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Just two years after Wisconsin saw a State Supreme Court race that was the most expensive
state judicial election in American history (as we detailed in this report), the Badger State has
again been subjected to another record-smashing election. Estimates place the total cost of this
year’s State Supreme Court election at $100 million,' nearly doubling the $56 million in the 2023
race which was, at the time, the most expensive state supreme court election America had ever
seen.?

Spending levels in these two most recent judicial elections both massively exceed the spending
Wisconsin saw in its judicial elections less than 20 years ago. Wisconsin also saw an off-year
State Supreme Court election in 2009. Total spending for the 2009 election was less than $2
million,® less than 2% of the spending we saw this year.

TOTAL ELECTION SPENDING IN WISCONSIN SUPREME
COURT ELECTIONS, 2009 VS 2023 AND 2025

Source: Brennan Center for Justice and WisPolitics
$120,000,000
$100,000,000
$80,000,000
$60,000,000

$40,000,000

Total Election Spending (Nominal Dollars)

$20,000,000

$0
2009 2023 2025

Year

This trend of exploding election costs is not unique to Wisconsin. Last year, the total cost of the
2024 elections, between federal and state races, exceeded $20 billion.* The most expensive
Senate race in the country, in Ohio, saw more than $400 million in spending (Wisconsin’s own
Senate race was the 5th-most expensive, with over $200 million in spending).® Compare that to
less than 20 years ago: in 2008, the total cost of all federal elections was just under $5.3 billion.®

How did we get here? Following a series of United States Supreme Court decisions that opened
the floodgates for unlimited fundraising and spending by wealthy donors, corporations, unions,
and foreign interests, election spending in America has skyrocketed. (You can find more
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https://americanpromise.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Wisconsin-Report-2025.pdf

background in this report.) Though extreme, the 2025 Wisconsin State Supreme Court election
is just one example of a broken campaign finance system that is drowning out the voices of
ordinary Americans in favor of hyper-polarized national campaigns.

Ad Spending

Wisconsin’s nominally non-partisan State Supreme Court race, between liberal Susan Crawford
and conservative Brad Schimel, has attracted a massive amount of attention from outside the
state, and with that attention has come a deluge of fundraising and spending. According to
analysis by the Brennan Center for Justice, which tracked fundraising reported to the Wisconsin

Ethics Commission, as well as ad spending estimates from Vivvix/CMAG, spending in the race
reached over $100 million as of April 4. Together, the two candidates raised over $43 million:
Crawford raised over $28 million, while Schimel raised $15 million. More than half the spending
in the race, however, came from outside spending groups like PACs dropping tens of millions of
dollars into Wisconsin. The largest outside spender was Elon Musk’s America PAC, which spent
more than $12.7 million on the race. Musk also funded the nonprofit Building America’s Future,’
the 3rd-largest outside spending group in the race, which spent nearly $6 million.

CAMPAIGN VS OUTSIDE SPENDING SUPPORTING CRAWFORD CAMPAIGN VS OUTSIDE SPENDING SUPPORTING SCHIMEL
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The second-largest outside group in the race was A Better Wisconsin Together, which spent
more than $8 million, primarily on ads attacking Schimel. The group was the top spender in the
2023 state Supreme Court Race, where it spent more than $6.2 million backing liberal candidate
Janet Protasiewicz, who won the election.? According to filings with the Wisconsin Ethics
Commission,® one of A Better Wisconsin’s major donors is the Sixteen Thirty Fund, a nonprofit
dark money group which receives a significant amount of funding from the Berger Action Fund,
another nonprofit funded by Hansjérg Wyss, a Swiss billionaire. Between April 2022 and 2023,
the Sixteen Thirty Fund received $35 million from the Berger Action Fund.® (Read more about
foreign money in U.S. elections here).

In addition to Musk and Wyss, many other billionaires became involved in the 2025 Wisconsin
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Supreme Court race, including George Soros and J.B. Pritzker (the governor of lllinois) who
backed Crawford, and Diane Hendricks and Elizabeth Uihlein backing Schimel." Soros gave $2
million to the Wisconsin Democratic party this cycle, while Pritzker gave $1.5 million.” Uihlein,
along with her husband Richard Uihlein, were the 4th-largest donors in the 2024 elections,
having given more than $143 million to conservative candidates and committees. Richard Uihlein
was also involved in the 2023 Supreme Court race, and gave $4 million to the Fair Courts
America PAC, which spent over $5.5 million supporting the conservative candidate, Dan Kelly.®

Ultimately, Crawford emerged as the winner, after raising more than $28 million directly for her
campaign and benefitting from nearly $18 million in independent expenditures.*
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