AMERICANS FOR

PUBLIC
TRUST

WRITTEN TESTIMONY OF
AMERICANS FOR PUBLIC TRUST

BY

CAITLIN SUTHERLAND
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

BEFORE THE
COMMITTEE ON HOUSE ADMINISTRATION
FOR A HEARING ENTITLED

“AMERICAN CONFIDENCE IN ELECTIONS: PREVENTING NONCITIZEN VOTING
AND OTHER FOREIGN INTERFERENCE”

May 16, 2024



Chairman Steil, Ranking Member Morelle, and Members of the Committee:
Thank you for the invitation and opportunity to testify before you today.

My name is Caitlin Sutherland, and I am the Executive Director of Americans for Public Trust (APT), a
nonprofit, nonpartisan organization dedicated to restoring trust in government by holding politicians and
political groups accountable. Since our founding in 2020, APT has devoted extensive resources to
uncovering, mapping, and publicizing outside money and influence in politics and policy.

Americans should have every confidence that their elections are free from foreign interference and influence.
But, unfortunately, a significant source of foreign cash is flowing into politics from a Swiss billionaire named
Hansjorg Wyss, who “follows American politics closely.”! In fact, Wyss’ interest in the U.S. political system is
such that his sister once exclaimed that “behind the scenes a Swiss plays an important part in American
politics.”?

This is incredibly concerning because, as the Associated Press has detailed, Mr. Wyss is “a foreign national
[wholis prohibited from donating to candidates or political committees. But his influence is still broadly felt
through millions of dollars routed through a network of nonprofit groups that invest heavily in the
Democratic ecosystem.”? In 2011, Mr. Wyss told a Swiss newspaper that he “never felt the need to become
an American.”* He claimed he found the process too “complicated,” and instead, preferred to call himself “a
spiritual dual citizen.”’s

Despite Mr. Wyss’ disinterest in becoming an American citizen, he made it a personal goal to influence
American politics. According to a biography written by his own sister, Mr. Wyss’ goal is to “(re)interpret the
American Constitution in the light of progressive politics.”

So how is Mr. Wyss, who is not a U.S. citizen, and therefore prohibited from directly or indirectly influencing
our elections, doing just that? Well first, in the ‘90s and eatly ‘00s he — seemingly illegally — gave more than
$100,000 directly to candidates and political committees.” But Mr. Wyss’ direct giving pales in comparison to
his current and preferred method of influencing our politics: his nonprofits.

Mzr. Wyss uses his two nonprofits — the Wyss Foundation, a 501(c)(3), and the Berger Action Fund (formerly
called the Wyss Action Fund), a 501(c)(4) — to fund liberal groups across the nation. He has used these two
nonprotfit vehicles to pump almost half a billion dollars into the U.S. political system.? In his biography, Mr.
Wyss’ sister also explicitly detailed his ability to “exert an influence on American domestic politics through his
foundations.”
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If this sounds like a staggering amount of money from a reclusive, foreign billionaire and organizations that
are far from being household names, that’s because it’s all by design. Again, while speaking to foreign media,
Mr. Wyss admitted that he was fighting laws in Arizona that “give police too many rights,” working to
nominate progressive federal judges, and funding abortion clinics. But the catch? He also bragged that his
“name never appears” linked to his efforts.’0 In fact, the Associated Press described Berger Action Fund as “a
nondescript name for a group with a rather specific purpose: steering the wealth of Hansjorg Wyss, a Swiss
billionaire, into the world of American politics and policy.”!!

So how exactly, in his own words, does he exert an influence? According to the New York Tinmes, Mr. Wyss’
“political activism is channeled through a daisy chain of opaque organizations that mask the ultimate
recipients of his money.”'2 The most opaque of those organizations is a little-known group called the Sixteen
Thirty Fund, which according to Bloomberg, serves as “a [clearinghouse] for the left,” and has also received
$243 million from Mr. Wyss.!3 Sixteen Thirty Fund bankrolls efforts to elevate President Biden’s agenda,
funds Supreme Court nomination fights, invests in massive voter turnout operations, engages in issue
advocacy campaigns against vulnerable Republican senators and representatives, and has funneled nearly $100
million and counting into state ballot issue campaigns across 25 states.!4

Without a federal prohibition against foreign nationals funding ballot issue campaigns, Sixteen Thirty Fund
has been able to receive money from Mr. Wyss, and in turn, bankroll ballot issue campaigns across the
country. According to an April 2024 report released by APT:

“While the issues in ballot campaigns are presented as nonpartisan and nonpolitical — and the
campaigns themselves are perhaps the most direct way the voices of every individual voter can be
heard — they can be strategically crafted and deployed to specifically target a given political party’s
voter base. In addition to being used to implement state policy changes, ballot issue campaigns are
also used as a tactic to drive voter turnout in order to impact concurrent, contested political
elections. For instance, a ballot initiative designed to appeal to liberal-learning voters could also turn
out support for a liberal officeholder who faces a competitive reelection in the same cycle.”15

Drawing from the same report, an examination of paper and electronic state campaign finance filings found
that Sixteen Thirty Fund’s spending is often concentrated in battleground presidential states like Michigan
and Ohio, as well as states with competitive U.S. Senate races like Colorado, Missouri, and Nevada.!®

Almost $34 million has poured into Michigan from Sixteen Thirty Fund since 2017, funding 10 ballot
campaigns intended to place onerous burdens on small business, rewrite the state’s election laws, and
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enshrine the right to an abortion in the state’s constitution.!” Sixteen Thirty Fund’s first forays into Ohio
politics came in 2018 when it quietly funded a weak-on-crime ballot initiative, that among other things, would
have lessened the penalties for fentanyl possession and shortened some prison sentences.!® In an eight month
period is 2023, Sixteen Thirty Fund’s ballot campaign spending skyrocketed to over $14 million.! As of May
2024, active ballot issue campaigns are underway in Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, and Nevada, all being
tinanced by Sixteen Thirty Fund.2

Sixteen Thirty Fund is not the only organization that has been the beneficiary of funds from a foreign
national. The League of Conservation Voters (LCV) network has received over $20 million from Mr. Wyss’
entities.?! In March 2024, LCV, “a leading climate organization that is among the biggest spenders on
progressive causes,” pledged $120 million “to lift President Biden and his allies.””22

Mzr. Wyss has also heavily contributed to Fund for a Better Future, “a dark money group that supports causes
like abortion rights, social justice immigration and public health, and is behind the green group Climate
Power.”23 Climate Power announced a plan to spend $80 million on advertising to “lift President Biden’s
standing on environmental issues and inform voters about the impact of legislation he signed last year
[2022].724 In the 2022 midterms, “Climate Power also spent about $5.3 million on ads supporting about 30
House Democrats.”25

It is alarming that groups that are receiving funding from a foreign national turn around and spend money on
issue advocacy campaigns, voter registration, get-out-the-vote efforts, Super PACs, and state ballot issue
campaigns.2’x
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These foreign influence loopholes must be closed. Foreign nationals are already barred from donating to
candidates directly, so why should all these vehicles that influence elections be any different? American
elections should be for American citizens. Stopping foreign nationals — whether they be a reclusive Swiss
billionaire or a communist dictator — from funding U.S. policy fights is a simple step to take. In his 1796
Farewell Address, George Washington cautioned that “foreign influence is one of the most baneful foes of
republican government.”’?” Over 200 years later, that sentiment remains true. Thank you.
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