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On November 5, 2013 the Board of Directors met and voted that staff continue implementing 
two initiatives:  a focus on movement building in the Environment program and a portfolio 
supporting efforts to curb the role of money in politics.  In the following document, you can read 
the executive summary of a white paper produced by staff on “Issues for Discussion in The 
Foundation’s Emerging Money In Politics Initiative”.  You will also find a one page document 
from the Environment program on the Building Equity and Alignment Initiative, which held an 
important initial meeting of grassroots network, larger environmental organization and 
philanthropic leaders in July 2013.  The included document reflects the outcome of that meeting 
and acknowledges the important support from the Overbrook Board and staff.  
 
 

ISSUES FOR DISCUSSION IN THE FOUNDATION’S EMERGING MONEY IN 
POLITICS INITIATIVE 

 
Background 

 
For many years, certainly since the early 2000s, the Foundation has found its grantees 

involved in a steep, uphill climb as they attempt to advance their advocacy and public policy 
agendas.  The imbalance of power between our generally small and poorly financed advocates 
and the very powerful forces opposing their agendas has always made their success problematic.  
However, in January 2010 with the Citizens United v. FEC Supreme Court decision, the odds 
against progressive organizations successfully advocating for issues on human rights and 
environment got much worse.   

 
The Citizens United ruling, released in January 2010, tossed out the corporate and union 

ban on making independent expenditures and financing electioneering communications.  It gave 
corporations and unions the green light to spend unlimited sums on ads and other political 
tools, calling for the election or defeat of individual candidates.  In a nutshell, the high court’s 5-
4 decision gave the green light to corporations and labor unions to spend as much as they want 
to convince people to vote for or against a candidate. 

 
Citizens United was the capstone of a thirty year conservative-led effort to eliminate the 

modest restrictions on campaign finance that had been instituted post-Watergate.  The ruling 
raises the real possibility that unleashed torrents of money may so dominate the electoral 
process that more than 99% of Americans without substantial financial means will become 
irrelevant to the electoral process.  This seems particularly true when one recognizes that the 
Supreme Court remains friendly to advocates for unfettered cash as an expression of “free 
speech” in the election process.  The Court will hear arguments in October in McCutcheon v. 
FEC, where McCutcheon’s legal team will argue that any limitation on campaign contributions 
violates free speech guarantees found in the Constitution.  If the Court accepts these arguments 
even more, unregulated and anonymous money will continue to pour into the election system. 



 
 
Unfortunately, these floods of vast sums of money into federal elections are only one part 

of the problem.  Enormous amounts of money flow into state and even local level elections.  
Particularly disturbing is the seldom noted fact that in 39 states trial court and intermediate 
appellate court judges are elected and that contributions to these elections have increased 
dramatically in recent years.  One consequence is that a survey by Justice at Stake found that 9 
in 10 voters and 8 in 10 state judges say they are quite concerned about special interest groups 
buying advertising to influence the outcomes of judicial elections and presumably the favor of 
those judges elected with their support. 

 
Beyond elections, the undue influence of well-funded lobbyists at the state and federal 

level represents another barrier to advancing progressive agendas through the legislative 
process and within the executive branches of government.  Reuters reports that there are 12,553 
lobbyists registered in Washington, DC.  The Center for Responsive Politics projects that in 2013 
federal lobbyists will spend over $10 billion to advance their issues in Congress and the 
Executive Branch. 

 
Both the Democratic and Republican parties have been strongly influenced by these realities.  
Chasing campaign funds consumes enormous amounts of elected officials’ time with estimates 
ranging to as high as 70% of a typical congressman’s day.  All indications point to money both 
driving and corrupting the political process.  Elected and appointed officials give precedence to 
well-financed lobbyists who can help them get re-elected, leaving less time available to govern.  
Paradoxically, elected officials find themselves dependent upon these same lobbyists who bring 
both the money to fill election coffers and the expertise to provide facts, figures and position 
papers on issues these officials no longer have time to research themselves.  

 
In sum, we question the process by which a small number of individual and institutional 

donors has such a disproportionate impact on the democratic process and a on a broad range of 
public policy outcomes. 

 
What Does This Mean For Overbrook? 

 
At the request of then Director Charles Altschul, we invited Michael Waldman from the 

Brennan Center for Justice to speak at the June 2011 Board meeting about the post-Citizens 
United universe.  From that conversation the Foundation’s first grant expressly directed at 
advancing reforms around money in politics emerged with Overbrook underwriting a series of 
conferences at Brennan to explore possible steps to reform the political process.  Since then two 
additional grants specifically in support of reform efforts around the corrupting influence of 
money in politics have been awarded to United Republic and the Center for Public Integrity.  (It 
is also worth noting that several long standing grantees of the Foundation work, in part, on 
strategies to combat the corruption of money in politics.)  And, since those initial awards, staff 
has spent considerable time investigating the reform movement to determine if there is a 
possible role for Overbrook to pursue.   

 



 
While it is clear that money has distorted and corrupted the process of governing, it is 

not clear what can be done about it.  This paper attempts to lay out possible directions the 
Foundation might move in its grantmaking to advance reform measures addressing this 
corruption.  It provides an overview of current strategies that are being pursued by 
organizations to address Money in Politics and a short list of principal funders working in this 
arena.  A brief section of the paper discusses the particular impact that money in the political 
system has had on issues that are of special concern to the Foundation ranging from civil 
marriage for same sex couples and reproductive rights to climate change.   
 

