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Executive Summary 

 

The ANTICORRP Project Work Package (WP) 10 on “Monitoring anti-corruption 

legislation and enforcement in Europe” has the overall aim to study state compliance 

and implementation of international and European anti-corruption norms in the EU 

member states. It is specifically interested in exploring whether international and 

European norms have an independent influence in prompting EU member states to 

adopt and implement effective anti-corruption laws, policies and practices 

domestically. While their research design and methodology are different, the three 

studies that are contained in this deliverable explore this broader issue by engaging in 

comparative analysis. 

The first study on “Why do some countries comply with the Group of States 

against Corruption and others do not? A study of political finance international norms 

and domestic reform” by Dia Anagnostou and Evangelia Psychogiopoulou explores 

variation in state compliance with the Council of Europe (CoE) standards in the area 

of political financing and the factors that account for it. The analysis focuses on seven 

countries that exhibit different degrees of compliance with the CoE rules on the 

financing of political parties and election campaigns, namely Denmark, Germany, 

Greece, Lithuania, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom. The selected states 

exhibit compliance with GRECO regulatory standards on political financing, ranging 

from no compliance to strong compliance.  

This qualitative comparative study builds upon our quantitative research in the 

second phase of WP10, as well as on pre-existing case studies. It employs the method 

of structured, focused comparison to explore systematically the factors that promote 

or conversely hinder the willingness and ability of national governments to comply 

and implement the recommendations that GRECO issues as part of its monitoring. It 

examines the legal framework governing the flow of money in politics in these 

countries and their response to the recommendations issued by the Group of States 

against Corruption (GRECO) as part of the monitoring carried out in the field since 

2007. Why do some states comply with GRECO recommendations and proceed to 

significantly reform their national regulatory frame in response to these, while other 

states resist compliance and are unwilling to undertake changes in how they regulate 

political finance? 

Based on the comparison of the seven country cases, three sets of factors 

emerge as salient in explaining why some states strongly comply with GRECO 

recommendations and others do so only limitedly, or not at all. In the first place, an 

important factor is how congruent or conversely conflictual (with the approach 

underlying the GRECO recommendation) is the national tradition or the extant 

constitutional/legal frame in a country. A congruent tradition or an already present 

regulatory propensity can facilitate compliance, while on the other hand, a conflicting 

tradition or existing approach can obstruct compliance and political finance reform. 

 Secondly, a key factor in explaining compliance is the existence or lack of 

political will among the government and political parties domestically. Domestic 

political will has been shown to be a crucial factor in state compliance with 

international law more broadly. Yet, besides being plainly unsurprising, the existence 

(or lack therefore) of political begs more questions than it answers: what factors 



5 

 

configure political agreement with or opposition to GRECO standards and 

recommended reforms? Why and how does a substantial cross-section of government 

and parliamentary elites agree to take action or resist doing so in order to reform 

domestic laws and rules in line with what a Council of Europe body (the GRECO) 

recommends? 

 The area of political finance is not a typical policy area; the prevailing mode 

of decision-making, inter-party relations and divisions, as well as the influence that 

public opinion and civil society are able to exert more broadly, are not necessarily 

evidenced in the area of political finance. In order to explain compliance, we must 

understand why international pressure, as exercised through a peer review monitoring 

mechanism such as the GRECO, can at a particular point in time break through 

established patterns of decision-making between the main political parties in the area 

of political finance. We see this having happened in the case of Sweden, but not in 

Denmark or in the UK. To be sure, unlike Denmark and the UK, Sweden did have a 

culture of party finance regulation, even if on a voluntary basis, which made the 

distance from the regulatory approach of the GRECO shorter to begin with, making 

significant, albeit far from radical reform, possible.  

 The third factor that explains compliance with GRECO recommendations is a 

country’s position in the regional structure of power and in the international milieu 

more broadly. Its power in the regional and international terrain is defined both by 

objective factors that create dependence and external oversight, and by self-perception 

(how its elites perceive their state’s position). Α country like Germany, which is in a 

strong strategic, political and economic position in the regional and international 

realm, is not be able to ignore or change the rules for itself. On the other hand, 

countries that are a weak and dependent economic and political position, like Greece 

and Spain in the post-2010 period, have little space to negotiate and express their 

disagreements. They have even less space to resist complying with the GRECO 

recommendations, when such compliance is among the conditions for continuing 

external financial aid. Finally, this study shows that there is an inverse relationship 

between regulation and control of corruption: the higher the score of political finance 

regulation the lower the ability to control corruption. 

The second study by Martin Mendelksi, entitled “The revival of 

Balkanization: How externally-driven reforms reinforce the fragmentation of 

governance in South Eastern Europe”, examines the impact of the EU and other 

international donors on the development of good governance in South Eastern Europe 

(SEE). The comparative analysis shows that the externally-driven good governance 

reforms improve substantive legality (the alignment of domestic legislation with 

international best standards), state capacity and efficiency but weaken formal legality 

(the inner morality of law), many aspects of impartiality and the coherence of state 

structures and policies. As a result, good governance is undermined. To explain the 

persistence and reproduction of bad (i.e. fragmented) governance, the author offers a 

“vicious reform cycle” explanation, in which a fragmented governance structure is 

reproduced by competing and factionalized actors and by fragmented and politicized 

reform and policy processes. The implication is that externally-induced reforms, 

instead of allowing to transition towards good governance, are reproducing 

Balkanization and “bad governance”, i.e. fragmented, unaccountable, personalized 

and instable state structures, policies and formal rules. The main argument is 

supported by a mixed method study. A quantitative indicator-based analysis measures 
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the development of good governance across six dimensions between 2003 and 2015. 

Qualitative interviews (with judicial and political representatives from SEE, the EU 

and international organizations), relevant data and secondary sources offer revealing 

insights on processes of hybridization and fragmentization. 
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Why do some countries comply with the Group of States against 

Corruption and others do not? A study of political finance 

international norms and domestic reform 

 
Dia Anagnostou and Evangelia Psychogiopoulou 

 

Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy 

 

1. Introduction 

Corruption-generating practices can flourish where illegal contributions are channeled 

to political parties and office holders, where there is unauthorized use of public 

resources for partisan purposes, and/or where money is given in return for a favor in 

the event of election into public office (Pinto-Duschinsky 2002, p. 71). In order to 

prevent a breeding ground for such practices, political finance regimes in an 

increasing number of countries have progressively deployed a degree of state 

intervention to regulate the flow of money into politics. The degree of state 

intervention varies and different laws, rules and procedures exist for controlling the 

flow of money into politics, i.e. through transparency and publicity requirements, 

limits on expenditures and donations, and the provision of public funding. Such a 

regulatory approach has formed the standard espoused by international organizations, 

such as the Council of Europe and the Group of States against Corruption (GRECO). 

In line with it, the state should lay down some rules governing political parties, and 

the way they are financed and spend their money, in order to safeguard the principles 

of fairness, equality, transparency and integrity in democratic life (De Sousa 2005, p. 

5).  

 It is not self-evident to all that regulating party financing is a positive 

development for political life. Not everyone agrees that there is a need for party and 

election financing regulation in order to safeguard fairness, transparency, and 

integrity. Contrary to a regulatory approach, a liberal approach sees political parties as 

civil society entities that are born out of and operate on the basis of the voluntary 

mobilization of the common interests and ideologies of citizens. For this tradition, 

non-interference and non-intervention by the state are core principles, which are either 

safeguarded in the constitution, or are abided by as a matter of convention (as in 

Britain and in Scandinavian countries). According to this liberal tradition, political 

parties should be able to set standards of probity to its members, through self-

regulation on the basis of commonly accepted rules and conventions (De Sousa 2005, 

p. 5).  

This paper seeks to explore why some states respond to and comply with 

international and regional standards for the regulation of political financing whereas 

other countries do not. For this purpose, it builds on the third GRECO evaluation 

round, which has taken up the issue of political party funding, with reference to the 

Committee of Ministers’ Recommendation (2003) 4 on common rules against 

corruption in the funding of political parties and electoral campaigns (Committee of 

Ministers, 2003). In Anagnostou and Psychogiopoulou, 2015 we measured the degree 

of domestic compliance with this Recommendation before and after the supervision 
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and monitoring performed by the GRECO in all the EU Member States. Building on 

our previous research, in this paper we seek to capture the factors and conditions that 

supported or by contrast undermined compliance with and implementation of the 

recommendations that the GRECO issued in the framework of its monitoring.  

The analysis is structured as follows. The next section discusses briefly the 

existing literature on political finance reform and formulates four propositions that 

seek to understand why some states comply with the GRECO recommendations more 

than others. These propositions guide the analysis in the following sections and they 

are tested in a set of countries that exhibit different levels of compliance with the 

GRECO standards: Denmark, Germany, Greece, Lithuania, Spain, Sweden and the 

United Kingdom. The methodology followed and the selection of our country cases 

are explained in section 3. Section 4 examines the legal framework concerning 

political party financing in the countries reviewed and their reaction to the GRECO 

recommendations. Section 5 engages in comparative analysis and identifies the 

factors that facilitate or conversely hinder political finance reform in response to the 

GRECO monitoring. Section 6 investigates whether regulation of political financing 

enhances control of corruption, probing in particular the relationship between the 

degree of regulatory intervention and the ability of states to curb corruption. Section 7 

ends with some concluding remarks.  

 

2. Why do states comply with GRECO standards and reform the political 

financing systems? 

Existing comparative studies exploring the factors that shape political finance reform 

do not take into account the influence that international norms and pressures by 

regional organizations may exert over domestic reform in this area (see for instance 

Scarrow 2004). Most comparative studies have specifically focused on one aspect of 

political finance reform, namely, why some states adopted public funding schemes 

when they did (i.e. Germany) and conversely, why other states have resisted 

introducing significant state subsidies to political parties (i.e. the United Kingdom) 

(see Koss 2010; also Scarrow 2004). Demands for political finance reform may be 

generated by a variety of factors that have been noted by existing studies, such as 

public disaffection with political parties, especially when major scandals occur, 

escalating costs of election campaigns and at the same time declining sources of 

grassroots party revenue due to eroding membership, among others. While these are 

significant trigger factors, they do not in and of themselves produce reform. 

Campaign finance reform, for instance, is a thoroughly politicized process that 

involves elite bargaining, veto points, and the strategic calculations of self-interested 

political elites that shape the formulation of policies and the choice of reforms 

pursued (Norris and Abel van Es 2016a, p. 231).  

 In the frame of its monitoring procedures, the GRECO does not require or 

pressure states to introduce state subsidies for political parties and/or candidates. In 

large part, there is no need to do so given that nearly all EU member states provide 

such subsidies (with exception of Luxembourg, and partial exception of the UK). 

Instead, the GRECO insists more on limits to private donations, as well as on 

transparency requirements and effective monitoring/supervision. The general thrust of 
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GRECO norms and standards is state interventionism. Reforms that increase state 

regulation interfere with the freedom of voters and party supporters to donate the 

amount of funds that they wish to their preferred political party and/or candidate. 

 International pressures can arguably play an important role in developing 

societies that receive international aid to strengthen democratic governance (Norris 

and Abel van Es 2016a, p. 231). Scholars argue that international pressure exerted by 

the GRECO has provided significant incentives for individual countries to pursue 

reform of the political party finance regime also in Western Europe, and has had a 

substantial impact on the re-shaping of national regulatory frames (Piccio 2016, pp. 3-

4). For example, it is argued that regional norms for higher levels of state intervention 

in political financing have affected the decision of states like Sweden, to enact some 

form of regulation, partly moving away from its earlier frame in which regulation was 

on a voluntary basis between political parties (Abel van Es 2016, p. 209). On the other 

hand, we can point at countries like Denmark, with a low level of regulation, which 

has persistently resisted further controls in spite of pressure by the GRECO. The 

question is under what domestic conditions and factors can such pressure translate 

into or lead to reform of a state’s political party finance regime.   

Scholars working on the influence of international norms within states have 

for a long time now argued that international and regional norms interact with and are 

filtered through domestic norms and structures, producing important variations in 

compliance with these norms (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, p. 893). Drawing from 

this literature, Abel van Es argues that three sets of factors condition the degree to 

which international norms get adopted in a country: a country’s domestic political 

structure, the extent of linkages a country has with the region, and the extent to which 

a country is subjected to regional pressure (Abel van Es 2016, p. 209).  

