
What’s in  
The For the People Act? 

    

 
The For The People Act is divided into three sections: Voting, Campaign Finance, and Ethics.  
Below are a few of the featured provisions of the bill.  
 

• Requires automatic voter registration at certain agencies, like the DMV and public universities  
• Provides same-day voter registration and online registration   
• Establishes universal voting by mail, without excuses required  
• Establishes 2 weeks of early voting, including weekends and before and after business hours   
• Restores the right to vote to formerly incarcerated people  
• Pre-registers 16-and-17-year-olds so they are automatically registered to vote on turning 18  
• Allows a sworn written statement to affirm your identity if you lack a required photo ID 
• Promotes access to voter registration for people with disabilities  
• Increases penalties for intimidation at the polls  
• Prohibits states from restricting curbside voting 
• Requires states to provide sufficient voting systems to ensure no individual must wait more than 

30 minutes in line to cast their vote  
• Prohibits the provision of false statements meant to prevent voters from casting their ballots 
• Bans partisan gerrymandering and creates transparency about drawing district maps, includes a 

mandate to respect and preserve communities of interest (geographic areas where people share 
common goals, based on factors including racial, economic, tribal, social, or cultural identities), 
where possible 

• Prohibits discriminatory voter purges  
• Provides grants to states for paper ballots voting systems to protect election security  
• Creates a small dollar matching program ($6 to $1) so everyday Americans can run for office  
• Clarifies that campaign funds can be used by candidates for childcare and eldercare expenses 
• Reforms the Federal Election Commission  
• Creates a written code of ethical conduct for the Supreme Court  
• Overhauls Executive Branch and Congressional ethics, and requires the President and Vice 

President to obey conflict of interest laws and provide the past ten years of their tax returns  
• Endorses D.C. statehood and restoring the Voting Rights Act (which are separate bills) 

 



Several critical thematic features of the bill are discussed further below.  
• Modernizing Voter Registration. The For the People Act would make automatic voter registration, 

which 19 states and the District of Columbia have already approved, the national standard. Automatic 
registration is a transformative reform under which eligible voters are automatically registered when 
they provide information to the government at the DMV or other agencies, unless they opt out. It could 
add as many as 50 million new eligible voters to the rolls. It improves the integrity of the rolls and 
saves money. H.R.1 would also require online and same-day voter registration and curtail illegal 
purges of the voter rolls. Taken together, these reforms would modernize our system and solve almost 
all of the registration problems that routinely plague elections and keep millions of Americans from 
voting. No change is more important for giving all eligible voters the chance to cast their ballots. 
 

• Small-Donor Public Financing. The For the People Act would create a voluntary program to amplify 
the voices of small, private donors, using public funds to match contributions of up to $200 6-to-1. It 
would also revamp and expand to the general election a similar program for presidential primaries 
that for three decades was used by every major contender. These provisions are self-funding — they 
do not use any taxpayer funds, but are instead paid out of a fund filled by penalties paid by corporate 
lawbreakers and wealthy tax evaders. No reforms would do more to rectify the worst effects of the 
Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision. In New York City, where small donor public 
financing has been in place for decades, it has diversified the donor pool, helped candidates of modest 
means and from diverse backgrounds run for office, and allowed elected officials to spend more time 
talking to their constituents instead of fundraising from big donors. If enacted for congressional races, 
small donor matching would also significantly narrow the fundraising gap for candidates of color 
(who typically must work harder to raise the same amounts as their white peers), especially women 
of color. 
 

• Restoring the 1965 Voting Rights Act. The For the People Act would affirm Congress’s 
commitment to restore the full protections of the 1965 Voting Rights Act (VRA), the landmark civil 
rights law the Supreme Court hobbled in Shelby County v. Holder in 2013. The absence of these 
protections has ushered in a wave of restrictive voting measures and allowed discriminatory changes 
to voting rules to stay in effect for years. Full restoration of the VRA is accomplished by the John R. 
Lewis Voting Rights Act, which Congress should again pass as soon as it has amassed a sufficient 
legislative record. 
 

• Voting Rights Restoration. The For the People Act would restore federal voting rights to citizens 
with past criminal convictions living in our communities — strengthening those communities, offering 
a second chance to those who have served their time, and removing the stain of a policy born out of 



Jim Crow. It offers a clear and bright-line rule that will reduce confusion for both citizens and election 
officials alike. 
 

• Redistricting Reform. The For the People Act would create strong uniform rules for congressional 
redistricting, including strengthened protections for communities of color and a statutory ban on 
partisan gerrymandering. It would also ensure greater transparency in the redistricting process and 
add enhanced judicial remedies to ensure that discriminatory maps can quickly be challenged in court 
and fixed. Absent these measures, extreme gerrymandering and discrimination against communities 
of color will continue to run rife.  
 

• Nationwide Early Voting. The For the People Act would ensure that all states have at least two weeks 
of early voting to boost turnout among working Americans, reduce long lines, and help officials 
identify and address problems before Election Day. More than 100 million Americans voted early in 
2020, a substantial increase over previous years, which additionally helped to ensure a safe and secure 
election in the pandemic context. 
 

• Shoring up Campaign Finance Rules. The For the People Act would extend common-sense 
transparency rules to online political advertising and close other loopholes, tighten rules intended to 
keep super PACs and dark money groups independent of candidates, and overhaul the Federal Election 
Commission to prevent deadlocks and enforce campaign finance laws.  
 

• Election Security. The For the People Act would bring needed improvements to election security by 
requiring states to replace paperless electronic voting machines, promoting risk-limiting audits, 
creating grants to help states enhance election security on an ongoing basis, and ensuring election 
system vendors meet security requirements, among other changes. 
 

• Government Ethics. Finally, the For the People Act would bolster enforcement of executive branch 
ethics rules, slow the revolving door between the private and public sectors, require disclosure of 
presidential tax returns, tighten restrictions on congressional conflicts of interest, and require a code 
of ethics for the Supreme Court, among other things. 

 

Additional resources: 
• Text of For the People Act as introduced in the Senate on March 17, 2021 here.   
• House Bill primary sponsor Rep. John Sarbanes’ 29-page section-by-section summary of the bill here. 
• Brennan Center white paper providing an overview of the bill here. 
• Brennan Center 79-page analysis of each section of the bill here. 
• Brennan Center March 1, 2021 op-ed “The For the People Act Is America’s Next Great Civil Rights Bill” here. 
• Brennan Center March 6, 2021 piece on how Georgia’s proposed state bills will harm Black voters most here. 

 

https://www.congress.gov/117/bills/s1/BILLS-117s1is.pdf
https://democracyreform-sarbanes.house.gov/sites/democracyreform.house.gov/files/SIMPLE-SECTION-BY-SECTION_H.R.-1_FINAL.pdf
https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/2021_01_Case%20for%20HR1_update_V4.pdf
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/policy-solutions/annotated-guide-people-act-2021
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/people-act-americas-next-great-civil-rights-bill
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/georgias-proposed-voting-restrictions-will-harm-black-voters-most

