
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

MEMORANDUM 
 

To:  Editorial Boards and Members of the Media 

From:  Peter Barca, Assembly Democratic Leader 

Contact:      Laura Smith, Communications Director, 608-266-5504 

Date:   October 16, 2015 

Re:   Extremely Disturbing Campaign Finance Changes (Assembly Bill 387)  

 

Overview 

With the drastic proposals coming forward by Republicans, it appears this coming week will mark the end of 

clean, open and transparent government in Wisconsin. 

 

Republican legislators are rushing through a dramatic re-write of our state’s campaign finance laws, in 

addition to rushing through bills that will 1) dismantle our government watchdog agency (Government 

Accountability Board) and 2) make it easier for political corruption to go undetected and unprosecuted (by not 

allowing political crimes to be investigated/prosecuted through the John Doe process). 

 

These changes will enable individuals to spend unlimited amounts of money campaigning without disclosing 

who they are. For the first time in modern Wisconsin history, corporations will also be able to give unlimited 

money directly to political parties and legislative committees. 

 

With these campaign finance changes being fast-tracked – without even allowing time for legislators, our 

legislative service agencies, members of the media or the public to fully comprehend and debate the changes 

– I believe this will lead to significant corruption in our state.  

 

Bill Overview  

AB 387 is a complete rewrite of Chapter 11 of the Wisconsin Statutes, which covers campaign donation 

limits, disclosure and reporting requirements, and coordination between candidates, political parties, and 

independent groups. Read more about the bill here: https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2015/proposals/ab387  

 

Breakneck Speed  

If this bill passes, Republicans will have unraveled generations of campaign finance tradition in less than two 

weeks. AB 387 was introduced on Thursday, October 8. The bill was debated in committee the night of 

Tuesday, October 13, long after most reporters and members of the public had left. Speaker Vos introduced 

an 18-page amendment to the bill on Thursday, October 15, roughly four hours before Republicans voted the 

bill out of committee. The bill is already scheduled for a floor vote in the Republican-controlled Assembly on 

Wednesday, October 21.  

 

Here is our best understanding of some of the most harmful elements of Assembly Bill 387: 

 

 The bill allows unlimited corporate donations to political parties and legislative committees. 

 

 The bill allows an individual or corporation to anonymously spend an unlimited amount of money for 

or against a state or local candidate. As long as the expenditure is outside of the 60-day window before 

an election, the individual would not be required to report any of their activities or even  

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2015/proposals/ab387


 
 

 
disclose who paid for the activity. Within the window an individual or corporation could spend up to 

$4,999.99 anonymously.  

 

 The bill allows a political action committee (PAC) or independent expenditure committee (IEC) to 

anonymously spend money for or against a state or local candidate. As long as the expenditure is less 

than 50% of the total budget for the organization, the PAC or IEC would not be required to report any 

of their activities or even disclose who paid for the activity. 

 

Other Harmful Items Include: 

 This bill goes beyond current state and federal court rulings in defining so-called “issue ads,” allowing 

for unrestricted, secret coordination between campaigns and special interest groups on campaign 

activities, provided they don’t use explicit words/phrases like “vote for” or “vote against.” There is no 

limit on the amount of money outside groups are allowed to spend and no reporting requirements when 

special interests run so-called “issue ads.” 

 

 The bill permits groups to set up unlimited independent expenditures committees to engage in express 

advocacy, allowing groups to avoid reporting requirements triggered by a single committee spending 

over $5,000. 

 

 The bill doubles the existing campaign contribution limits to candidates.   

 

 The bill allows campaign donors contributing over $200 to conceal the name of their employer and 

only report their occupation. Current law requires the name of the employer to be reported for these 

higher level contributors.   

 

 Like the budget’s attempt to gut the “Wisconsin Idea,” the bill deletes the preamble to the state’s 

campaign finance laws, which affirms the state’s commitment to “ensure fair and impartial elections” 

and to “protect the integrity” of the election process. 

 

 

This analysis is our best understanding of this fast-moving bill and the amendment which we received late 

yesterday.  