Finally, a series of recommendations are made for organizing a Foundation initiative on 
Money in Politics.  They include a rationale and suggestions for future grantmaking and identify 
a level and source of funding for this initiative.   

 
It is recommended that the Foundation launch a new initiative within the Human Rights 

Program on Money in Politics Reform.  It would build upon early grantmaking from 2011 and 
2012, incorporate the media reform efforts presently supported that speak to the need for these 
reforms and would expand the resources available for organizations, new to Overbrook, working 
on these efforts.  In 2014, staff anticipates allocating approximately $250,000 - $300,000 
(representing ongoing support and new commitments) to this new initiative and, then, revisiting 
this allocation in 2015 and beyond. 

 
At the November Board meeting, staff is recommending awards to the Brennan Center 

for Justice and United Republic Education Fund to continue their work in this arena.  A new 
award to the Piper Fund Collaborative Communication Initiative is also recommended.  
(Individual staff recommendations for these awards are presented elsewhere in the Blue Book.)  
It is anticipated that in 2014, the Money in Politics Initiative would expand with awards 
recommended for organizations meeting the criteria established above.  These could include a 
focus on reform of state-level elections of judges, additional support for research and 
communication efforts to expose money in politics, and other efforts at the state and national 
level that meet Overbrook’s criteria.  The proposed criteria for selecting projects for support 
through this initiative include:  1) Projects where it is likely that Overbrook support could make 
a substantive difference, 2) Innovative and cutting edge projects intended to rejuvenate a field 
that has in some ways become stagnant, 3) Bringing in new constituencies to build a broader 
movement advancing these issues, 4) Developing Field-Wide Resources, and 5) Learning 
opportunities for Board and staff education on new strategies, organizations and national/local 
models for reform. 

 
Staff also strongly urges the Foundation’s long term commitment to advancing this work 

as it is abundantly clear that—just as it took conservatives more than 30 years to achieve the 
outcomes of Citizens United—it will take many years to erase the imbalances that now exist 
within the system . 

  



 
EQUITY + ALIGNMENT = IMPACT: A BEA-INITIATIVE UPDATE 

(BEA-I = Building Equity and Alignment Initiative)  
 
The ability of grassroots base-building organizations and big green groups to effectively 
collaborate to advance common goals has been a persistent obstacle within the environmental 
movement.  In summer 2013, grassroots groups, large, national green groups and 
philanthropy launched a collaborative initiative to address this challenge. At the Johnson 
Foundation at Wingspread, 40 representatives from these sectors convened around a simple 
hypothesis—that to increase the collective impact of the environmental movement, we need to 
increase alignment and equity within the movement overall.  In other words, grassroots 
organizations must be able to expand and contribute their base-building capacity in a 
meaningful way (equity) and various parts of the movement must be working with a common 
strategy and purpose (alignment).  
  
By all accounts, the meeting was a success. Participants voluntarily decided to create a common 
vision statement and strategy as integral steps toward building alignment and equity within the 
environmental field.  One major element of that vision, to which all the participants 
enthusiastically agreed, was to strategize ways in which more resources can be directed to the 
grassroots organizing sector in the future, in order to build an environmental movement with 
the scale to take on the massive ecological challenges we face.  Participants also committed to 
forging new partnerships between grassroots and national groups, and to outlining principles 
that will effectively guide those collaborations. The group began creating a work plan that 
includes mapping resources and needs throughout the movement, expanding communications 
infrastructure for environmental justice work, and continuing to build authentic relationships 
among grassroots organizations, big green groups and funders.  Since the July meeting, 
participants have refined these work plans, set timelines for their completion, and are 
strategizing ways to expand the scope of the initiative.  
  
In keeping with the initiative’s effort to build equity, Overbrook is committed to resourcing 
participants who are spearheading the continued group work, understanding the inherent 
conflict in asking under-resourced groups to take on yet another project. Significantly, national 
green group and philanthropic allies involved in BEA have also started strategizing how 
resources can shift to better support grassroots capacity building.  In these ways, the 
formulation "equity + alignment = impact" is already taking a small but significant step toward 
closing the wide gulf between grassroots and national organizations. Together we are planting 
the seeds for a new environmental movement — crafting tangible, actionable and unprecedented 
bridges. Specifically, this means putting leadership in the hands of the groups themselves — 
with foundation allies shifting to a support role. 
  
The early momentum of this initiative is exciting, especially so considering the historic rifts and 
tense dynamics between grassroots and large, national green groups. A tangible, shared, and 
equitable plan built in solidarity by grassroots, big greens and funders will be unprecedented, 
and at the Wingspread meeting and in months since major strides have been made toward 
achieving that goal.   
 



 
Thanks to that convening, with support from The Overbook Foundation, the Johnson Family 
Foundation, the Clif Bar Family Foundation and the Johnson Foundation at Wingspread, we are 
crossing new terrain in building a more aligned and equitable and, thus, effective environmental 
movement.  We invite your comments, questions and ideas about how to keep the momentum 
going, and we look forward to sharing progress with you as the initiative expands! 
 
With excitement and gratitude, 
  
The Building Equity and Alignment Initiative* (formerly Council for 16,000)  

 


