local voters, allowing
them to decide whether a public campaign finance
program is right for their community, rather than
imposing a one-size-fits-all policy.”

« Allow candidates who rely on public financing to spend
more time connecting with voters and campaigning,
rather than fundraising.”

Opponents of Proposition 4 Include:
« California Republican Party
« California Taxpayers Association
- Howard Jarvis Taxpayers Association

« Reform California

As of September 19, 2026, there are no recorded contributions
in opposition to Proposition 4.

Arguments Against Proposition 4
Opponents argue Proposition 4 would:

- Divert to political campaigns taxpayer money that should
be spent on public services such as education, public
safety, and infrastructure.®

« Place no limit on how many candidates could receive
public funding or how much taxpayer money could be
distributed in total.”

« Allow candidates to raise private and special-interest
money in addition to public funds, and thus not meaning-
fully reduce the influence of large donors.®

AYES VOTE ON PROPOSITION 4 A NO VOTE ON PROPOSITION 4

A YES vote on Proposition 4 would repeal California’s ban on
public funding of political campaigns and allow state and local
governments to create their own public campaign financing
programs, subject to the limits set by the measure.

A NO vote on Proposition 4 would maintain current law, under
which state and most local governments in California remain
unable to use public funds to finance candidates’ political
campaigns.
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