The closest to our study is the recently published study by Smulders and 

Maddens (2016) that explores a particular dimension of party finance regime – 

namely, transparency. By comparing the respective domestic legal rules and 

regulations before and after the GRECO monitoring, it assesses the extent to which 

GRECO recommendations had an impact on member states transparency regulations 

regarding the political parties’ annual accounts. Our study includes but also extends 

beyond the transparency and control dimension, and it covers not only Northern, 

Western and Southern European countries, but all EU member states. The study by 

Smulders and Maddens concludes that GRECO’s third evaluation round had a 

significant impact on national party finance laws, leading a large number of countries 

to amend their legal framework in the direction of considerably improving the level of 

transparency regarding the parties’ annual accounts. Their study though does not 

explore the factors that can explain variation in state compliance with the GRECO 

recommendations. 

The purpose of our study is to explore why some states respond to and comply 

with the recommendations of the GRECO more than others, whilst other countries 

thoroughly resist taking up any of the suggested changes. Drawing from existing 

literature, and on the basis of our research on EU member states, we can formulate the 

following propositions that we will explore in a selected set of country cases: 

Proposition 1: States are more likely to comply with GRECO 

recommendations and to reform their political finance regime when there is a 

solid political will, and specifically when the main political parties and 
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negotiating elites can reach a consensus on the reforms to be pursued. 

Conversely, they are less likely to comply with GRECO recommended 

reforms when persisting disagreements exist among all or some of the main 

political parties and elites. The latter is more likely the more the governance 

system is fragmented, as for example is the case of federal states.  

This proposition draws from studies that have focused on political party 

interests as the main factor accounting for political finance reform. Because political 

parties and elites have a wide variety of interests, the challenge here is to understand 

specifically what kind of interests are driving parties’ positions on such reform. Such 

interests can be of various kinds: to win elections, to increase vote share, to increase 

legislative seat totals, to implement policy agendas, and others (Scarrow 2004, 654). 

Scarrow has outlined and debated “revenue-maximizing interests” (political parties 

interested in maximizing their economic wealth) versus “electoral economy” interests 

(political parties interested in winning elections and preventing their competitors from 

benefiting with more resources) (see also Koss 2008). From a similar perspective, 

Nwokora also argues that “[f]inancing reforms occur when a governing faction judges 

that by altering the current rules it will improve its chances of winning in the next 

election; any resulting reforms will be designed specifically for this purpose” 

(Nwokora 2014, p. 920). It must be repeated though that such a perspective and the 

related arguments were developed to explain the introduction of public funding (or 

lack of it thereof) to political parties, and not political finance reform more broadly.  

Proposition 2: Whatever the financial interests of the main political parties 

and elites are, compliance with GRECO recommended reforms is more likely 

if they are endorsed (even if in part) by a powerful and politically independent 

body, such as a constitutional or supreme court, or a regulatory 

body/commission, which has the authority to persuade legislatures to pursue 

reform (see Scarrow 2004, p. 659).  

Proposition 3: Whatever the financial interests of the main political parties 

and elites are, compliance with GRECO recommended reforms is more likely 

when tangible pressure can be exerted by powerful external institutional actors 

(such as EU, IMF, etc.) with economic leverage vis-à-vis the state in question.  

Proposition 4: Compliance with GRECO recommended reforms is more likely 

when these reforms are congruent with national political traditions and the 

principles that underpin the national constitutional/legal frame. Conversely, 

state compliance with GRECO recommendations is less likely when these are 

in conflict with national traditions and relevant norms.  

It is time and again noted that the occurrence of political scandals that come to 

light brings the public’s attention on issues of corruption and becomes a driving force 

for reforming political financing, especially in the direction of adopting more 

stringent regulatory rules. In fact, it is proposed that an exceptional scandal could 

even change the interest calculus on the part of political parties. They may concede to 

tighten financing laws in the face of widespread unpopularity even if a change of rules 

may not help them to get re-elected and/or it may be against their financial interest 

(Nwokora 2014, p. 924). Yet, political scandals, while they undoubtedly have a strong 

impact on public opinion, do not drive reforms. Public perceptions do, but how such 

perceptions crystallize and what the public perceives the degree of corruption to be, 

are far from straightforward.  
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To make things more complicated, political parties weigh in public 

perceptions alongside a variety of other factors and pressures. For example, Danish 

political parties have not been particularly moved by criticisms over loose 

transparency requirements because of a low level of public perception of corruption, 

as well as high assessment of good governance overall. In sum, “… [political parties] 

know Denmark scores (relatively) well on public opinion indicators regarding 

transparency in the party funding regime, so the onus on further reform is less urgent” 

(Power 2016, p. 23). The same might apply for Scandinavian countries more 

generally. Because these countries feature regularly at the top of the Corruption 

Perception Index (CPI) and other good governance based indicators, “a feeling of 

indifference towards corruption could prevail” (Turek 2012).  

 

3. Methodology and selection of cases 

In the framework of the ANTICORRP project we assessed quantitatively whether and 

to what extent EU states comply with GRECO regulatory standards on political 

financing, with reference to the Committee of Ministers’ Recommendation (2003) 4 

on common rules against corruption in the funding of political parties and electoral 

campaigns (Committee of Ministers, 2003). We did so by devising a methodology to 

measure the regulatory framework each EU Member States had in place a) at the 

beginning of the GRECO assessment when the evaluation took place as part of 

GRECO’s third evaluation round (launched in January 2007), and b) following 

supervision and monitoring.
1
 We took the difference between the two as an indicator 

of the level of compliance with GRECO standards that occurred in the course of 

international supervision and monitoring. Relying on that assessment, while also 

updating some of the results in the light of new compliance reports that were 

approved and published in the course of 2016, for the purposes of this report we now 

select seven cases of EU states for a qualitative comparative analysis (see Table 2). 

The selected states exhibit different degrees of compliance with GRECO regulatory 

standards on political financing, ranging from no compliance to strong compliance. In 

building upon our quantitative research, as well as on pre-existing case studies, the 

current study employs the method of structured, focused comparison to explore 

systematically the factors that promote or conversely hinder the willingness and 

ability of national governments to comply and implement the recommendations that 

GRECO issues as part of its monitoring.
2
  

 A few observations regarding our selection of country cases are in order. We 

have deliberately selected states that vary on the compliance outcome (no, low, partial 

or high compliance), namely, we selected cases on the dependent variable. However, 

the selected cases encompass the full range of variation on the outcome, thereby, 

overcoming the potential pitfalls of selecting cases with the same value on the 

dependent variable (i.e. only high compliance, or only low compliance) (Mahoney 

2007, p. 129). Secondly, the purpose of this comparative analysis is not to test a 

particular theoretical proposition or set of propositions about what accounts for state 

compliance. Even though there has been a burgeoning number of studies on political 

                                                           
1
 For more details on GRECO’s monitoring system see Anagnostou and Psychogiopoulou 2015, pp. 

16-20. 
2
 On the method of structured, focused comparison, see George and Bennett 2004, pp. 67-72. 
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funding regimes, the vast majority of them are single case studies that show domestic 

factors and conditions that are favorable to or likely to lead to reform in line with 

international standards. While it is imperative to move to comparative case studies, 

we believe that the state of the art does not yet provide us with solid theoretical 

propositions about the causes of state compliance with international norms in political 

funding regulation (or about the causes of state reform of political funding 

regulations, for that matter), which could be tested through comparative analysis. 

Instead, at this stage, comparative analysis can help us identify necessary or sufficient 

conditions leading to or hindering compliance and domestic reform; or it should aim 

at detecting the potential causal paths leading to state compliance and domestic 

reform. These are the kind of aims that the current comparative study pursues.  

 We have selected two countries that are characterized by no compliance with 

the GRECO recommendations, Denmark and Germany. Denmark has had an 

extremely rudimentary system of control for political funding, and Germany a 

somewhat more advanced one but still limited regulatory frame. In the course of the 

GRECO monitoring in 2008-2016, these two countries made no changes in their 

political funding regime to augment their pre-existing rules and limitations. Secondly, 

we selected the United Kingdom as a country of weak compliance, which, already at 

the start of the GRECO monitoring had a medium regulatory frame in place. Thirdly, 

we selected Sweden, Spain and Greece as countries that exhibit partial compliance 

with the GRECO recommendations; and Lithuania as a country that proceeded to a 

wide range of reforms of its political funding regimes in response to the GRECO 

recommendations. Table 1 below provides a summary of the compliance score of all 

EU member states (as a difference between their pre-monitoring and post-monitoring 

frame). A detailed overview of the measurements is provided as an annex to this 

study.  

Table 1: Levels and reforms of political finance regulation in the EU-28 in 

the course of GRECO monitoring (2008-2016) 

Pre-

monitoring 

regulatory 

frame 

Post-

monitorin

g 

regulator

y frame 

Countries 

(difference 

between pre- 

and post-

monitoring score 

in parentheses) 

Levels of Compliance 

LOW LOW Belgium (3), 

Czech Republic 

(4), Denmark (0), 

Germany (0),  

Malta (10), 

Netherlands (10), 

Sweden (8) 

Non-compliance: Denmark, Germany 

Weak compliance: Belgium, Czech 

Republic 

Partial compliance: Malta, 

Netherlands, Sweden 

MEDIUM Austria (17), 

Cyprus (19), 

Estonia (15), 

Finland (18), 

Slovakia (8) 

Partial compliance: Slovakia 

Strong compliance: Austria, Cyprus, 

Estonia, Finland,  
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MEDIUM MEDIUM France (2), 

Greece (12), 

Hungary (6), 

Ireland (7), Italy 

(9), Luxembourg 

(5), Romania (6), 

Spain (10), UK 

(2) 

Weak compliance: France, Hungary, 

Italy, Luxembourg, Romania, UK  

Partial compliance: Ireland, Spain, 

Greece  

HIGH Bulgaria (11), 

Croatia (15.5), 

Lithuania (15), 

Slovenia (17.5) 

Partial compliance: Bulgaria, 

Strong: Croatia, Lithuania, Slovenia 

HIGH HIGH Latvia (6), Poland 

(8), Portugal (6) 

Weak compliance: Latvia, Portugal 

Partial: Poland 

 

 

Table 2: Selected country cases 

Levels of 

compliance 

Countries selected 

No compliance (0) Denmark, Germany 

Weak compliance 

(1-6) 

United Kingdom 

Partial compliance 

(7-12) 

Greece, Spain, Sweden 

Strong compliance 

(13-20) 

Lithuania 

 

Our measurement of the regulatory framework in the countries under study 

addressed six distinct areas of legal rules and standards: a) sources of income; b) 

limits on private funding; c) regulations on spending; d) accounts, audits, 

transparency; e) supervisory bodies; and f) sanctions. As will be shown GRECO’s 

influence has clearly been felt in the area of accounts, audits and transparency and 

with respect to supervisory bodies. In these two domains of regulatory activity, 

GRECO clearly pushes for the adoption of a basic set of rules that the domestic 

regulatory framework on political party finance must have, such as transparency 

through proper accounts, publication requirements and effective control by 

independent bodies. At the same time, in each country, the risk of corruption linked to 

the flow of money in politics is seen to be shaped by particular (to the national 

context) factors and practices that are generated from the specific political, structural, 

social, legal and social context of the country at hand.  

 



14 

 

4. Case studies of countries exhibiting different levels of compliance with 

GRECO recommendations 

4.1 Countries exhibiting no compliance 

Germany 

Germany had a low level of regulation concerning political party financing at the 

launch of GRECO’s third evaluation round in 2009. The score it reached on the basis 

of our questionnaire was 24 (out of a maximum of 65 points), a low level of 

regulation that has remained unchanged throughout the period of the GRECO 

monitoring and until present (see Annex). The latest compliance report issued by the 

GRECO in June 2016 urged anew the German authorities to undertake reforms to 

respond to its recommendations.
3
 As the table in the Annex shows, Germany has an 

elaborate regulatory frame in regard to transparency requirements, but limited 

regulations in regard to private donations, as well as to supervision and control.  

Germany combines generous public funding to political parties (the first 

country to introduce it already in 1959) with a quite liberal system of private funding. 

Besides political parties, public funding is also given to parliamentary parties/groups 

at the federal, state and local levels, as well as to political foundations (the latter being 

private law entities associated with but strictly separated from a party). The federal 

legal frame is defined by the Political Parties Act of 1967 (PPA) that regulates the 

financing of political parties.
4
 The Constitution stipulates the duty of political parties 

to account publicly for the source and use of their funds. Political parties have a 

variety of sources from which they generate their income. Membership fees and 

contributions by elected representatives/officials (40 percent), donations (10-30 

percent) and public funding (40 percent) are the most important sources.
5
  

Since 1992, following a major decision by the Federal Constitutional Court, 

public funding is allocated on the basis a) of the votes received by each political party 

in the most recent elections (federal, European, state) and b) the amount of 

contributions and donations received by this party.
6
  Some public funding is also 

provided for newly elected smaller parties. In principle, donations by public entities 

are not allowed. Political parties may not accept donations from public corporate 

entities, political foundations and non-profit corporate entities. While it is forbidden 

for political parties to accept donations from parliamentary parties and political 

foundations (which under German law must be strictly differentiated from political 

parties), there are no such restrictions as regards funding from subsidiary or 

supporting organizations. The fact that the amount of state support to political parties 

is a matching contribution to private donations is presumed to be an incentive for 

directing a donation to the political parties rather than to an individual candidate.  

