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Key facts:  
• Based on preliminary data, Arizona counties received more than $5 million in 

“Zuckerbucks.” 

• 60 percent of Arizona counties received grants. 

• More than half of the money sent to Arizona was given to Maricopa County.  

• While the grants were framed as COVID-19 related, available data suggests personal 
protective equipment was not the priority. 

 

Overview 
During the 2020 presidential election, more than 2,500 election offices across the country 
received grants of varying amounts from the Center for Technology and Civic Life (CTCL). 
Run by a former Obama Foundation fellow, CTCL lists big tech companies such as Google 
and Facebook among its key funders and partners.1-2 One of its largest donors in 2020 was 
the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, which contributed $350 million to the initiative so that CTCL 
could regrant the funds to local jurisdictions.3-4  
 
CTCL’s election grants—or “Zuckerbucks”—were advertised as additional resources to help 
election jurisdictions “safely serve every voter” amid the COVID-19 public health 
emergency.5 Indeed, the grants themselves are called “COVID-19 response grants.” Mark 
Zuckerberg, one of CTCL’s largest benefactors, defended the grants as support for election 
officials to “help people vote safely.”6  
 
But a quick dive into the available data shows that the funds were largely requested for get-
out-the-vote efforts, influenced voter turnout in favor of Democrats, and may have impacted 
the results of the election in some states—including in the critical swing state of Arizona. 
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Where did the money go? 
Zuckerbucks were provided to local election jurisdictions across the country, infiltrating 47 
out of 50 states.7 Because of Arizona’s importance in both the presidential and Senate 
contests, the Grand Canyon State figured prominently in CTCL’s distribution of funds. 
 
While CTCL has not yet disclosed full details about how much was distributed to each 
grantee during the 2020 election, publicly available data shows that CTCL funneled more 
than $5 million into nine Arizona jurisdictions.8 Based on the preliminary numbers, a large 
share of that money was spent in counties carried by President Biden.9 Unsurprisingly, 
Maricopa County, the fourth most populous county in America and home to more than 60 
percent of Arizona’s voters, received more than half of all Zuckerbucks distributed in the 
state.10 

 

ZUCKERBUCKS POURED INTO ARIZONA IN 2020 

 
TOTAL: $5,046,38911 

Source: APM Reports, Authors' public records requests 

How was the money spent? PPE wasn’t the only expense.  
CTCL has not released data on how the money was spent; however, some available 
information reveals that only a fraction of the funding was requested for personal protective 
equipment (PPE).12 For example, while a memorandum to the Coconino Board of 
Supervisors says the grant will be used to “supplement election work recruitment and 
training, and other security and safety measures,” it does so only after first pointing out that 
the grant provides “additional capacity to increase voter education efforts.”13 Other 
election jurisdictions spent absolutely nothing on PPE and COVID-19-related items 
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whatsoever.14 Responses to public records requests indicate that jurisdictions spent these 
“COVID-19 response grants” on vehicles, advertising, registering teenagers to vote, and 
other expenses unrelated to the COVID-19 pandemic.15 
 
Under the terms of the grants, jurisdictions were required to file reports with CTCL by January 
31, 2021 broadly outlining how grant funds were spent. Even so, CTCL’s report template 
doesn’t require specific details, suggesting these reports may not provide much clarification 
on how the money was actually spent.16 CTCL has yet to make these reports widely 
available. Additionally, grantees have the ability to request an extension in spending 
remaining funds through June 30, 2021.17 

Zuckerbucks influenced Arizona’s election 
While data is limited due to CTCL’s unwillingness to make full reports on grant allocations 
and spending public, initial analysis points to Zuckerbucks having an influence on election 
outcomes in Arizona. On average, counties that received Zuckerbucks saw the Democratic 
presidential candidate’s share of the vote increase compared to the 2016 election.18  
 
For example, in Maricopa County, the only county in the state to flip in the 2020 election, 
President Trump increased his vote total by more than 248,000 votes yet lost the county to 
Biden.19 In 2020, Biden improved on Hillary Clinton’s 2016 vote total in the county by more 
than 337,000 votes.20 This nearly 90,000-vote difference cannot be explained by registration 
increases. While Democratic voter registration in Maricopa County has grown more than 
Republican registration since the 2016 election, the net increase was fewer than 50,000 
votes and registered Republicans still outnumber registered Democrats by more than 
100,000 voters.21 In counties that went for Biden in 2020, Zuckerbucks seem to have helped 
boost Democratic turnout. 

 
ARIZONA COUNTIES WON BY BIDEN WITH ZUCKERBUCKS 

COUNTY 
2016  

DEMOCRATIC 
VOTES 

2020  
DEMOCRATIC 

VOTES 

PERCENT  
DIFFERENCE 

Apache 17,083 23,293 + 36 Percent increase 

Coconino 23,404 44,698 + 38 Percent increase 

Maricopa 702,907 1,040,774 + 48 Percent increase 

Pima 224,661 304,981 + 36 Percent increase 
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SANTA CRUZ COUNTY WITH NO ZUCKERBUCKS 

 2016 VOTES 2020 VOTES PERCENT DIFFERENCE 

Support for Democrat 
Presidential Candidate 11,690 13,138 + 12 Percent increase 

Support for Republican 
Presidential Candidate 3,897 6,194 + 59 Percent increase 

 

Biden carried five of Arizona’s 15 counties in the 2020 election. In the four Biden-carried 
counties that took Zuckerbucks, the number of Democratic-presidential voters increased by 
36 percent or more. By contrast, in Santa Cruz County without Zuckerbucks, Democratic-
presidential votes increased by only 12 percent.22 Although Santa Cruz County had the 
second-lowest increase in overall turnout from 2016, Trump was still able to improve his vote 
count in the heavily Democrat county by nearly 60 percent. 23 

What Arizona can do to protect its elections 
The conduct of Arizona’s elections should be safeguarded from outside influence. 
Policymakers should prohibit private groups and other third parties from financing election 
jurisdictions in order to avoid undermining the integrity of Arizona’s elections. Arizona 
legislators can restore confidence in their elections process by preventing outside actors 
from financing elections.  
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