
Democrats Double GOP Online Cash 
Haul With Record $1.3 Billion

• Party challenged by history, polling ahead of November votes 
• ActBlue had 4.5 million donors, up from 2.5 million in 2017

A delegate wears Democratic party donkey themed 
sunglasses during the Democratic National Convention (DNC) 
in Philadelphia in 2016.Photographer: Daniel Acker/Bloomberg

ByBill Allison
January 27, 2022, 12:12 PM EST 

Democratic donors pumped $1.3 billion into the 
coffers of their party’s candidates and causes in 2021 
via ActBlue, its online fundraising platform, the group 
said, more than double what GOP online contributors 
gave last year. 

The surge in cash tops the record $1.1 billion in online 
donations given in 2019 and suggests that not all 
political enthusiasm lies with the Republicans ahead of 
the November midterms.

ActBlue’s 2021 haul was more than twice the $559 
million the GOP contributors gave last year through 
that party’s online platform, WinRed. ActBlue had 4.5 
million donors who made 35.3 million contributions to 
17,876 campaigns and organizations.

“Grassroots donors fueled the biggest off-year ever 
through their support for campaigns at all levels of 
office, and they’re showing up for the issues and causes 
they care about,” said Erin Hill, Executive Director of 
ActBlue. 

The Democrats’ cash included $352 million giving in 
the fourth quarter, when the average contribution size 
was a little more than $41.

Donors increased their giving across the board, ActBlue 
said, pouring more money into state and local races and 
nonprofit organizations. Giving to candidates running 
for Secretary of State, who oversee elections in many 
states, was up six-fold over 2017, the last year after a 
presidential election cycle.

The group didn’t specify how much of the money went 
to federal candidates and committees. It will have to 
disclose that total to the Federal Election Commission 
on Jan. 31, when all committees are due to file reports 
with the agency.

The cash infusion comes as Democrats face headwinds 
ahead of the 2022 midterms. President Joe Biden and 
the Democratic Party have seen their poll numbers 
drop amid rising inflation, the ongoing pandemic and 
an inability to pass key parts of their legislative agenda, 
including social spending measures and voting rights. 

The generic congressional ballot, which asks which 
party a voter prefers, favors the GOP by 4.1%, according 
to the RealClearPolitics average. Democrats led by 
6.7% as recently as June.

The House is narrowly divided, with Democrats 
holding 222 seats compared to 212 for Republicans and 
two seats vacant. The Senate is deadlocked at 50-50. 

Historically, the president’s party loses seats in the 
midterms. Nearly two dozen Democratic lawmakers 
have announced that they won’t seek re-election this 
year and redistricting in a number of Republican-led 
states also favors a GOP majority in November. 

Democrats have long enjoyed an advantage in online 
fundraising. ActBlue, which launched in 2004, has 
raised $9.6 billion since. WinRed, which won Trump’s 
backing as the GOP version, has raised $2.7 billion 
since it started operations in June 2019.

Share this article

Follow the authors

@bill_allison

+ Get alerts for
Bill Allison

Share this article

Listen to this article

6:43

Share this article

Follow the authors

@JenniferJJacobs

+ Get alerts for
Jennifer Jacobs

@Jordanfabian

+ Get alerts for
Jordan Fabian

@kchoursina

+ Get alerts for
Kateryna Choursina

Democrats Have Fundraising Edge in Tight Senate
Races

GOP needs to pick up one Democratic seat to contorol Senate
Money chase favors Democrarts in five of six close races

An attendee holds a "VOTE" flag at a campaign event for Raphael Warnock in Riverdale,
Georgia, on Jan. 4, 2021. Photographer: Elijah Nouvelage/Bloomberg

By Bill Allison
February 1, 2022, 11:45 AM EST Updated on February 1, 2022, 1:20
PM EST

Democrats have one major advantage in their uphill fight to
maintain control of the Senate after November elections: cold, hard
cash.

In five of the six races rated “tossups” by the Cook Political Report,
Democratic candidates have more money in the bank, some more
than $5 million dollars more, allowing them to outspend rivals on
ads, outreach and getting voters to the polls. 

The Senate is currently split 50-50, so Republicans need to flip only
one seat to put the brakes on President Joe Biden’s policies and
appointments. The incumbent president’s party usually loses seats
in midterm elections and the picture for Democrats is made even
more bleak by low polling, voter malaise and the lingering
pandemic. 

But Democrats still enjoy wide financial advantages in the three
seats they’re defending and in two of the three competitive seats
that Republicans need to hold to win a majority.

Republican candidates still have time to close the fundraising gap
with Democrats, and party committees and super PACs can also
help level the playing field. And more money doesn’t always ensure
victory: Beto O’Rourke raised $33 million more than Senator Ted
Cruz in 2018 but came up short in his bid to unseat the Texas
Republican. That same year, Senator Claire McCaskill, a Democrat
from Missouri, raised $39 million but still lost to Republican
challenger Josh Hawley, who raised $12 million.