                                                           
3
 Third Evaluation Round, Second Compliance Report on Germany. Adopted by GRECO at its 71st 

Plenary Meeting, Strasbourg, 14-18 March 2016. 
4
 The Länder may only legislate on matters not covered by federal law, i.e. with regard to the funding 

of voters’ associations or independent candidates in local elections. See Third Evaluation Round, 

Evaluation Report on Germany on Transparency of Party Funding. Adopted by GRECO at its 45
th

 

Plenary Meeting, Strasbourg, 30 November- 4 December 2009, para. 20.  
5
 Ibid., para. 25.  

6
 Ibid., para. 38. 
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In comparison with other countries, the system of private funding is quite 

liberal in Germany. Generally, there are no restrictions as regards political parties 

accepting donations from companies which have been, or hope to be awarded public 

contracts, and there are no expenditure limits either.
7
 Political parties may accept 

donations from companies, except companies which are entirely or in part in public 

ownership or are managed or are operated by public agencies (if the state’s direct 

participation is more than 25 percent). There are also no restrictions as regards 

political parties’ income from property, loans, incomes from party business or 

activities, fundraising activities, and private businesses. Donations to political parties 

that exceed 10,000€ per donor and calendar year must be listed together with the 

donor’s name, address and total amount of donation.
8
  

A glaring gap in the German political finance regime is the lack of any 

regulation as regards the financing of candidates for election. Candidates are as a 

general rule nominated by political parties and thus their financing is primarily a 

responsibility of the respective political parties.
9
 Candidates for elections may receive 

donations, but these must be considered as donations to their party, therefore, they 

must be immediately be passed on to the Executive Committee member who is 

responsible for the party’s finances. There are no specific regulations as regards 

acceptance of donations made by elected representatives or office holders to political 

parties. Anonymous donations to candidates are allowed up to 5,000€ per calendar 

year; exceeding this sum, a donation must be notified, together with the donor’s name 

and address, to the Bundestag President.
10

  

Concerning transparency, political parties and their dependent organizations 

(such as youth or women’s organizations) must submit consolidated statements of 

accounts (including accounts of the federal, state and local party branches). Political 

parties, party youth organizations that are subsidized by the state, and enterprises 

owned by political parties are all bound by accountability rules and the obligations to 

submit detailed public statement of accounts to the President of the German 

Bundestag. In order to obtain public funds, political parties must submit their audited 

statement of accounts to the President of the German Bundestag, who publishes the 

statement of accounts (SOAs) that each political party submits. The President verifies 

compliance with the SOAs submitted by each political party and is also responsible to 

investigate and sanction infringements of the PPA with the support of the respective 

administrative unit of the Bundestag. As the PPA does not deal with election 

campaigns separately from the financing of political parties, there is no specific 

mechanism applicable at the federal level for the control of the financing of election 

campaigns.  

 

The GRECO’s critical assessment of the German political funding regime 

The first major problematic area that GRECO identified in the German political 

funding system concerns the lack of regulation of associations of voters that 

increasingly present candidates for regional, European and local elections. Yet, they 

                                                           
7
 If donations by such companies are made to office holders, both the company and the office holder 

can be liable to criminal prosecution on corruption charges. Ibid., para. 47.  
8
 Ibid., paras 35-36.  

9
 Ibid., para. 29.  

10
 Ibid., paras 32 and 35.  
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are not subject to the same rules applicable to political parties as regards transparency 

requirements, the supervision of accounts and sanctions for violating the rules. 

GRECO recommended that the German government rectify this asymmetry. 

Implementation of the respective recommendation though has stumbled over the 

fragmented responses of German authorities. The legal regulation of the funding of 

voters’ associations is a competence of the Länder and it concerns nine out of 16 

Länder that permit voters’ associations to nominate candidates in state elections, 

which took different positions on the matter. In response to the GRECO 

recommendation, four of the nine Lander responded that existing legislation already 

fulfils the requirements of the recommendations in terms of transparency regulations, 

the supervision of accounts and sanctions. The remaining five Lander took the view 

that associations of voters can be considered on a par with political parties and 

therefore the provisions of the PPA in regard to transparency, supervision and 

sanctions apply.
11

  

In its first compliance report in 2011,
12

 the GRECO noted that whether the 

PPA applied to associations of voters should be clarified by federal law, by an opinion 

of federal authorities, or by prescribing in the laws of the Lander an equivalent 

application of the relevant provisions of the PPA. While the Bundestag working group 

assigned to work on the implementation of the GRECO recommendations proposed 

that the issue of voters’ associations be clarified by law, the Bundestag Committee on 

Internal Affairs saw no need for further clarification or action. Instead, it argued that 

the controversy around the legal status of voters’ associations concerned local 

associations, an area outside the scope of the GRECO recommendation.  

 Secondly, GRECO identified a major gap in the lack of regulations regarding 

the transparency of election campaign financing. While campaign accounts are 

presumably included in the general party accounts, pertinent rules are lacking (such as 

the definition of the duration of campaigns, and requirements for the timely 

submission of campaign accounts). In practice, parties do not distinguish in their 

annual accounts the financial movements related to regular activities from those 

related to campaigning. The lack of transparency in this regard is even more 

pronounced in relation to associations of voters campaigning for elections (including 

at the level of Länder and local level), for which there are no rules or arrangements 

applicable. GRECO recommended to introduce a system for the timely publication of 

election accounts, and to invite the Länder to adopt similar measures that would be 

applicable to associations of voters.
13

  

In 2011, the Bundestag Committee on Internal Affairs, however, countered 

that the PPA already provided for transparency in election campaign accounts as a 

component of the general party accounts, and disagreed that election campaign 

accounts were only made publicly available late. As regards voters’ associations, the 

Länder concerned did not consider it necessary to adopt regulations on the publication 

of election campaign accounts by associations of voters – given that either the PPA 

applies directly, or the laws of the Länder refer to the PPA.
14
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13
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 A third deficiency underscored by the GRECO was the high (in comparison to 

other countries) thresholds for the disclosure of donations and donors, which it 

recommended that they be lowered. GRECO also recommended to ban anonymous 

donations. In its first compliance report in 2011, GRECO regrettably reported that 

there was no majority support for reducing the threshold for the disclosure of 

donations and donors in the German Bundestag, and encouraged the authorities to 

pursue the consultation process in this regard. The lack of any regulation of donations 

made directly to candidates and to elected MPs was considered as a major 

shortcoming by the GRECO. If Germany insists to maintain the practice of direct 

donations to candidates and MPs (instead of centralizing all donations to political 

parties), then, GRECO urged, it should be subjected to requirements for record 

keeping and disclosure similar to those applicable to political parties.  

 The German authorities’ resistance to regulating donations to parliamentarians 

and candidates has been firm and unwavering. The Council of Elders Commission on 

the Legal Status of Members of the Bundestag in 2011 stated that there were neither 

grounds nor the will to prohibit donations to parliamentarians and candidates, which 

was seen to infringe upon the political freedom of donors. Parliamentarians are 

purportedly obliged to directly transfer a donation that they receive on behalf of their 

party to their party, as determined by the donor. The Council also noted that 

parliamentarians and candidates often have to pay a significant part of their campaign 

costs themselves, and thus did not wish to be financially fully dependent on the party. 

At the same time, it was also claimed that in practice, donations made directly to 

parliamentarians or candidates are rare because only donations to political parties are 

tax-deductible.  

Regarding record keeping and disclosure requirements on candidates and 

parliamentarians, the Council of Elders Commission countered that relevant 

transparency rules were already contained not in the PPA but in an annex to the Rules 

of Procedure of the Bundestag (the Code of Conduct). The GRECO replied that while 

an outright prohibition of donations to parliamentarians may be problematic, the 

complete lack of transparency regulations on donations to election candidates remains 

unsatisfactory.
15

 While it accepted the clarification that transparency rules were 

provided by the Code of Conduct in conjunction with the Political Parties Act, the 

GRECO did not consider the respective sanctions, which are limited to mere warnings 

by the president of the Bundestag and to disclosure of the infringements, as effective, 

proportionate and dissuasive. It therefore urged the German authorities to adopt a 

broader range of sanctions, in proportion to the infringement committed.  

 The GRECO saw the close yet largely invisible connections between political 

parties on the one hand, and parliamentary groups and political foundations on the 

other (i.e. parliamentary groups granting loans at advantageous conditions to political 

parties), as particularly problematic. It recommended the introduction of measures to 

ensure the strict separation of the financing of political parties, and the financing of 

parliamentary groups and political foundations. The Bundestag Committee on Internal 

Affairs, though, saw no need for any additional measures. The German authorities 

pointed out that existing legislation already provided for a strict separation between 

political party funding and the funding of political foundations and parliamentary 

groups, and prohibited political parties from accepting donations from such entities. 
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The GRECO though has insisted on the dubious financial links between political 

parties and parliamentary groups or foundations, which are established in practice, 

and called for more transparency.  

In view of the ambiguous rules regarding sponsoring (whether sponsoring is to 

be treated as donation or income from other activities), the GRECO also 

recommended to clarify the conditions under which sponsorship for the benefit of 

political parties is permissible and what is the applicable accounting and fiscal 

regime. In response, proposals made at a Bundestag Committee on Internal Affairs 

public hearing in 2010 clarified that sponsorship is a form of political party income 

distinct from donations, to which the PPA regulatory provisions and transparency 

requirements must be extended.  

Regarding the monitoring and supervision of political financing, the GRECO 

recommended strengthening the independence guarantees of external auditing and 

redressing the weakness of the responsible monitoring body. Responsibility for the 

monitoring and supervision of political funding accounts is assigned to the President 

of the Bundestag, who is supported by a limitedly endowed administrative unit in 

Parliament. Its independence, according to GRECO, should be bolstered, and its staff 

and expertise augmented in order to enable it to exercise effective control. Here too, 

the Bundestag Committee on Internal Affairs argued that there was no need to 

enhance the independence of a body already possessing a high degree of autonomy, 

and reported the hiring of two more staff members. It also reported that if necessary, 

the President of the Bundestag could seek the assistance of independent auditors to 

carry out effectively its supervision and control over party financing. The GRECO 

countered that the level of control exerted by the president of the Bundestag – with 

the assistance of the Bundestag administration – continued to be a source of concern, 

given its limited – in comparison to other countries – means and powers despite the 

increase of its administrative staff from eight to ten.
16

 

Finally, clarifying when criminal sanctions apply, introducing sanctions for 

cash donations above 1,000 euro, and ensuring that sanctions are proportionate, 

applicable and effective were also subject to two recommendations by the GRECO.
17

 

GRECO was satisfied with the clarifications provided by the German authorities 

regarding the sanctions that were in place for accepting donations in cash above the 

legal threshold of 1,000 Euro, in case they had been concealed, and for non-

compliance with the requirements concerning the identification of donors.
18

  

 

Denmark 

Denmark had a low level of regulation concerning political party financing at the 

launch of GRECO’s third evaluation round. The score it reached on the basis of our 

questionnaire was a mere 17 (out of a maximum of 65 points), a low level of 

regulation that has remained unchanged throughout the period of the GRECO 

monitoring and until present (see Annex). The latest interim compliance report issued 
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by the GRECO in December 2016 urged anew the Danish authorities to undertake 

reforms to respond to its recommendations.
19

 As the table in the Annex shows, 

Denmark has hardly any restrictions on private donations, while its lack of any 

monitoring and supervision over domestic party finances stands out in comparison to 

most EU member states.    

Unlike in Germany, the Danish Constitution does not provide a definition of 

political parties, but neither does the general legislation. Political parties are 

understood as organizations that nominate candidates for elections and as associations 

of people sharing similar political beliefs and seeking jointly to influence political 

developments.
20

 Since 1965 state funds are provided to the parties’ parliamentary 

groups and since 1981 state support was enlarged to include secretarial assistance to 

individual MPs. During the election campaigns, moreover, political parties in 

Denmark have free access to public broadcasting media.  

Direct public funding for parties and candidates was introduced in 1986, and it 

is the main source of political finance at the national, regional and local levels in 

Denmark. Public funding makes as much as 75 percent of the total income of political 

parties, and this is considered as “an important safeguard and a preventive measure 

against dubious financing practice”.
21

 Individual candidates for elections are also 

entitled to public funding. While the participation of independent candidates in 

parliamentary elections is low, it is higher at the regional and local levels. Public and 

private funding of political parties are regulated under two different laws. Public 

funding of political parties is regulated by the Public Funding Act (PFA). Private 

funding on the other hand is regulated by the Accounts of Political Parties Act 

(APPA), which contains some transparency rules, but few regulations or other 

restrictions.  

A distinctive characteristic of the Danish legislative frame of political 

financing is its extremely limited range of regulations in respect of private donations. 

There are no restrictions or limits on the amount of private funding that political 

parties or individual candidates may receive or on the sources of those funds: parties 

in Denmark are free to receive donations by private, public, anonymous and foreign 

sources. Contributions may be given through any form of activity and by anyone, 

including individuals, organizations enterprises (whether private or public). Neither 

are there restrictions regarding the amounts that may be donated or the total amount of 

expenditure that a political party may incur. There is also no ban on anonymous 

donations (where the identity of the donor is unknown) to political parties. The only 

restrictions regarding private funding is the duty of political parties to disclose the 

name of the donors whose contributions exceed a particular sum (2,700€), to disclose 

the total sum of all anonymous contributions received during each accounting year, 

and to give information on whether they received any anonymous contribution 

exceeding the sum of 2,700). Under the APPA, political parties are required to keep 

accounts on income and expenditure and to submit them to Parliament. When political 
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parties intend to benefit from public funding, they need to submit their accounts to the 

Ministry of Interior and Social Welfare.
22

  

Denmark has significantly less transparency about private contributions to the 

Danish political parties and their parliamentary candidates than other European 

countries. Legislation in this area allows several possibilities to evade requirements of 

making contributions public. While all private donations to the political parties which 

exceed DKK 20,000 (2,700 €) must be made public, there are various possibilities to 

remain anonymous: the contributors can donate through foundations or they can 

choose to remain anonymous if they donate less than DKK 20,000 (2,700 €) to one or 

more local party organizations. In addition, private funding of individual candidates to 

parliament and party members is not regulated by anything other than tax 

regulations. In other words, there are no obligations in terms of financial reporting or 

transparency as concerns the individual candidate. 

The APPA also requires that a political party which has been registered for the 

latest general national or European Parliament elections, must keep accounts of the 

difference sources of income (from state aids, subscriptions, private contributions, 

income from interests, and contributions from international organizations, business, 

and trade unions among others) and of expenditure (section 3, subsection 1 APPA). 

Party accounts must contain information about the name and address of donors who 

contribute more than 2,700 euro per accounting year (but not the specific value of 

such donations). In-kind contributions to a political party must also be included in the 

party accounts. It is not required to submit separate accounts for election campaigns, 

neither is it required to include detailed information on expenditure (apart from total 

expenditure, balance and net worth).
23

 There is also no requirement in the APPA that 

party accounts be checked by certified accountants or audited internally, even though 

in practice the accounts of political parties represented in the Folketing are checked 

by accountants.  

There is no specific body or authority in Denmark entrusted with monitoring 

the extent to which parties, related entities and election candidates adhere to political 

financing rules. The General Audit Office of the Danish Parliament that checks the 

soundness of all state accounts can demand accounting records of political parties that 

have received public funding. However, this has never taken place in respect of any 

political party.
24

  

 

The GRECO’s critical assessment of the Danish political funding regime 

A glaring gap in regulation in Denmark is few restrictions that apply to the private 

funding of political parties and candidates. While the absence of such regulation 

brings the Danish legislation at odds with Recommendation (2003)4, this feature was 

not addressed by the GRECO evaluation of the 3
rd

 Round. The GRECO did not 

provide a justification for not covering this aspect.
25

 There are also no restrictions 

regarding donations from legal persons in the public sector (such as municipality or 

state-owned companies) to political parties or candidates.  
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At the same time, the GRECO regarded the lack of any restriction to 

anonymous donations as an important gap in the transparency of political party 

accounts in Denmark and recommended introducing a ban on donations from donors 

whose identity is not known to the political party/election candidate. Likewise, the 

GRECO considered problematic and out of line with Recommendation Rec(2003)4 

the fact that the law does not oblige political parties to report in their accounts the 

value of a donation, even when it exceeds the stipulated threshold of 2,700 euro 

(above which the contributor’s name and address must be specified). It recommended 

that the Accounts of Political Parties Act (APPA) be amended as to oblige political 

parties to report the total value of donations provided by each donor, in addition to the 

identity of the donors.  

Additionally, the GRECO asked the Danish authorities to clarify and provide 

further guidance on the reporting and valuation of in-kind contributions to political 

parties. The APPA is ambiguous on this as it does not expressly require in-kind 

donations to be included in the income statement.
26

 Considering the lack of any 

obligation of political parties to separately report their accounts related to election 

campaigns as an important shortcoming, the GRECO recommended to remedy this by 

requiring more frequent reporting of income and expenditure relating to election 

campaigns and disclosure of the relevant information in a way that it allows access by 

the public.
27

 The GRECO also recommended expanding political parties’ accounting 

and reporting obligations to include income from the parties’ own activity at central, 

as well as regional and local levels, as well as to increase the transparency of 

donations by “third parties” (e.g. related entities and interest groups, etc.) to political 

parties.  

Unlike political parties, individual candidates and lists of candidates are not 

under an obligation to report the donations that they receive, to keep accounts and to 

submit accounting reports. The GRECO recommended reinforcing transparency of the 

financing of independent candidates and candidates’ lists through requirements to 

disclose donations made out to them, including the identity of the donors and the total 

amount provided by each donor.
28

 

As regards supervision, the GRECO assessed the monitoring process in the 

Folketing, as well as the monitoring by the State Audit unit and the Ministry for the 

Interior and Social Affairs, to be lacking in substance and to be very weak. It 

therefore recommended the strengthening of independent and substantial monitoring 

in respect of the funding of political parties and electoral campaigns, in line with 

Article 14 of Recommendation Rec(2003)4. Once a more complete monitoring 

mechanism is in place, the GRECO believes that it will also be necessary to establish 

a more flexible approach in respect of sanctions, for example, by introducing 

sanctions of an administrative nature, which are effective, proportionate and 

dissuasive. The obligation of all PPs to audit their accounts when submitting them in 

Parliament was considered at best inconsistent and ambivalent. There are no particular 

requirements to prevent conflicts of interest in auditing PPs accounts. Therefore, the 

GRECO recommended to ensure independent and consistent auditing in respect of all 

political parties registered for national elections, elections to the European Parliament 
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and as appropriate those involved at regional and local level; and to establish clear 

rules/guidelines to ensure the independence of auditors.
29

  

Since 2009 when the GRECO did its evaluation of the political financing 

regime in Denmark, there have been five compliance reports (2011, 2012, 2013, 2014 

and 2016),
30

 in which no progress was recorded. The resistance of the Danish 

authorities in this area has been firm and clear, grounded on the strong conviction that 

the national authorities see no need for any measures or legislation to amend the 

current framework for regulating political funding. In the government’s program of 

October 2011, it was stated that the government will initiate the preparation of 

recommendations on how to increase the transparency concerning the funding of 

Danish political parties.
31

 In the beginning of 2013, a review of the national rules on 

party funding was initiated by the Speaker of.
32

 In March 2014, the Danish 

government appointed a Committee of experts on the transparency of financial 

contributions to the Danish political parties. The Committee would review national 

rules on party funding, and draw up models for a possible future regulation of public 

and private financing of the country’s political parties. As part of its work, the 

Committee was expected to give due consideration to GRECO’s recommendations, 

and it was planned to have completed its work by October 2014.
33

 

 

4.2 Countries exhibiting limited compliance with GRECO recommendations 

The United Kingdom 

GRECO launched its monitoring in the United Kingdom in February 2008 through its 

publication of the country’s evaluation report and terminated its monitoring in June 

2012, lasting a bit more than four years – a relatively short time frame in comparison 

to most other EU member states. GRECO’s evaluation showed the UK to have a 

medium (an upper medium) level of regulation already (39.5 out of a total of 65 

points, see Annex). A fairly substantial set of regulations had been the result of early 

attempts to lay down rules concerning the financing of election candidates (in 1983), 

as well as of a major reform, in which the UK government adopted the Political 

Parties Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA). When the GRECO terminated 

its monitoring in mid-2012, the UK had proceeded to undertake only a few reforms in 

the area of transparency and supervision, leaving however, virtually intact the area of 

private donations, in relation to which a less than modest set of restrictions apply (see 

Annex). The political finance regulatory score of the UK upon termination of the 

GRECO monitoring was 41.5, only two points higher than its initial score. 

Being a response to recurrent calls and pressures since the 1970s, the PREPA 

2000 was the first comprehensive legislation in the UK to regulate the country’s 

highly unregulated political financing regime. Such pressures to reform the system 
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were invigorated by the coming to light of stories suggesting the exercise of political 

influence in favor of wealthy and big donors. The PREPA established a system of 

political party funding that combines limited public funding with unlimited funding 

from a variety of private sources. Public funding is primarily available to political 

parties already enjoying parliamentary representation (which have elected at least 2 

MPs; amount of funding depends on votes cast and seats won). It is intended to assist 

opposition political parties to carry out their duties in Parliament, to cover expenses 

such as those of the office of the leader of the opposition, travel expenses, and policy 

development activities, among others. Public funding is not available to the governing 

party that is presumably in a position of being able to draw from the advice and work 

of the civil service and special advisers. Indirect (in kind) support in the form of free 

broadcasting time and free postage in election periods is also available.
34

  

A number of features differentiate the UK system of political finance 

regulation from continental European countries. In the first place, low levels of state 

funding to political parties set the UK apart from most other European countries, such 

as the Netherlands, Spain, Italy, and France. Instead, it is the establishment of 

spending limits that has been chosen as the main form of control over the flow of 

money in UK politics (Fisher 2016). Secondly, and related to this, unlike most 

countries in continental Europe, the UK political parties predominantly rely on private 

sources of funding (between 50-80 percent of their income comes from donations).
35

 

Private sources of funding to political parties include membership subscriptions, and 

donations in the form of cash and non-cash support, as well as sponsorship. There are 

no limits to the amount that a registered political party can receive from a donor, 

“putting the UK out of step with practice elsewhere in developed democracies and 

[exposing] the party system to a measure of capture by donors” (Transparency 

International 2006, p. 13). 

Political parties are required to report all donations above certain limits to the 

Electoral Commission every three months, including donations from elected 

representatives, party members, and political associations of such members, as well as 

loans and other credit facilities. Election candidates, and regulated donees (members 

of political parties, members associations and holders of elective office) are also 

required to periodically report their accounts (donations received, spending, etc.) to 

the Electoral Commission. Political parties can also raise income from property and 

commercial activities, which however, is not reportable. Anonymous contributions 

cannot exceed 200 pounds. Seeking to limit soaring campaign costs, the PREPA 

placed a cap on campaign spending by political parties, third parties and election 

candidates, which apply at general elections in the UK and to the European 

Parliament and the devolved legislatures. However, outside of the designated election 

periods there are no restrictions on what political parties may spend on campaigning.  

The UK has a far more rigorous regulatory frame of political party financing 

in regard to reporting and monitoring of political financing, in comparison to other 

countries, even in comparison to countries such as Germany. Registered political 

parties and their accounting units (AUs) are obliged to keep detailed accounts and 

records of their financial transactions, which must be externally audited annually if 
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the value of the income and expenditure exceeds 250,000 pounds. They must also 

regularly report to the Electoral Commission all cash and in kind donations (of over 

5,000 pounds to a political party and over 1,000 pounds to an AU), loans, and provide 

an annual report of the party’s Statement of Accounts. Registered third parties, such 

as campaign groups or organizations associated or not with a political party are also 

required to submit donation and spending returns (but not to report on loans) after a 

relevant election.
36

 Information on political parties’ donations, loans, and campaign 

expenditure are published in public registries held by the Electoral Commission or in 

its website. Established by Parliament, the Electoral Commission is the competent 

monitoring body that sets all accounting requirements, controls donations, campaign 

expenditures, etc. Its political independence is safeguarded by strict rules that apply 

regarding the recent political activity of its members. It enjoys substantial supervisory 

powers and it is accountable directly and only to Parliament.
37

  

 

The GRECO’s critical assessment of the British political funding regime 

One of the main issues of concern for the GRECO in the case of the UK has been that 

a significant proportion of donations to political parties over the past twenty years are 

large scale donations originating from few sources – a situation that is considered to 

entail a high risk of corruption.
38

 This is confirmed by studies in the UK, showing that 

in 2001-2010, the three major parties of the UK received more than half of their 

income from large donations. These donations are estimated to have come from less 

than 60 major donors comprising wealthy individuals, companies and trade unions 

(see Wilks-Heeg 2011). The reliance on very large individual donations to fund 

elections in the UK is arguably extreme in comparison to party systems in other 

developed democracies (Transparency International 2006, p. 6). It renders the system 

particular prone to the risk of political influence being bought by the wealthy. The 

reliance on private donations grew over the years as campaign spending soared while 

income from membership fees decreased.  