This year, Georgia incumbent Raphael Warnock has built a $22.9
million war chest after raising $9.8 million in the fourth quarter.
Republican Herschel Walker, the former NFL star who’d been
endorsed by former President Donald Trump, ended the year with
$5.4 million in the bank. Walker is the frontrunner by a wide margin
in the GOP primary and narrowly leads Warnock in the latest
Quinnipiac University poll.

Arizona’s Mark Kelly, the former astronaut who won a special
election in 2020 to serve out the final two years of the late Senator
John McCain’s term, has $18.6 million in the bank after raising $8.9
million in the fourth quarter. Kelly raised $29.2 million in 2021, more
than all the Republican candidates seeking to oppose him in
November combined.

Three of those Republicans topped $1 million in donations in 2021,
but will have to spend that money battling each other in the primary
before they can take on Kelly. Arizona businessman Jim Lamon,
who’s loaned his campaign $8 million, closed out the year with $5.9
million cash on hand, making him top among Republicans. Attorney
General Mark Brnovich, the only GOP candidate in the race who’s
won a statewide election, has struggled with donors. He raised
$812,000 in the fourth quarter and had $768,000 cash on hand.
Blake Masters, who has the backing of billionaire Peter Thiel,
reported raising $1.6 million and ended 2021 with $1.8 million.

One of the most endangered incumbent senators, Nevada’s
Catherine Cortez Masto raised $3.4 million. Her $10.5 million cash
on hand dwarfed the $1.7 million Republican Adam Laxalt, the
state’s former attorney general.

In Pennsylvania, the race to succeed retiring Republican Senator Pat
Toomey features two well-funded Democrats and a crowded
Republican field. Lieutenant Governor John Fetterman, a Democrat
and the top fundraiser overall, raised $2.7 million in the fourth
quarter, ending it with $5.3 million cash on hand. Representative
Conor Lamb, who flipped a Republican district in a 2018 special
election, raised $1.4 million and has $3 million in the bank.

The Republican race includes some self-financing candidates.
Celebrity physician Mehmet Oz raised $5.9 million after entering the
race at the end of November, but $5.2 million of that came from his
own pocket. Businessman Jeff Bartos had $2.5 million in the bank
after raising $456,200. Bartos has loaned his campaign $1.2 million.
Carla Sands, who served as the ambassador to Denmark in the
Trump administration has given her campaign $3.6 million and had
$1.5 million cash on hand. 

Former Bridgewater CEO David McCormick, who entered the race in
January wasn’t due to file a report.

Democrats also have the cash advantage in North Carolina, where
Republican Richard Burr’s retirement has left an open seat.
Frontrunner Cheri Beasley, who served as chief justice of the North
Carolina Supreme Court, had $2.8 million in the bank after raising
$2.1 million in the fourth quarter. That was more money in the bank
than any of the Republicans running.

Trump’s endorsed candidate, Representative Ted Budd, raised
$970,000 and ended the quarter with $2.2 million in the bank.
Former governor Pat McCrory had $1.9 million after raising just
$750,000. Former Representative Mark Walker raised $150,000 and
had $570,000 cash on hand.

On the bright side for Republicans, Wisconsin incumbent Ron
Johnson gave the GOP a boost in January, announcing he’d seek a
third Senate term rather than stick to a promise to step down after
two. Though Johnson wasn’t a declared candidate in 2021, he
continued raising money, taking in $710,000 in the fourth quarter
and ending the year with $2.5 million cash on hand, tops among
candidates in the field.

State Treasurer Sarah Godlewski raised $1.1 million and had $1.3
million in the bank at the end of December. Alex Lasry, the senior
vice president of the Milwaukee Bucks basketball team co-owned by
his father, Avenue Capital’s Marc Lasry, had $1.1 million in the bank
after raising $2 million in the fourth quarter, the bulk of which,
some $1.6 million, he loaned to his campaign. Mandela Barnes, the
state’s lieutenant governor, had $1.1 million in the bank after raising
$1.1 million.

(Adds fundraising totals to last paragraph. A previous version corrects
fundraising totals in 13th and 15th paragraphs.)
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Eurovision Joins UEFA, Olympics, F1 in Protest:
Ukraine Update

WATCH: “Russia will have to talk to us sooner or later, talk about how to end the fighting and
stop this invasion,” Ukraine President Volodymyr Zelenskiy said in a morning address. Source:
Bloomberg

Bloomberg News
February 25, 2022, 1:51 AM EST Updated on February 25, 2022, 1:09
PM EST

The prospect of talks between Russia and Ukraine was cast into
doubt as the Kremlin said Kyiv had stopped responding after
rejecting Moscow’s initial offer of a meeting in Minsk, the capital of
Belarus.

Ukraine wanted a meeting instead in the Polish capital, Warsaw, the
Kremlin said, adding it had heard nothing further. There was no
immediate word from Ukraine on the Russian comments.

Ukraine Fights Back as West Ramps Up Sanctions
on Russia

President Zelenskiy says Ukrainian forces resisting assault
U.S., EU step up penalties against Russia in retaliation

WATCH: “Russia will have to talk to us sooner or later, talk about how to end the fighting and
stop this invasion,” Zelenskiy said. Source: Bloomberg

By Jennifer Jacobs, Jordan Fabian, and Kateryna Choursina
February 24, 2022, 1:57 PM EST Updated on February 25, 2022, 3:07
AM EST

Ukraine’s president said his nation continued to resist on the second
day of the Russian invasion as the U.S. and European Union stepped
up economic penalties and fighting raged north of Kyiv.