The GRECO addressed three sets of recommendations pertaining to the 

transparency and supervision of political financing, as well as to the sanctions that are 

applicable when funding rules are being violated. In the first place, while recognizing 

that the UK regulatory frame includes detailed rules for the regular reporting of 

donations, loans and political parties’ statements of accounts (SOAs), the GRECO 

deemed the publication of this information to be late. It was also presented in variable 

formats by different parties, thereby rendering the information less transparent and 

accessible to the public. The GRECO therefore recommended stricter enforcement of 

existing transparency rules, and the use of a common format for parties’ accounts and 

donations “with a view to ensuring that such information to be made available to the 

public is coherent, meaningful and comparable to the greatest extent possible”.
39

 In 

the light of public allegations that the transparency requirements of the PREPA were 

circumvented through recourse of political parties to loans, the GRECO also 

recommended to extend to loans granted to candidates and third parties, transparency 

requirements comparable to those applying to loans given to political parties.  
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The Electoral Commission’s high degree of independence from political 

parties was praised by the GRECO. At the same time, the latter recognized a 

significant downside to this independence: namely, the lack of commissioners with 

political experience – a result of the rules that disallow former politicians to become 

commissioners or staff members in it. The lack of political practitioners among its 

members arguably deprives the Electoral Commission from drawing together 

knowledge about the political work and the difficulties encountered by political 

parties in applying the financing rules. Nonetheless, the GRECO stated that this 

independence should not be compromised by including political personnel in it, and 

that the needed political experience could be gained through recourse to consultants 

and advisors.
40

 Considering the broad mandate of the Electoral Commission, the 

GRECO recommended that its regulating function become more focused and adopt a 

more pro-active approach in investigating financial irregularities and submitting 

suspected cases to the police for investigation. 

In the UK, the transparency standards applying to the local branches of 

political parties are far less rigorous than those applying at the national level, 

especially in relation to election candidates. The GRECO recommended to enhance 

regulation and transparency of political financing at the constituency level and in 

respect of parliamentary election candidates, all while bearing in mind the particular 

conditions and needs at the local level. This recommendation, however, was resisted 

by the UK government, which argued that it would impose excessive and burdensome 

demands on largely volunteer party staff at the local level. Significantly, this same 

objection had been raised earlier in the domestic party finance reform processes (and 

in response to the Hayden Phillips Review published in March 2007) by the 

Conservative party, but it was also shared by the Labor party (Fisher 2016, p. 56).  

Regarding sanctions, the GRECO recommended to introduce more flexible 

sanctions for the less serious violations of the political financing rules, and to provide 

the Electoral Commission with the powers to impose such sanctions. This would 

improve the current system that mainly relies on criminal sanctions that have to be 

referred to law enforcement agencies for investigation, rendering the sanctions system 

slow and burdensome. Related to this, the GRECO understood a general reluctance on 

the part of the police to initiate investigations in respect of political financing, which 

resulted in a small number of prosecutions and convictions. In this regard, the 

GRECO recommended to carry out objective research concerning future police 

investigation and prosecution in respect of political funding offences with a view to 

exploring further its role. The need to empower the Electoral Commission to impose 

penalties, whether criminal or civil, to boost its enforcement role, and to augment civil 

sanctions had also been recommended by Transparency International UK in 2006 

(Transparency International 2006, p. 15). 

 

4.3 Countries exhibiting partial compliance with GRECO recommendations 

Greece 

Greece was characterized by medium level regulation of political party financing at 

the beginning of GRECO’s third evaluation round (having a score of 35 out of a total 
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of 65). By December 2016, when the last GRECO assessment report was adopted,
41

 

terminating the compliance procedure, Greece had a high regulatory level (having a 

score of 47). The areas that have been mostly affected by the GRECO’s monitoring 

through the revision of the Greek legislative framework are: a) accounts, audits and 

transparency; and b) supervisory bodies.  

In Greece, political parties are not defined by law. According to constitutional 

doctrine, they are regarded as political organizations with a specific political program 

and with the intent to peacefully take on the power to realize their program. In 2009, 

at the time that the GRECO did its evaluation, the Greek political funding regime was 

shaped by two laws. First, Law 3023/2002 on “Public funding of political parties – 

income and expenditure, promotion, publications and audit of the finances of political 

parties and candidates for election”, covered regular funding of parties for 

parliamentary and European elections, supervision and sanctions. Secondly, Law 

3203/2003 on “Electoral expenditure during the prefectural and municipal elections, 

financial management and administration of local government organizations, foreign 

nationals and other provisions” addressed local elections, for which however, no 

public funding was foreseen. This law only contained rules on private funding and 

expenditure, as well as on supervision and sanctions. According to the GRECO, these 

two laws create a fairly comprehensive legal frame that is largely in line with 

Recommendation Rec(2003)4. However, there are significant gaps, particularly as 

regards transparency and the overall inefficient and largely opaque system of 

supervision.  

 In Greece, the financing of the main political parties and of candidates relies 

heavily on public funding. Direct public funding, estimated as a percentage of state 

income, is allocated to political parties and coalitions represented in national and 

European parliaments. It is also allocated to political parties and coalitions that gained 

a certain share of the vote in the last elections but did not manage to elect 

representatives in Parliament. The lion’s share of direct public funding goes to the 

parties and coalitions already represented in Parliament and it is intended to cover 

their operational costs. Direct public funding made up as much as 90 percent of the 

income of the two largest parties at the time of the GRECO evaluation (New 

Democracy and PASOK) and 60 percent of the income of the Communist Party 

(KKE).  

At the local level, public funding is available only for candidates and not for 

political parties. Additional state funding is provided for the establishment and 

functioning of research and study centers and for educational programs. Political 

parties and coalitions (but not candidates) also receive public funding for election 

campaigns in national and European elections. Indirect funding for election 

campaigns is also available in the form of free of charge provision of outdoor sites to 

hold electoral rallies, free broadcasting time, free of charge mail, and other services to 

MPs. 

Political parties and coalitions may receive private funding (Article 5, Law 

3023/2002) in the form of membership fees, contributions from elected 

representatives, private contributions in cash and in-kind, contributions from legacies 

and trusts, income from property, income of a company owned by a party, and bank 
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loans. A number of restrictions apply to the sources of private funding of political 

parties and election candidates (Article 5 (5) and 7 (1), Law 3023/2002). Anonymous 

donations, donations from foreign natural or legal persons, from legal entities of 

public and private law, from bodies of local government, and from media owners and 

editors, are not allowed. Donations less than 600 euro can be paid in cash with parties 

issuing numbered coupons as receipts, and they do not have to disclose the donors’ 

identity either to the public or to the supervising authority. Requirements for 

disclosure to the Control Committee apply only to donations above 600 Euros to 

political parties and above 150 Euros to election candidates. There are no legal 

requirements regarding public disclosure of the donors’ identity. There are some 

limits and restrictions on expenditure of political parties in the context of election 

campaigns.  

Political parties have to record their annual accounts, to which the accounts of 

local and regional party branches are also consolidated (the accounts of organizations 

affiliated with political parties, however, do not have to be consolidated). Political 

parties also have to record separately election campaign expenses. They are obliged to 

send a copy of their annual balance sheet to the Control Committee and to the 

Minister of Interior, as well as a report on electoral income and expenditure within 

two months after elections. Candidates who are elected MPs are also required to 

submit a similar report within 40 days after election. Political parties and coalitions 

which receive regular public funding have to publish their yearly balance sheet in at 

least two daily newspapers, published in Athens (Article 18 (1), Law 3023/2002). 

Similarly, parties and coalitions that took part in national or European elections, 

regardless of whether they received electoral public funding or not, have to publish in 

the Government Gazette a report on their electoral income and expenditure within a 

period of two months after the election date (Article 18 (2) and 19 (1), Law 

3023/2002). 

At the national level, the supervision of political parties’ finances is assigned 

to the Control Committee for the financial accounts of parties and MPs. It is 

established after each elections and comprises representatives of all parties 

represented in Parliament, as well as judges from the country’s three high courts. The 

Control Committee is presided by one of the Vice-Presidents of Parliament, who is 

appointed by the President of the Greek Parliament. In performing its control 

functions, it is assisted by chartered auditors who review the legality of resources and 

expenditures of political parties and candidates. The auditors compile a report for the 

Control Committee, which, however does not go into the detail in reviewing the 

parties’ books and accounts. The Special Service of the Control Committee of 

Parliament, which at the time of the GRECO evaluation had 18 staff members, 

administratively supports the Committee in its supervision work.  

At the local and regional level, the monitor of the finances of the elected 

candidates is assigned to Expenditure Audit Committees that are established by the 

region’s Secretary General at least 4 months before regional and local elections are 

scheduled to take place (Article 14, Law 3202/2003). Greek law provides a series of 

administrative and criminal sanctions to political parties and candidates for 

infringements of financing rules, as well as to donors who made contributions (in cash 

or in-kind) in violation of existing rules.  
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The GRECO’s critical assessment of the Greek political funding regime 

Considering both the legal frame but also and perhaps more importantly the 

information it received domestically regarding the actual practice, the GRECO 

assessed transparency and supervision standards to be thoroughly deficient. 

According to some of its interlocutors domestically and public perceptions, political 

parties and election candidates receive and spend much more money than appears in 

their accounts and records.
42

 In the first place, the GRECO was particularly critical of 

the Greek system of private political financing through the use of coupons for 

donations below 600 euro to political parties and coalitions, and below 200 euro for 

donations to candidates in regional and local elections. This system allows legal but 

anonymous flows of funds (with one donor able of buying many coupons), often in 

cash, to go into the party coffers, without their source being disclosed to the Control 

Committee. The GRECO therefore, recommended to abolish the use of anonymous 

coupons altogether and to introduce a requirement that all donations above a certain 

threshold be made by bank transfer.  

Secondly, loans to political parties that are written off, which do not appear in 

the political parties’ financial reports submitted to the Control Committee were also of 

concern to the GRECO. The GRECO saw such loans as a loophole allowing political 

parties, coalitions and candidates to circumvent ceilings of allowed donations and the 

permissible range of donors. The GRECO recommended taking appropriate measures 

to prevent the possibility of such circumvention by ascertaining whether loans are 

reimbursed in conformity with the terms under which they are granted.
43

 Taking note 

of the ambiguous relevant, legal provisions, the GRECO also saw a significant 

transparency gap in the non-recording of in-kind donations to political parties, 

coalitions and candidates in the framework of their regular operational activities, or of 

election campaigns. The opacity of in-kind donations is exacerbated by the large 

number of state employees who are seconded to work for MPs and for MEPs, thereby 

indirectly working for political parties, while being paid by the state sector 

departments from which they are seconded.  

In view of the transparency gap in regard to in-kind donations, the GRECO 

addressed two recommendations. The first recommendation was to ensure that all 

goods and services provided in kind to political parties, coalitions, members of the 

Hellenic and European Parliaments and election candidates (other than voluntary 

work by non-professionals) are properly identified and comprehensively recorded, at 

their market value, both as regards parties’ and coalitions’ operational activities and 

as regards election campaigns. The second recommendation was to properly reflect in 

party accounts the value of the services rendered by public officials seconded to assist 

members of the Hellenic or the European Parliament and to make sure this 

information is readily available to the public. An additional gap in the transparency of 

political funding was identified in regard to the research centers and other foundations 

established by political parties, for which very little information is publicly available. 