President Volodymyr Zelenskiy said Ukraine’s military had stopped
Russia from achieving its objectives in the first day of the assault. As
air-raid sirens screamed in cities across the country of 41 million and
Ukraine reported “horrific” rocket strikes in the capital, the
president said Moscow-led forces were attacking military and
civilian targets to keep up the pressure.
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Six party committees raised a combined $950 million in the 
first fourteen months of the 2022 election cycle. In February, 
the committees raised $83 million, according to recent filings 
with the Federal Election Commission. Here’s a closer look at 
February’s fundraising numbers:

In February, the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee 
(DSCC) reported its highest fundraising numbers of the 2022 
election cycle, outraising the National Republican Senatorial 
Committee (NRSC) for the first time since April 2021. The 
DSCC raised $15.0 million and spent $6.4 million, while the 
NRSC raised $11.7 million and spent $9.2 million. So far in 
the 2022 election cycle, the NRSC has the edge in cumulative 
fundraising with $134.6 million in receipts to the DSCC’s 
$116.9 million.

The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee 
(DCCC) also reported its highest fundraising numbers of 
the cycle in February, with $19.3 million in receipts and $7.5 
million in spending. The National Republican Congressional 
Committee (NRCC) raised $10.0 million and spent $7.0 
million. So far in the 2022 election cycle, the DCCC leads in 
fundraising with $177.4 million to the NRCC’s $161.5 million.

At this point in the 2020 election cycle, the NRSC led 
in cumulative fundraising with $88.9 million to the 
DSCC’s $80.4 million. The DCCC had $154.1 in total 
fundraising, while the NRCC had raised $112.9 million.

Between the national committees, the Republican 
National Committee (RNC) raised and spent more 
than the Democratic National Committee (DNC) in 
February. The RNC raised $16.3 million and spent 
$22.5 million, while the DNC raised $10.9 million and 
spent $21.1 million. So far in the 2022 election cycle, 
the RNC has raised $188.0 million to the DNC’s $172.0 
million.

At this time in the 2020 election cycle, the RNC led in 
fundraising by a larger margin, with $294.5 million in 
cumulative receipts to the DNC’s $114.0 million.

This election cycle, the RNC, NRSC, and NRCC have 
raised 3.7% more than the  DNC, DSCC, and DCCC 
($484.1 million to $466.3 million). The Republican 
committees’ fundraising advantage is down from 5.7% 
last month.

March FEC reports show Democratic congressional 
committees reporting highest monthly fundraising 

numbers of the 2022 election cycle
By Ellen Morrissey / In Federal / March 23, 2022 
at 6:56 PM
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Campaign finance requirements govern how much 
money candidates may receive from individuals 
and organizations, how often they must report 
those contributions, and how much individuals, 
organizations, and political entities may contribute  
to campaigns.

While campaign finance is not the only factor in 
electoral outcomes, successful fundraising can provide 
a candidate with advantages during a campaign. 
Fundraising can also indicate party momentum.

This article lists top fundraisers in the Virginia State 
Senate, overall and by party. It is based on campaign 
finance reports that officeholders in and candidates for 
the State Senate submitted to the Virginia Department 
of Elections. It includes activity between January 1, 
2021, and December 31, 2021.

Top fundraisers in the Virginia 
State Senate by party

The top fundraisers in the Virginia State Senate are 
shown below.

In the Democratic Party, the top fundraisers were:

•  Jennifer McClellan – $2,057,626
•  Dick Saslaw – $613,575

•  Scott Surovell – $356,005
•  Louise Lucas – $334,969
•  Mamie Locke – $316,030
•  In the Republican Party, the top fundraisers were:
•  Thomas Norment Jr. – $458,675
•  Travis Hackworth – $346,783
•  Siobhan Dunnavant – $267,978
•  Amanda Chase – $219,296
•  Ryan McDougle – $189,313

Fundraising totals
Overall, Democratic officeholders and candidates 
raised $5.98 million in this period. Republican 
officeholders and candidates raised $2.81 million. 
Combined, all State Senate fundraisers in the January 
1, 2021, through December 31, 2021, filing period 
raised $8.78 million.

The five largest Democratic fundraisers were 
responsible for 62 percent of all Democratic State Senate 
fundraising. The five largest Republican fundraisers 
were responsible for 53 percent of all Republican State 
Senate fundraising.

The table below provides additional data from the 
campaign finance reports from the top ten fundraisers 
during this period.