The GRECO recommended to increase the transparency of accounts and activities of 

such entities that are directly or indirectly related to political parties, or otherwise 

under their control.  
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Greek legislations contains as a whole, very few requirements regarding the 

publication of information on the financing of political parties and election 

campaigns, which renders difficult, if possible at all, the public’s access to it. There 

are also limited or no requirements regarding the publication of financial information 

regarding election campaigns at the local, national or regional level. Therefore, the 

GRECO recommended to introduce requirements for the timely publication of private 

donations to political parties, coalitions and candidates above a certain threshold. It 

also proposed to increase considerably the transparency of the financing of election 

campaigns, in particular by (i) making apparent the financial support by political 

parties and coalitions to candidates in local and regional elections and (ii) by 

introducing reporting and publication requirements for all election candidates or lists 

of candidates at all levels. More broadly, the GRECO recommended that legal rules 

facilitate easy public access to published information on the financing of political 

parties and election campaigns.
44

  

In October 2014, the Greek government passed Law 4304/2014
45

 that 

addressed the bulk of GRECO’s recommendations. In particular, it extended the pre-

election period, provided for the recording of loans and in-kind donations in the 

accounts of political parties, established greater transparency of public servants being 

seconded to work for MPs, and generally enhanced significantly transparency 

requirements in the reporting of political party finances. It also strengthened the 

independence of the Control Committee by changing its composition and rendering 

MPs a minority among its members, as well as the independent auditing of party 

accounts. 

The GRECO particularly insisted on the issue of anonymous coupons that the 

Greek law allows, as well as on loans taken by political parties – both allowing for 

non-transparent channels of private donations to political parties. While in the 2015 

compliance report,
46

 the Greek authorities had reported that the new 2014 law would 

entirely ban anonymous coupons, requiring them to provide the full details of the 

donors, in the 2016 compliance report,
47

 it became clear that the law that was actually 

passed in Parliament did allow for anonymous coupons of 50 Euros or less. Greek 

authorities justified this discrepancy by pointing out that coupons were the most 

common method for citizens to provide financial support to political parties, and 

thereby to maintain the link between society and its representative institutions.
48

 In 

the end, recognizing the substantial progress that the new 2014 law brought in 

enhancing regulation of political finance in Greece, the GRECO still terminated its 

supervision at the end of 2016.  
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Spain  

Spain was characterized by medium level regulation of political party financing at the 

beginning of GRECO’s third evaluation round (having a score of 33.5). By December 

2015, when the last GRECO assessment report was adopted,
49

 terminating the 

compliance procedure, Spain maintained such a regulatory level (having a score of 

43.5). The areas that have been mostly affected by the GRECO’s monitoring through 

the revision of the Spanish legislative framework are: a) accounts, audits and 

transparency; b) supervisory bodies; and c) sanctions.  

With the re-establishment of democracy in the second half of the 1970s, the 

need for state funds directed to political parties was immediately recognized and 

Spain adopted a mixed system of party funding (Van Biezen and Casal Bértoa 2014). 

Legislative action in 1985 with the adoption of Organic Law 5/1985 first sought to 

establish a system of campaign financing. This was based on four basic elements: a) 

partial public financing of political parties’ electoral expenses; b) the imposition of 

limits on campaign expenditure which were strengthened in the 1990s; c) a cap on 

campaign contributions by individuals and organizations; and d) reporting 

requirements. Legislative intervention in the field of campaign financing was 

presented as a means to cut down on campaign expenditure and lessen political 

parties’ reliance on money from special interest groups as a means to curb the risk of 

corruption. In particular, the tightening of the restrictions on campaign expenditure 

took place in a period of harsh public disapproval of political parties’ funding 

practices following media reports and judicial investigations of illicit fundraising. 

Given the rise of public discontent, political parties arguably felt the need to take 

legislative action in order to improve their credibility. In doing so, they 

simultaneously used the reform momentum to increase the provision of state subsidies 

for election campaigns (García Viñuela and Artés Caselles 2008).  

The law of 1985 was complemented by the adoption of political finance rules 

two years later. Although the political class at the time had favoured the use of public 

funds to subsidize election campaigns and the use of private donations and 

membership fees for the organizational expenses of political parties, private sources 

of income failed to yield significant resources due to the weak propensity shown by 

Spaniards for political affiliation and voluntary contributions. Under these 

circumstances, a drastic revision of the initial plan crystallized in the adoption of rules 

in 1987 that made public subsidies the dominant source of income for political 

parties’ organization and running (García Viñuela and González de Aguilar 2014).  

Organic Law 8/2007 was adopted two decades later following a series of 

scandals on illegal political financing and a significant number of irregularities that 

had been systematically detected and criticized by the Spanish Court of Audit, the 

body that was entrusted with supervisory duties in the area of political finance. It 

included provisions on sources of public and private funding, accounting obligations, 

monitoring and sanctioning mechanisms and it contained important rules reflecting 

the standards of Recommendation Rec(2003)4 such as a ban on anonymous donations 

and requirements for identifying the size and identity of private donations in party 

accounts. Significantly, the 2007 law also allowed for a substantive increase in public 
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subsidies for political parties’ permanent expenses (García Viñuela and González de 

Aguilar 2011).  

At the beginning of the GRECO’s evaluation round, a mixed model of public 

and private funding thus applied for political parties in Spain. The main source of 

party financing was public funding through various types of subsidies. There existed 

for instance public subsidies for election expenses, operational activities and security 

expenses, advertising and so on. Subsidies were provided in proportion to the number 

of seats/votes gained in the last elections and they were complemented by indirect 

public funding such as free airtime in public broadcasting during election campaigns, 

discount postage rates for campaign mailing or the use of public rooms during 

electoral campaigns. According to the information compiled by the GRECO, parties 

in parliament gained the majority of their income from public sources, enjoying some 

80% to 95% of their revenue from state subsidies.
50

 Funds could also be received 

from private sources, such as membership fees, income from property and party 

activities such as fundraising and publications, cash and in kind donations, loans, 

bequests and so on. However, some restrictions applied.  

Donations from anonymous sources, public sector entities, and private 

companies providing goods or services for public entities or undertakings that were 

majority owned by the state or under its control were prohibited. Donations from 

foreign governments, foreign public entities and companies directly or indirectly 

related to them were also outlawed. Donations were allowed by both physical and 

legal persons but their amount could not exceed 100,000€ per individual donor per 

year (with the exception of in kind donations in the form of real estate) and 6,000€ per 

person in the case of election campaigns. No quantitative restrictions applied with 

respect to membership fees (although relevant income for political parties tended to 

be modest
51

) and similarly, there were no limitations on the amount of loans and 

income from fundraising and other party activities that political parties could receive. 

The donations benefiting associations and foundations related to political parties were 

subjected to the same limits and prohibitions applying to donations for political 

parties. However, a limit of 150,000€ per person, per year had been set, whereas in 

the case of donations from legal persons exceeding 120,000€, a notarized document 

was required for certification. Expenditure limits applied in the case of election 

campaigns. 

 

The GRECO’s critical assessment of the Spanish political funding regime 

Despite the improvements that this legislative piece had sought to deliver, the 

GRECO found a number of shortcomings in the Spanish legal regime of political 

party and election campaigns finance. In particular, it deplored the absence of rules on 

consolidated party accounts: political parties were not bound to cover in their 

accounts the accounts of local party branches, and the accounts of entities, related 

directly or indirectly to political parties or otherwise under their control such as 

political foundations and associations. Another deficiency of the regulatory system 

involved the absence of measures clarifying the terms and conditions for the granting 
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of loans – a significant source of political financing in Spain, which could be used to 

circumvent the thresholds established on contributions from individual donors and 

which had led, as openly admitted by the GRECO, to the indebtedness of political 

parties in Spain, with increasing concerns voiced about their vulnerability vis-à-vis 

credit institutions. Moreover, no common reporting format had been established for 

the accounts of political parties, so as to guarantee that the information made available 

to the Court of Audit and the general public would be understandable and consistent, 

hence allowing for meaningful comparisons between parties and over time. The 

GRECO also regretted the insufficient financial and personnel resources of the Court 

of Audit, the non-publication of its monitoring reports in a timely manner, the absence 

of political parties’ own internal controls and audits and the sanctioning system 

available, which should be developed further especially as regards the infringements 

covered and their coupling with effective, proportionate and dissuasive sanctions.  

In response to the GRECO recommendations, Spain initially took legislative 

action in 2011 through amendments brought to Organic Law 5/1985 with a view to 

strengthening the sanctioning regime for the violation of existing rules on the 

financing of election campaigns. Concerning the other recommendations put forward 

by the GRECO, the Spanish authorities pointed to the potential of Organic Law 

8/2007, whose implementation had still to be tested, since it had only recently been 

enacted and to preparatory work and similar recommendations made by the Court of 

Audit, which could help address some of the GRECO’s concerns. On the GRECO’s 

insistence for the undertaking of corrective action, amendments were brought to 

Organic Law 8/2007 in 2012 with a view to reducing the amount of public funding 

allocated to political parties in the context of the economic and financial crisis which 

concurrently went some way towards meeting the GRECO’s requests.  

Positive changes brought to the legislative framework included equating loans 

to donations so that these are taken into account when applying the thresholds on 

contributions from individual donors, introducing tighter accounting and reporting 

obligations for political foundations and associations, requiring internal audits for the 

accounts of political parties and mandating political parties to publish information on 

their finances on their websites. Efforts were also made, despite the context of general 

budgetary austerity, to deploy additional resources in the Court of Audit and ensure its 

swift and smooth cooperation with other authorities with related competences.  

However, with the exception of the measures taken for the strengthening of 

the capacities of the Court of Audit in terms of fulfilling its supervisory role, no other 

measure was considered by the GRECO to be sufficient to ensure full compliance 

with its recommendations. The reasons that reforms were considered insufficient 

varied: core components of the recommendations had not received consideration or 

had not been (sufficiently) reflected in the rules introduced; exceptions to the rules 

that were enacted undermined their effectiveness; no clear deadlines for action had 

been set and no enforcement measures (i.e. sanctions) had been provided for.   

Organic Law 3/2015 proceeded with another set of modifications to Organic 

Law 8/2007, which obtained the GRECO’s approval. These included a ban on debt 

cancellation by credit institutions; increasing transparency on contracted loans by 

requiring political parties to publish the amounts of outstanding loans and other 

related information online; introducing broader information disclosure requirements 

and a clear deadline for the publication of political parties’ annual accounts (with 

public subsidies being withheld in case of non-respect of the deadline imposed); and 
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strengthening internal control mechanisms and tightening the sanctioning regime in 

various ways, including by establishing a statute of limitations system designed to 

ensure that irregular financing does not go unpunished.  

However, the implementation of the GRECO recommendation on 

consolidated party accounts was marred by difficulties. Whereas the domestic legal 

framework made provision for the consolidation of the accounts of political parties 

and their branches at regional and local level, a similar obligation was not established 

with respect to related entities. This is not to say that no action was taken in this 

regard. Organic Law 3/2015 defined the activities linking a given foundation or 

association to a political party, banned the receipt of donations from public bodies and 

subjected the accounts of connected entities to the control of the Court of Audit, 

among other issues. Nevertheless, according to the GRECO, such provisions could 

not prevent the evasion of applicable requirements on political parties. For instance, 

although legislation forbade corporate donations to political parties, corporate 

donations could be channeled to political parties through related entities. Along the 

same lines, although the legal framework provided for a ceiling on donations from the 

same natural person in a fiscal year, this could be circumvented through donations 

given to a political foundation, which could then be passed on to the political party 

concerned. Thus, although the GRECO concluded the monitoring procedure in 

relation to Spain towards the end of 2016, its recommendation on the consolidation of 

political parties’ accounts was never implemented in a satisfactory manner: it 

remained partly implemented. 

 

Sweden 

Sweden had a low level of regulation concerning political party financing at the 

launch of the GRECO’s third evaluation round. The score it reached on the basis of 

our questionnaire was a mere 12 (out of a maximum of 65 points), which came up to 

20 in March 2016, when the GRECO’s second compliance report was adopted, 

without ending the monitoring procedure.
52

 The areas mostly touched by the 

GRECO’s supervision through the adoption of relevant rules and standards have been 

the following: a) accounts, audits and transparency; b) supervisory bodies; and c) 

sanctions. Although Sweden’s regulatory adjustment score (8) places Sweden among 

the countries which comply partially with the Council of Europe standards, the 

influence of GRECO’s monitoring on the Swedish legal framework concerning the 

financing of political parties and election candidates has been remarkable, and for 

GRECO itself, a true ‘paradigm shift’.
53

 

Since the 1960s, Swedish political parties have relied upon varying sources of 

income, with the bulk coming from state contributions. At the start of the GRECO’s 

evaluation process, public funding from the state and the Riksdag, the Swedish 

Parliament, was considered to be of major importance for the functioning of the 

democratic system. The regime in place, aimed at allowing political parties to pursue 

their activities without being dependent on private contributions, was based on the 
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understanding that public funding should be attributed to political parties enjoying 

broad support among the electorate in accordance with set rules and with no public 

supervision of the use of the public funds provided. Concerning political parties’ 

access to private funding, no restrictions applied in respect of the sources and forms 

of relevant income. Private funding could be obtained through membership fees, 

lotteries, property income, donations, publications, and so on. No ban on foreign 

donations, nor on donations from legal persons and organizations with close links to 

the political parties existed. There were no limits with regard to the amount and 

periodicity of private donations, no restrictions on membership fees from party 

members and no limits on the total amount of expenditure that political parties could 

incur. Anonymous donations were allowed, only general accounting regulations 

applied to political parties subject to conditions and there were no rules for rendering 

political parties’ accounts accessible to the public. In addition, no monitoring 

mechanism or authority and no political financing-specific sanctions had been 

introduced. In fact, the sanctions that could be imposed on political parties were 

general criminal sanctions for infringement of general accounting rules and sanctions 

that took the form of refusal to public funding for parties which had not submitted the 

necessary audited accounts.  

Particularly as regards political parties’ accounts and relevant obligations, self-

regulation had been the preferred regulatory option: a joint agreement entered into by 

the political parties represented in parliament offered transparency in respect of their 

income, and the accounts of their election candidates and related organizations. It did 

so, with the argument that ‘it is reasonable that voters know how the parties and single 

candidates finance their activities and campaigns’.
54

 The agreement declared that 

political parties’ reporting of their income should be as open as possible and that 

political parties’ annual reports should be easy to follow and made available to those 

who wished to see them. However, the agreement was a voluntary one and it was not 

binding: it functioned more as a common ‘declaration’, outlining the principles that 

should guide the fulfilment of political parties’ accounting obligations, and it provided 

no means for its enforcement. Importantly, it only applied to a limited number of 

parties – those represented in parliament who had agreed to enter into it.  

In consequence, even if the largest national parties had agreed to respect the 

provisions of the abovementioned agreement, the majority of the political parties in 

Sweden did not come within its scope. At any rate, although the political parties 

which had accepted to be bound by the agreement disclosed their accounts to the 

public, in reality the public was constrained to address each political party separately 

to gain access to the relevant information. No less importantly, the absence of a 

common format for the annual reports of the political parties hindered the 

establishment of comparisons, and only aggregate information was provided with no 

details on the parties’ specific income and expenditure items. As regards donations, in 

particular, support from individuals featured as a lump sum of all donations taken 

together with no disclosure of the names of individual donors.    
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The GRECO’s critical assessment of the Swedish political funding regime 

Against this background, it should come as no surprise that the system of political 

financing in Sweden was found by the GRECO to fall short of Recommendation 

Rec(2003)4.
55

 Sweden’s evaluation report summarized the discrepancies between the 

standards of the Council of Europe and the national framework and contained a 

number of recommendations particularly on aspects concerning transparency, 

monitoring and sanctions. Requests for the introduction of a comprehensive 

framework for the keeping of books and accounts by political parties at national, 

regional and local level, including in relation to election campaigns, were 

supplemented by requests for ensuring that besides income, expenditure, assets and 

debts are also accounted for on the basis of a coherent format; that accounts are 

consolidated to include parties’ local branches and other entities which are related 

directly or indirectly to political parties or which are under their control; and that the 

public enjoys easy access to accounts. The GRECO also recommended reporting on 

income and expenditure in relation to election campaigns and adopting procedures for 

the disclosure of relevant information to the public; reporting on individual donations 

above a certain value together with the identity of the donor; and following a 

coordinated approach for the publication of the various political financing reports. It 

also invited the Swedish authorities to introduce a general ban on anonymous 

donations, ensure political partiers’ independent auditing, and provide for independent 

monitoring of political funding, accompanied by appropriate sanctions.   

No action was readily undertaken for legislative reform. In fact, from 2009 to 

2012, Sweden took no initiative, which triggered a series of interim compliance 

reports observing that no ‘tangible progress’ had been achieved and that Sweden’s 

level of compliance with the GRECO recommendations was ‘globally unsatisfactory’. 

The Swedish authorities explained their position by stressing that the 

recommendations had received careful attention, yet the introduction of legal rules on 

the funding of political parties and electoral campaigns was not necessary: bearing in 

mind the low level of perceived corruption in the country, self-regulation arguably 

sufficed to counter corruption in this area.
56

 Moreover, the independence of political 

parties should be protected, and their supporters’ integrity and legitimate right to 

secrecy should be safeguarded.  

Although no steps were taken for legislative change, there was discussion on 

the transparency of party funding among the political parties represented in 

parliament. In fact, in 2011 it was decided that a new joint agreement should be 

adopted with the purpose of strengthening transparency of political financing. 

Concurrently, most of the parties represented in parliament implemented policies for 

making private donations above a certain amount public and for disclosing the 

identity of the donor. Although they were confined to a limited number of political 

parties (those in parliament), these positive collective and individualized self-

regulatory measures played a key role in preparing the ground for a change in stance. 

In 2012, with the support of the majority of the political parties represented in 

parliament, the government decided to launch a legislative process on the financing of 
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political parties.
57

 This culminated in two new laws that entered into force in April 

2014: the Act on Transparency of Party Financing and the Act amending the Act on 

State Financial Support to Political parties.  

The new rules established obligatory reporting of election campaign financing, 

and its incorporation in political parties’ reporting of annual revenues. The new 

framework also made provision for a dedicated supervisory body, which was vested, 

amongst others, with the power to impose sanctions. Public scrutiny in turn was 

rendered possible through the publication, by the monitoring authority, of the revenue 

statements submitted to it in respect of political parties and election candidates, 

including through the provision of online access. In addition, reporting of individual 

donations above a certain value together with the identity of the donor was 

introduced.  

However, some GRECO recommendations remained partly implemented. For 

example, only the national party apparatus came within the scope of the new legal 

framework on reporting requirements: local and regional levels of political parties 

were not mandated to abide by the rules adopted. Reporting was further restricted to 

political parties’ and election candidates’ income and contributions. It did not extend 

to their assets, liabilities and expenditure. This was also the case concerning the 

supervisory remit of the system of independent monitoring that was introduced: it 

merely focused on resources. Moreover, although anonymous donations became 

harder to receive by making political parties’ access to state funding dependent on the 

absence of such donations, they were not banned. Sweden stressed that the rules 

introduced should be seen as ‘a first step’ towards a more coherent and balanced 

regulatory framework on transparency of party funding in Sweden’.
58

 As a second 

step, an enquiry committee was established to continue work on this issue. The 

committee was invited to reflect inter alia on the introduction of a general prohibition 

of anonymous donations, to extend the scope of the legal rules enacted to parties and 

electoral candidates participating in elections to county and municipal councils and to 

examine more broadly issues concerning money in politics, including GRECO’s 

recommendations.  

 

4.4 Countries exhibiting strong compliance with GRECO recommendations 

Lithuania 

At the beginning of third evaluation round of the GRECO, Lithuania had a medium 

level of regulation concerning the financing of political parties, which changed to a 

high regulatory level following the reforms carried out in response to the GRECO’s 

monitoring. From a score of 38 points reached when the GRECO’s evaluation report 

was issued, Lithuania went up to 53 points when the second compliance report was 

adopted. Interestingly, the evaluation and monitoring procedure had a relative brief 

duration: whereas Lithuania’s evaluation report was adopted in July 2009, the second 

compliance report, which terminated the third evaluation round with reference to 

Lithuania, was adopted on 21 June 2013. Hence in a period of approximately four 
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years Lithuania proved successful in meeting most of the GRECO’s demands. From 

12 recommendations issued, Lithuania implemented satisfactorily 11 

recommendations with only one remaining partly implemented upon the termination 

of the GRECO’s monitoring. Besides changes brought to the Lithuanian legal 

framework in the areas of accounts, audits, and transparency; supervisory bodies; and 

sanctions, legislative intervention in response to the GRECO’s recommendations also 

served to introduce limits on private funding.  

At the start of the GRECO evaluation, the legal framework offered a detailed 

set of rules embodied in the Law on Financing and Financial Control of Political 

Parties and Political Campaigns. This had been adopted in August 2004, consolidating 

two previous acts on financial controls of political campaigns (1997) and on financing 

political parties and political organizations (1999). Political parties benefited from a 

mixed system of public and private sources of funding. Direct public funding took the 

form of grants from the state budget and partial reimbursement of election campaign 

expenditure of up to 25 percent of campaign costs for political parties, which received 

more than 3 percent of the votes in the last parliamentary elections. Indirect public 

support mainly took the form of free broadcasting time.  

 Political parties and election campaigns could also be financed from a variety 

of private sources: membership fees, donations from natural and legal persons in cash 

and in kind, bank loans, profit generated from political parties’ activities such as 

publishing, political and cultural events, property and so on. Donations represented 

the largest part of the parties’ income. Limits on their size per natural person per year 

existed for both political parties and election candidates, anonymous donations and 

donations from state and municipal enterprises were prohibited and only some foreign 

donations were allowed subject to conditions. The law also set restrictions on the 

election campaign expenditure of political parties, it provided a detailed set of 

accounting and reporting requirements and it included provisions on a control 

mechanism and sanctions. 

The GRECO praised the Lithuanian legislation especially in the area of 

transparency, supervision and sanctions: the measures in place met to a large extent 

the principles contained in Recommendation (2003)4. What Lithuania was invited to 

do was to take measures to increase the effectiveness of the law.
59

  

 

The GRECO’s critical assessment of the Lithuanian political funding regime 

According to the GRECO, the most striking deficiency of the existing system in 

Lithuania was its insufficient enforcement. Rules such as those concerning the 

ceilings on individual donations and on campaign expenditure tended to be 

circumvented. A certain level of ‘shadow’, undeclared financing was acceptable. 

Legal rules were rather narrowly interpreted, creating room for their evasion. 

Sometimes they were inconsistent or they were marked by divergent interpretations 

and guidance on how to understand and comply with them was insufficient.  

The GRECO’s first recommendation was thus engagement in broad 

consultations with a view to strengthening the implementation of the legal rules in 
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force, coupled with awareness raising and training initiatives to the benefit of political 

parties. The GRECO also recommended work on consolidating the annual accounts of 

political parties: these should take account of the structures and entities related 

directly or indirectly to the political parties concerned or otherwise under their 

control, covering regional and local branches, as well as associated structures (e.g. 

clubs, foundations, research and charity organizations) and ‘third parties’. Experience 

in other countries had shown that third parties in particular could play a significant 

role in political campaigns, which implied that their support could be used to bypass 

existing rules. The GRECO also asked for measures ensuring that unused campaign 

funds and inadmissible donations, such as anonymous donations and donations 

exceeding the ceilings provided by national legislation, should not be ‘recycled’: that 

is, they should not transferred to charity organizations that were linked to political 

parties or candidates or that had been deliberately created for that purpose. Other 

recommendations concerned the adoption of accounting rules and instructions 

concerning the valuation and declaration of in-kind donations, such as voluntary 

work, activities carried out without remuneration, and services and other benefits 

granted by business entities below market value; to strengthen the role and control 

functions of campaign treasurers, who are responsible for managing campaign funds, 

so as to ensure that both income and expenditure are properly registered; and to 

extend the financial reference period applicable to election campaigns in order for it 

to accommodate the financial results of campaign activities among other issues.  

Taking account of the fact that supervisory functions had been attributed to 

two distinct bodies, the Central Electoral Commission and the State Tax Inspectorate, 

both of which engaged in rather formalistic control, the GRECO also recommended 

revising the existing arrangements by establishing a leading body. This should be 

assigned with adequate powers and resources and it should enjoy sufficient 

independence safeguards. Adequate standards should also be put in place for the 

independence of auditors certifying party and campaign accounts, whereas auditing 

standards for party and election campaign financing should be determined and 

specified. In addition, the system of sanctions applicable should be reviewed in order 

for it to become more comprehensive and diversified. The level of administrative 

fines should be increased, monitoring duties should enable for the referral of cases for 

suspected violations to the prosecutor, and the statute of limitations applicable to 

violations of the rules on political financing should be extended.     

Responsive to the GRECO’s recommendations, Lithuania enacted swiftly Law 

XI-813, which entered into force on 31 May 2010, amending the Law on Financing 

and Financial Control of Political Parties and Political Campaigns. This allowed for 

nine GRECO recommendations to be implemented in a satisfactory manner in line 

with the GRECO standards and for three recommendations to be implemented partly. 