(Continued)

By Kalyn Stralow / In State / March 14, 2022 at 8:31 PM

Democrats outraise Republicans by 72% in Virginia Senate races
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TOP TEN FUNDRAISERS – VIRGINIA STATE SENATE  
(January 1, 2021, through December 31, 2021)

Name Party Affiliation Raised Spent
Jennifer McClellan Democratic Party $2,057,626 $1,739,872
Dick Saslaw Democratic Party $613,575 $179,075
Thomas Norment Jr. Republican Party $458,675 $174,461
Scott Surovell Democratic Party $356,005 $137,644
Travis Hackworth Republican Party $346,783 $291,116
Louise Lucas Democratic Party $334,969 $92,082
Mamie Locke Democratic Party $316,030 $94,713
John Chapman Petersen Democratic Party $277,464 $67,268
Siobhan Dunnavant Republican Party $267,978 $169,825
Amanda Chase Republican Party $219,296 $420,836

Campaign finance reporting periods
The data above are based on campaign finance reports that candidate PACs submitted to the Virginia Department of 
Elections. Candidate PACs represent individuals who have run for state or local office at any point, including past and 
present officeholders. This article does not include non-candidate PACs. In 2022, Transparency USA will publish  
campaign finance data after the following major reporting deadlines. State or federal law may require filers to submit 
additional reports.

Report Name Report Due Date
2022 Jan Semiannual 1/15/2022
2022 Jul Semiannual (and Post-Primary) 7/15/2022
2023 Jan Semiannual 1/15/2023

This article is a joint publication from Ballotpedia and Transparency USA, who are working together to provide campaign 
finance information for state-level elections. Learn more about our work here.
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Campaign finance requirements govern how much 
money candidates may receive from individuals and 
organizations, how often they must report those 
contributions, and how much individuals, organizations, 
and political entities may contribute to campaigns.

While campaign finance is not the only factor in 
electoral outcomes, successful fundraising can provide 
a candidate with advantages during a campaign. 
Fundraising can also indicate party momentum

This article lists top fundraisers in the Pennsylvania 
House of Representatives, overall and by party. It is 
based on campaign finance reports that officeholders 
in and candidates for the House submitted to the 
Pennsylvania Department of State. It includes activity 
between January 1, 2021, and December 31, 2021.

Top fundraisers in the 
Pennsylvania House of 

Representatives by party
The top fundraisers in Pennsylvania House of 
Representatives elections are shown below. Individuals 
are presented with the office that they are on the ballot 
for in 2022, if applicable.

In the Democratic Party, the top fundraisers were:

•  Kevin Boyle – $975,525

•  Matthew Bradford – $957,046

•  Brian Sims – $684,444

•  Joanna McClinton – $564,189

•  Malcolm Kenyatta – $260,096

In the Republican Party, the top fundraisers were:

•  Bryan Cutler – $457,816

•  Greg Rothman – $388,370

•  Thomas Mehaffie (District 106) – $366,250

•  Stanley Saylor – $328,638

•  Andrew Lewis – $247,050

Fundraising totals
Overall, Democratic officeholders and candidates 
raised $6.82 million in this period. Republican 
officeholders and candidates raised $4.90 million. 
Combined, all House fundraisers in the January 1, 
2021, through December 31, 2021, filing period raised 
$11.73 million.

The five largest Democratic fundraisers were 
responsible for 50 percent of all Democratic House 
fundraising. The five largest Republican fundraisers 
were responsible for 36 percent of all Republican 
House fundraising.

The table below provides additional data from the 
campaign finance reports from the top ten fundraisers 
during this period.

Democrats outraise Republicans by 33%  
in Pennsylvania House races

By Kalyn Stralow / In State / March 13, 2022 at 8:37 AM

(Continued)
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TOP TEN FUNDRAISERS – PENNSYLVANIA HOUSE OF 
REPRESENTATIVES (January 1, 2021, through December 31, 2021)

Name Party Affiliation Raised Spent
Kevin Boyle Democratic Party $975,525 $262,423

Matthew Bradford Democratic Party $957,046 $680,164

Brian Sims Democratic Party $684,444 $347,055

Joanna McClinton Democratic Party $564,189 $240,851

Bryan Cutler Republican Party $457,816 $569,912

Greg Rothman Republican Party $388,370 $124,536

Thomas Mehaffie Republican Party $366,250 $60,039

Stanley Saylor Republican Party $328,638 $299,465

Malcolm Kenyatta Democratic Party $260,096 $167,505

Andrew Lewis Republican Party $247,050 $119,711

Campaign finance reporting periods
The data above are based on campaign finance reports that candidate PACs submitted to the Pennsylvania 
Department of State. Candidate PACs represent individuals who have run for state or local office at any point, 
including past and present officeholders. This article does not include non-candidate PACs. In 2022, Transparency 
USA will publish campaign finance data after the following major reporting deadlines. State or federal law may 
require filers to submit additional reports.

Report Name Report Due Date
2021 Annual (C7) 1/31/2022

2022 Pre-Primary (C1) 3/17/2022

2022 Pre-Primary (C2) 5/9/2022

2022 Post-Primary (C3) 6/20/2022

2022 Pre-General (C4) 9/22/2022

2022 Pre-General (C5) 10/31/2022

2022 Post-General (C6) 12/12/2022

2022 Annual (C7) 2/1/2023

This article is a joint publication from Ballotpedia and Transparency USA, who are working together to provide 
campaign finance information for state-level elections. Learn more about our work here.
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For much of the last decade, Democrats complained — 
with a mix of indignation, frustration and envy — that 
Republicans and their allies were spending hundreds 
of millions of difficult-to-trace dollars to influence 
politics.

“Dark money” became a dirty word, as the left warned 
of the threat of corruption posed by corporations and 
billionaires that were spending unlimited sums through 
loosely regulated nonprofits, which did not disclose 
their donors’ identities.

Then came the 2020 election.

Spurred by opposition to then-President Trump, 
donors and operatives allied with the Democratic Party 
embraced dark money with fresh zeal, pulling even 
with and, by some measures, surpassing Republicans in 
2020 spending, according to a New York Times analysis 
of tax filings and other data.

The analysis shows that 15 of the most politically 
active nonprofit organizations that generally align with 
the Democratic Party spent more than $1.5 billion in 
2020 — compared to roughly $900 million spent by a 
comparable sample of 15 of the most politically active 
groups aligned with the G.O.P.

The findings reveal the growth and ascendancy of 
a shadow political infrastructure that is reshaping 

American politics, as megadonors to these nonprofits 
take advantage of loose disclosure laws to make 
multimillion-dollar outlays in total secrecy. Some 
good-government activists worry that the exploding 
role of undisclosed cash threatens to accelerate the 
erosion of trust in the country’s political system.

Democrats’ newfound success in harnessing this 
funding also exposes the stark tension between their 
efforts to win elections and their commitment to curtail 
secretive political spending by the superrich.

A single, cryptically named entity that has served as 

(Continued)

Democrats Decried Dark Money. Then They Won With It in 2020.

By Kenneth P. Vogel and Shane Goldmacher
Ken Vogel’s reporting from Washington focuses on the intersection 
of money, politics and influence. Shane Goldmacher is a national 
politics reporter specializing in campaign finance.

Mark Harris

A New York Times analysis reveals how the left outdid the right at raising and spending millions from undisclosed 
donors to defeat Donald Trump and win power in Washington.

Spurred by opposition to President Trump, donors and 
operatives allied with the Democratic Party embraced 
dark money with fresh zeal in 2020.Credit...Eve Edel-
heit for The New York Times
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a clearinghouse of undisclosed cash for the left, the 
Sixteen Thirty Fund, received mystery donations 
as large as $50 million and disseminated grants to 
more than 200 groups, while spending a total of $410 
million in 2020 — more than the Democratic National 
Committee itself.

But nonprofits do not abide by the same transparency 
rules or donation limits as parties or campaigns — 
though they can underwrite many similar activities: 
advertising, polling, research, voter registration and 
mobilization and legal fights over voting rules.

The scale of secret spending is such that, even as 
small donors have become a potent force in politics, 
undisclosed money dwarfed the 2020 campaign 
fund-raising of President Biden (who raised a record  
$1 billion) and Mr. Trump (who raised more than  
$810 million).

Headed into the midterm elections, Democrats are 
warning major donors not to give in to the financial 
complacency that often afflicts the party in power, 
while Republicans are rushing to level the dark-money 
playing field to take advantage of what is expected to be 
a favorable political climate in 2022.

At stake is not just control of Congress but also whether 
Republican donors will become more unified with 
Mr. Trump out of the White House. Two Republican 
secret-money groups focused on Congress said their 
combined fund-raising reached nearly $100 million in 
2021 — far more than they raised in 2019.

Major nonprofit groups aligned with the 
Democratic Party

ORGANIZATION SPENDING IN 2020
Total $1,725,759,799
Adjusted total* $1,513,291,420
Sixteen Thirty Fund $410,038,247
America Votes $250,000,000
Majority Forward $185,000,000
Future Forward USA Action $149,377,966
Hopewell Fund $127,636,237

Major nonprofit groups aligned with the 
Republican Party

ORGANIZATION SPENDING IN 2020
Total $972,501,426
Adjusted total* $904,202,426
One Nation $195,992,551

Stand Together Chamber of $170,671,786  
    Commerce Inc.
U.S. Chamber of Commerce $169,020,709
Americans for Prosperity $78,329,056
America First Policies Inc. $66,234,305
The 85 Fund $59,753,082
The Concord Fund $45,600,000
American Action Network Inc. $43,000,000
Rule of Law Trust $38,447,824
Faith & Freedom Coalition Inc. $33,694,567
American Conservative  $18,640,526 
    Union Inc. 
Susan B. Anthony List Inc. $15,904,180
Heritage Action for America $15,564,208
Club for Growth $12,874,486
Citizens United $8,774,146
* Spending is adjusted to subtract transfers between groups.

Note: Several of these nonprofit groups file their tax returns on schedules 
that do not align with the calendar year. Some of the groups voluntarily 
provided total spending figures for the 2020 calendar year, which were 
used in the analysis. In other cases, the analysis used figures from the tax 
returns that covered part of 2019 and part of 2020.

Here’s how we conducted our analysis.

The Times’s analysis of 2020 data is likely incomplete: 
Lax disclosure rules and the groups’ intentional opacity 
make a comprehensive assessment of secret money 
difficult, if not impossible. Nonprofits come and go, 
adapting to shifts in political power and tactics. Some 
exist in the gray space between philanthropy and 
politics, many transfer money back and forth, and some 
can remain hidden in unexamined tax filings for years.

Yet a number of strategists in both parties said their own 
understanding comported with The Times’s findings 
that the left eclipsed the right in politically oriented 
nonprofit spending and sophistication in 2020.

That shift was fueled by several factors.

The big-money right was fractured over whether 
to support Mr. Trump’s re-election. Anti-Trump 
Republicans started new groups that were welcomed 
into the left’s big-money firmament: Defending 
Democracy Together, co-founded in 2018 by the 
conservative pundit William Kristol, spent nearly $40 
million in 2020 — $10.5 million of it from the Sixteen 
Thirty Fund. And Mr. Trump’s baseless claims about 
voter fraud hamstrung Republican efforts to compete 
with progressive groups that spent heavily to promote 
early and mail voting.

(Continued)Page 8 of 12



On the left, the prospect of a second Trump term 
spurred a new class of megadonors, and helped allay 
lingering qualms about the corrosive effect of secret 
money among some Democrats.

“A range of donors — not just traditional progressive 
Democrats — had a wake-up call around 2019 where 
they realized that our constitutional republic was at 
risk, and that they had to compete through whatever 
financing vehicles they could, which resulted in a 
tremendous outpouring of support,” said Rob Stein, a 
longtime Democratic strategist and adviser to some of 
the party’s biggest donors.

Mr. Stein, who now focuses on finding common ground 
between the parties, worries that the increasing embrace 
of secret-money vehicles will usher in “an ominous new 
dark-money arms race” and further undermine fraying 
public trust in government and elections.

There is no legal definition of “dark money,” but it 
generally has been understood to mean funds spent 
to influence politics by nonprofits that do not disclose 
their donors. These groups are usually incorporated 
under the tax code as social-welfare and advocacy 
groups or business leagues. Legally, these groups are 
allowed to spend money on partisan politics, but it is 
not supposed to be their primary purpose.

The Times also included a select few charities, which 
provide donors not only anonymity but also a lucrative 
tax deduction. Charities are supposed to completely 
abstain from partisan activity, but some have taken 
advantage of provisions in the tax code that allow 
them to engage in the political sphere through efforts 
that are technically nonpartisan, like voter education 
and registration. On the left, two charities raised tens 
of millions of dollars each for registration efforts that 
employed pinpoint targeting of demographic groups 
that typically vote Democratic.

The analysis also looked into two charitable groups, 
one aligned with Democrats and one with Republicans, 
that doled out millions of dollars in grants to nonprofits 
that engage in voter outreach, and which spent millions 
more on litigation over voting rules.

The left’s advantage in secret spending holds true even if 
these charitable groups are excluded from the analysis.

Kevin McLaughlin, who oversaw the Senate 
Republicans’ campaign arm in 2020, marveled at how 
Democrats had “built an elaborate, multibillion-dollar 
dark-money network, while simultaneously railing 
against the scourge of dark money.”

Republicans still gave heavily to political nonprofits 
in 2020, though the most well-funded efforts were 
primarily focused on Congress, underscoring how some 
donors remained committed to the party even when 
they were less enthusiastic about directly supporting 
Mr. Trump.

Two nonprofit groups affiliated with Republican House 
and Senate leaders were roughly at financial parity 
with three similar Democratic groups, according to tax 
records and interviews.

Beyond those nonprofits, Mr. McLaughlin said, 
“Republicans are bringing spitballs to a gunfight.”

Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, Democrat of Rhode Island, said the 
proliferation of dark money “disserves democracy.”Credit...Jason 
Andrew for The New York Times

Democrats’ conflicted history
Back in 2005, Mr. Stein helped start the Democracy 
Alliance, which would grow into an influential club 
of some of the wealthiest donors on the left. Warning 
of the superiority of conservative infrastructure, he 
urged affluent liberals to create counterweights. They 
responded, seeding institutions like the turnout group 
America Votes, the Media Matters watchdog group and 
the Center for American Progress think tank.

But Democrats’ concerns about losing the big-money 
race spiked again after the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens 
United decision. It expanded the kinds of permissible 
political spending by nonprofits and unleashed a torrent 
of dark money into elections, particularly on the right, 
where the industrialists Charles G. and David H. Koch 
oversaw a political operation that came to outstrip the 
Republican Party financially.

Democrats publicly assailed the Koch operation as 
epitomizing a corrupting dark-money takeover of 
American politics. Privately, they plotted ways to compete.

(Continued)Page 9 of 12



Not long after Mr. Trump’s inauguration, Mr. Stein 
returned to the alliance with an alarming new analysis 
outlining how, by 2016, the right’s spending advantage 
had resulted in “political dominance” in 30 states  
and nationally.

As their outrage grew over Mr. Trump’s presidency, so 
too did Democrats’ giving. Money went to an array of 
nonprofits working to undermine Mr. Trump, and to 
boost Democrats.

Campaign watchdogs argue that, since some of that 
spending went to functions similar to those of party 
and campaign committees, the same anticorruption 
disclosure laws should apply. The watchdogs say that 
dark-money groups flout the spirit of those laws by 
casting their efforts as focused solely on issues, and not 
elections.

In North Carolina, for instance, a group called Piedmont 
Rising received $7 million from the Sixteen Thirty 
Fund and spent $9 million, much of it attacking Senator 
Thom Tillis, a Republican up for re-election. Some of 
the group’s ads were designed to look like local news 
reports from an outlet calling itself the “North Carolina 
Examiner.”

Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, Democrat of Rhode 
Island, who has sponsored legislation to crack down on 
secret spending, said the proliferation of dark money 
has unleashed a “tsunami of slime” that “disserves 
democracy.”

But he saw one potential silver lining. “With any luck, 
now that the Democrats are more seriously in the dark-
money business,” he said, “Republicans actually might 
begin to support some transparency.”

President Biden last year urged the Senate to advance 
legislation to rein in dark money, but it was part of a 
package that was blocked in January.

The legislation would have closed a loophole that allows 
nonprofits to transfer secret money into super PACs.

In 2020, the two main super PACs devoted to helping 
Mr. Biden’s campaign received $37.5 million in dark 
money. The main super PAC devoted to Mr. Trump 
received $20.3 million from a linked nonprofit.

A Biden-backing nonprofit, Future Forward USA 
Action, with ties to Silicon Valley billionaires, raised 
$150 million in 2020 and transferred more than $60 
million to an affiliated super PAC, while directly 
spending nearly $25 million on TV ads, almost $2.6 
million on polling and analytics and $639,000 on focus 

groups, federal records show.

That group’s top data scientist, David Shor, has 
emerged as a leading Democratic strategist. “I try to 
elect Democrats,” his Twitter bio reads. Tax records 
show that he worked 35 hours a week in 2020 for the 
nonprofit, whose primary purpose is not supposed 
to be partisan. Future Forward said it advocated for 
candidates that supported its agenda “consistent with 
normal nonprofit organizations like ours.”

The lines were just as blurry on the right.

One Nation, a nonprofit affiliated with Senator Mitch 
McConnell, the Republican leader, transferred $85 
million in 2020 to a linked super PAC, which in turn 
paid One Nation for rent, salaries and other costs.

In each case, had the donors given directly to the super 
PACs, their names would have been publicly disclosed. 
Because the money took an indirect route through a 
nonprofit, their identities remain unknown.

Political chess match

While the Kochs pioneered the use of centralized hubs 
to disseminate dark money to a broader network, 
the left has in some ways improved on the tactic — 
reducing redundancy, increasing synergy, and making 
it even harder to trace spending back to donors.

One of the leading purveyors of this technique now 
is the Sixteen Thirty Fund, which serves as a fiscal 
sponsor, incubating and supporting an array of 
progressive projects. Amy Kurtz, the fund’s president, 
said those projects solicit donations to the fund and 
direct how the money is spent. All told, Sixteen Thirty 
provided grants to more than 200 groups — many 
operating in battleground states.

“While we are dedicated to reducing the influence 
of special interest money in our politics, we are also 
committed to level the playing field for progressives,” 

A foundation backed by 
George Soros, the billionaire 
investor, was among 
contributors to nonprofits 
involved in progressive issues.
Credit...Lisi Niesner/Reuters

Pierre Omidyar, the 
billionaire founder of eBay, 
disclosed personal and 
foundation gifts to groups 
in a network of left-leaning 
nonprofits.Credit...Randy 
Shropshire/Getty Images
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Ms. Kurtz wrote in a post about the group’s 2020 spending.

Sixteen Thirty is part of a broader network of progressive 
nonprofits that donors used to fill specific spaces on the 
political chessboard.

The groups in the network, which also included Hopewell 
Fund, New Venture Fund, North Fund and Windward Fund, 
were administered by a for-profit consulting firm called 
Arabella Advisors. Taken together, the Arabella network 
spent a total of nearly $1.2 billion in 2020, including paying 
Arabella a combined $46.6 million in 2020 in management 
fees, according to the funds’ tax filings.

While the Arabella-managed groups do not disclose their 
donors, foundations backed by some of the biggest donors 
on the left have disclosed major donations to the network. 
Pierre Omidyar, the billionaire eBay founder, disclosed 
personal and foundation gifts of $45 million to Sixteen 
Thirty and $1.6 million to Hopewell. A foundation backed 
by George Soros disclosed gifts of $17 million to Sixteen 
Thirty and $5 million to Hopewell.

Steve Sampson, an Arabella spokesman, sought to 
downplay the firm’s role or comparisons to the Koch 
network, casting it as providing administrative services 
rather than strategizing how to build the extra-party 
infrastructure of the left. “We work for the nonprofit, not 
the other way around,” he said in a statement.

On the left and right, dark-money hubs mixed politically 
oriented spending with less political initiatives. The Koch 
network’s main financial hub gave $575,000 to the LeBron 
James Family Foundation. Hopewell gave nearly $3.8 
million to a clinic that provides abortion services and 
more than $2 million to a Tulane University fund.

In weighing which nonprofits to include in its analysis, 
The Times considered both their spending on politically 
oriented efforts, as well as their relationships with allied 
groups. Some major institutions, such as the National 
Rifle Association and the Sierra Club, are involved in 
politics but were excluded because they spent heavily on 
membership-oriented activities.

The analysis includes three of the five Arabella-
administered nonprofits, among them one charity, 
the Hopewell Fund. It donated to groups that work to 
reduce the role of big money in politics, but it also gave 
$8.1 million to a dark-money group called Acronym, 
which spent millions of dollars on Facebook advertising 
and backed a company called Courier Newsroom that 
published articles favoring Democrats and received 
millions of dollars from dark money groups. It was paid 
$2.6 million by a nonprofit linked to House Democratic 

leadership to promote articles.

Hopewell also sponsored a project called 
Democracy Docket Legal Fund that filed lawsuits 
to block Republican-backed voting restrictions 
enacted across the country. It was led by a top 
Democratic Party election lawyer, Marc E. Elias. His 
firm at the time, Perkins Coie, was paid $9.6 million 
by Hopewell, according to tax returns, and another 
$11.6 million by the Biden-backing Priorities USA 
nonprofit group.

Two other groups, the Voter Participation Center and 
the Center for Voter Information, spent a combined 
$147.5 million in 2020 to register and mobilize 
voters. They described their targets as “young 
people, people of color and unmarried women” — 
demographics that tend to lean Democratic — and 
said they registered 1.5 million voters in 2020.

Tom Lopach, a former Democratic strategist who 
now runs both groups, said their work was apolitical 
and “an extension of civil rights efforts.”

Republicans race to close gap

Some groups on the right spent dark money battling 
Democrats in court over voting laws.

An entity called the Honest Elections Project 
financed legal briefs defending measures that 
Republicans cast as protections against fraud but 
that were being challenged by Mr. Elias as hurdles 
to voting. It appears to have been the intended 
recipient of $4.8 million from a dark money group 
known then as America First Policies, which 
was started by Trump allies and helped fund a  

Charles G. Koch, and his late brother David H. Koch, oversaw 
an operation that helped Republicans. He has expressed 
regret over the partisan focus of those efforts.Credit...David 
Zalubowski/Associated Press
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pro-Trump super PAC.

Honest Elections was housed within a nonprofit called 
the 85 Fund, a charity that is part of a network formed 
by Leonard A. Leo, a conservative legal activist, to 
counter what he saw as the left’s increasing superiority 
in nonprofit political infrastructure.

Mr. Leo left his position as executive vice president of 
The Federalist Society last year to become chairman of 
a company called CRC Advisors, modeled on Arabella. 
Mr. Leo said in a statement that Arabella and its affiliated 
nonprofits “have added significant firepower to the left’s 
political agenda.”

“We believe our enterprise can do the same for the 
conservative mission,” Mr. Leo said.

The Leo-linked groups — the 85 Fund, Rule of Law 
Trust and The Concord Fund — emerged as a dark-
money force in 2020, spending $122 million on issues 
that animate the conservative base, including judicial 
confirmation fights.

But their resources paled in comparison to the biggest 
traditional dark-money powers on the right, which 
have drawn criticism from allies for backing away from 
Republicans during the Trump years.

Charles Koch expressed regret over his network’s 
financial backing of Republicans and proclaimed that 
his network had “abandoned partisanship” in favor of 
bipartisan efforts like overhauling the criminal justice 
system. The United States Chamber of Commerce was 
accused by a former political strategist of drifting to the 
left in the weeks before the 2020 election.

A handful of ventures on the right have aspired to fill  
the vacuum.

Marc Short, who once ran the Koch political operation 
and later was a top Trump White House aide, raised $15 
million for a group started last year to fight Mr. Biden’s 
domestic spending bill.

“There were some big battles that were going to be fought 
on taxes, and we did not see that there were groups that 
were prepared to fight them,” Mr. Short said.

Mr. Biden’s allies created their own dark-money 
nonprofit to rally support for the bill.

How The Times Investigated Dark Money

The New York Times’s analysis of dark money in 
2020 relies primarily on spending figures disclosed 
by nonprofit groups in their annual I.R.S. tax filings. 
The Times reviewed the filings of more than 150 
nonprofits to select 15 of the most active politically 
oriented organizations that generally aligned with 
each party.

Several of the nonprofit groups included in the 
analysis file their returns on schedules that do not 
align with the calendar year. In some cases, those 
groups voluntarily provided total spending figures 
for the 2020 calendar year, which were used in the 
analysis. In other cases, the analysis used figures 
from the tax returns that covered part of 2019 and 
part of 2020.

The analysis includes groups registered as chambers 
of commerce, social welfare groups and charities, 
registered under sections 501(c)(6), 501(c)(4) and 
501(c)(3) of the tax code, respectively.

It does not include think tanks, which can play an 
outsize role in shaping political debates; donor-
advised funds, which funnel hundreds of millions of 
dollars from major donors into causes that are both 
political and apolitical; or labor unions, some of which 
spend heavily on politics, but which are funded mostly 
by smaller dues payments from individual members.

Grants and transfers made between the groups in 
the analysis were omitted from the overall spending 
tallies, but were included in the totals of individual 
groups.
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