More specifically, Lithuania took several measures to strengthen the implementation 

of the 2004 law, both before and after its revision. A broad consultation on draft 

provisions took place together with the organization of several training and discussion 

sessions by the Central Electoral Commission, coupled with the adoption and 

publication of several decisions by the same commission on political finance 

guidelines and related forms. The requirement to transfer inadmissible donations and 

unused campaign funds to charity organizations was replaced by the obligation to 

transfer relevant funds to the state budget. An order of the Minister of Finance 

regulated the valuation and recording of donations in kind, the functions and role of 

the campaign treasurer in controlling income and expenditure were specified, 
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covering the control of campaign expenditure and the collection and registration of 

party income, and the duration of political campaigns was extended from 30 to 100 

days. Moreover, the Central Electoral Commission, which enjoyed more statutory 

guarantees of independence, became the leading body for the supervision of political 

financing. Its competences and responsibilities were better defined and reinforced. 

Domestic legislation clarified that it could report violations, if appropriate, to other 

competent authorities, such as the Prosecutor General’s Office. Reference terms for 

firms that audit political parties and election campaigns were adopted by the Central 

Electoral Commission, in accordance with international auditing standards and 

professional ethics, and amendments to the Lithuanian Law on Audit guaranteed the 

independence of auditors who certify party and campaign accounts. Furthermore, the 

system of sanctions available was revised, strengthened and defined more precisely.    

With respect to the consolidation of the accounts of political parties and those 

concerning electoral campaigns, the GRECO initially gave its accord to several new 

provisions. Those were the provisions aimed at reducing the risk of abuse of third 

party campaign financing, including for instance the explicit prohibition of such 

financing, and others aimed at entrusting the State Tax Inspectorate with the task of 

verifying whether donors have sufficient income to provide donations. Subsequent 

measures prohibited the funding of political parties and election campaigns by legal 

persons and restricted individual donations to the campaign period (European 

Commission, 2014a). They also provided, as part of general accounting legislation, 

that accounting information concerning divisions and branches had to be included in 

the financial statements of political parties. Such measures succeeded in meeting 

concerns for lack of transparency in the funding of political parties through their sub-

structures. The GRECO further approved measures to extend the general statute of 

limitation applicable to criminal offences whereas amendments brought to the Code 

of Administrative Law Violations extended the statute of limitation applicable to 

certain violations of party and campaign funding regulations. The only 

recommendation that remained partly implemented was the one concerning the 

diversification of the sanctions available for detected violations. However, this was 

not due to inaction by the Lithuanian state; at the time of adoption of the last GRECO 

report on the monitoring of Lithuania, draft provisions had been prepared to increase 

the level of administrative fines available but these had still to be adopted.  

  

5. Discussion of findings and comparative analysis 

5.1 Countries exhibiting no or low compliance 

In exploring the factors that influence political finance reform in different states, it is 

important at the outset to take note of an important background condition, which, 

however, as already indicated, is not in and of itself a cause of reform: the role of 

political scandals revealing misuse of public funds, and incidents of privileged access 

of large donors to political parties and government power, among others. Such 

occurrences raise public concern, they breed mistrust vis-à-vis political parties and 

can therefore exert significant pressure for greater transparency and control. More or 

less serious political scandals came into public light in most countries under study 

during the 1980s, 1990s and in the 2000s. While they created a climate favorable to 
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reform, they cannot be seen to cause electoral finance reform to happen. Much more 

important and catalytic is how political parties and the government are able to manage 

discursively and politically such phenomena in order to reassert their credibility and 

the accountability of the political system in spite or in the face of those.  

Let us first examine the three countries under focus which exhibit zero 

(Germany, Denmark) or low compliance (UK) and examine the factors that have led 

them to resist adopting the recommendations put forth by the GRECO. The UK and 

Denmark are both characterized by a liberal tradition that views political parties as 

voluntary and private associations of citizens sharing similar ideologies and interests. 

From such a perspective, the Danish authorities defended anonymous donations as a 

long standing tradition of protecting the citizens’ right to anonymity, as well as 

because such donations are not considered a problem in Denmark.
60

 In the UK, the 

liberal tradition is firmly embedded and strongly reflected in the persistent refusal to 

adopt state subventions for political parties (except some minimal aid, as described in 

the section on the UK above). Public opposition to the introduction of more extensive 

state funding is also strong (Fisher 2016, p. 46).  

The fact that Denmark had introduced state financial support to political 

parties in 1986 does not mean that it left behind its liberal tradition of political parties. 

While conflict between the Social Democrats and the Conservatives on the subject 

had produced a stalemate for years – in a situation reminiscent of the conflict between 

the Labor Party and the Tories in the UK – this stalemate came to an end in 1986. 

That year, public funding of political parties was introduced and was accepted without 

much debate by all parties and MPs. It was part of a package that also considerably 

increased the salaries of MPs, but it was not accompanied by transparency rules, to 

the dismay of Social Liberals (Jensen 2003, p. 102). The lack of such rules was a 

purposeful omission, which, however, formed an important component around which 

cross-party consensus for the introduction of public funding was achieved. Further 

increase of state financial support to political parties in the first half of the 1990s – a 

time of declining party membership and thus of financial resources – gave the 

opportunity to Social Liberals to trade their consent for a few more regulations: it 

became mandatory for political parties to make their accounts public, and it was 

required that the names of contributors who gave more than 2,700 euro be made 

public (Jensen 2003, p. 102). 

In the past two years though, the ongoing monitoring by the GRECO since 

2009 apparently has channeled in new pressure for reform. Yet, until the present at 

least, the Danish authorities have taken no concrete steps to adopt the recommended 

changes towards further regulation and control of political finance. The creation of a 

Committee of experts in 2014 (which is mentioned in the section on Denmark above) 

signaled the onset of a reform momentum, which has been noted by GRECO’s latest 

interim report. In March 2015, this Committee produced a Report on openness 

concerning financial support to political parties, an English summary of which was 

promptly shared with GRECO. The Report contained a set of recommendations aimed 

at increasing transparency with respect to private and public sources of financing to 

political parties and reinforcing the accounting duty of parties and candidates. 

Different models for future regulation in this sphere were also proposed. In April-May 

2015, the government held initial consultations with all political parties represented in 
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parliament to discuss the published report. However, following general elections on 

18 June 2015, a new government was formed on 28 June 2015 which was not decided 

on the follow-up to be given to the Committee’s Report.
61

 Despite a High-level 

meeting that was held between representatives of the GRECO (including its 

President) and representatives of the Danish government (including the Minister of 

Justice) and representatives of all political parties represented in the Danish 

Parliament (Folketing) – no concrete step forward have so far been reported.
62

  

Given the lack of data that could only be obtained through national-level field 

research, we can only conjecture about the causes of the latest stalemate, and thus for 

Denmark’s ongoing non-compliance with GRECO recommendations, from what we 

know about the configuration of the political forces and their stance vis-à-vis electoral 

finance reform. It is possible that some Danish political elites, such as those from the 

Social Liberals, have been able to leverage the GRECO’s ongoing monitoring and to 

utilize its recommendations in order to push for more regulations towards 

transparency and institutional control, which explains the latest reform initiatives. The 

present stalemate though, may reflect the failure to forge a consensus between the 

Conservatives (who are averse to greater levels of transparency and eager to protect 

donors’ names) and the Social Democrats (who do not want a new situation in which 

individual trade union members would be able to contract out of giving financial 

support to political parties they do not agree with).  

A related factor that keeps the domestic pressure for reform at bay in Denmark 

is the state of public opinion: while, as it is reported, there is some public concern 

about the potential for political finance-related corruption, it is not so strong as to 

weigh on the main parties’ agenda (Power 2015, pp. 23-24). After all, political parties 

and their representatives can counter concerns and claims for more regulation by 

pointing to the virtual absence of political scandals in the country, as well as to 

Denmark’s impeccable record as one of the best performers in controlling corruption.  

Similarly to Denmark, in the UK, an entrenched liberal tradition that 

champions voluntarism as the principle means of funding political parties, has 

circumscribed compliance with GRECO recommendations, and preceding domestic 

reform for that matter. In the UK, this tradition was not compromised by adopting 

high levels of public funding, as in Denmark, in spite of supporters for such funding 

at the national level. At the same time, substantial domestic pressure stemming from 

perceptions of excessive and privileged influence by wealthy donors – a perception 

shored up by several episodes of malfeasance – had led to the 2000 PREPA. Key 

issues of concern have been the reliance of political parties on large donations, from 

wealthy individuals in the case of the Conservative Party, and from trade unions in the 

case of the Labor Party, in conjunction with very high levels of campaign spending 

(Wilks-Heeg 2011). The PREPA introduced regulation through transparency 

requirements and independent supervision, as well as ceilings on spending. Existing 

spending caps though are arguably still high to contain spending (Transparency 

International 2006). Given that the UK had a fairly advanced and significantly 

congruent with GRECO standards legal frame for political financing already in place, 
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the GRECO dwelt on particular gaps in an otherwise regulated system, addressing a 

small number and limited range of recommendations to the UK.  

To be sure, critical assessments of the 2000 PREPA legal and regulatory frame 

had already been undertaken domestically by UK parliamentary and other committees 

before and around the time that the GRECO started its supervision in 2007. The 

eruption of the “loans for peerage” scandal in 2006 had also built up pressures for 

reform. Three major reviews of the PREPA 2000 system had identified gaps in it 

regarding transparency of all sources of funding, and the role of the Electoral 

Commission as the monitoring body, among others, and made proposals for reform.
63

 

Inter-party talks between the three largest political parties under the chairmanship of 

Sir Hayden Philips had been held with the aim of establishing consensus on reforms 

of the system, which however were suspended without agreement in October 2007. 

Nonetheless, substantial agreement appeared to exist among stakeholders, including 

civil society, that the PREPA 2000 system needed reform. There was considerable 

agreement in what direction the different stakeholders saw that reform needed to 

move. Still, at the time of its evaluation in 2007-2008, the GRECO expressed 

uncertainty about the extent to which substantial cross-party consensus was possible, 

and about how the interests of the smaller parties would be taken into account.
64

   

The UK is a case of low compliance with the GRECO recommendations in 

part owing to the fact that there was already there a regulatory frame that was largely 

in compliance with CoE standards and norms embodied in Recommendation (2003)4. 

By 2012, the British government had implemented most but not all the 

recommendations of the GRECO. The Electoral Commission established a common 

accounting format and new requirements for accounting by political parties, which 

began to be applied in 2011.
65

 The reform of the Political Parties and Elections Act of 

2009 (PPEA) strengthened the Electoral Commission’s investigatory and supervisory 

powers to regulate party spending and political donations, and provided it with a 

widened range of sanctions, thereby enabling it to pursue a more proactive 

approach.
66

 On the other hand, the extending of transparency standards with the 2006 

Election Administration Act specifically for loans to third parties and election 

candidates had not been implemented by 2012. Neither did the UK strengthen 

transparency standards at the local and constituency level. Nonetheless, the GRECO 

proceeded to terminate its monitoring and supervision of the UK, even though 2 out 

of 6 recommendations remained non-implemented, partly accepting the assurances of 

the UK government that it would review these issues in the future. 

The few reforms that the British authorities undertook in response to the 

GRECO recommendations did not extend on imposing limits and caps to large private 

donations. Neither the Tories nor the Labor Party were able to agree before, during or 

after the GRECO monitoring, on imposing such limits and caps (which would also 

cap trade union donations, the financial lifeblood of the Labor Party) (Fisher 2016, p. 

58). Such kind of regulation would have necessitated the introduction of public 

funding to ensure party survival. Even though in principle both Tories and Labor 
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agreed in 2011-2012 that limits on private donations must be instituted (Kelly 2013, 

p. 5), this has not been matched by a cross-party consensus for a shift to public 

funding, a move highly unpopular among the public in the UK.  

It is notable how the GRECO intervention was sidelined in a national setting 

characterized by a sustained and homegrown reform momentum, thorough scrutiny 

and an ongoing search for improvement of political finance regulation, as well as by a 

lively public discourse and debates on the matter. In fact, there is no mention of the 

GRECO or its recommendations in the large amount of reports, commentary, 

academic articles or press coverage of the issue of political finance. This can only 

lead us to conclude that the influence exerted by GRECO in domestic reform of 

political financing has at best been limited or plainly superfluous. Equally indicative 

of the profoundly domestic nature of the UK reform process in the area of political 

financing is the fact that reform initiatives, pressures and parliamentary activities to 

further reform the existing system have continued after the termination of the GRECO 

monitoring.
67

 In 2012-2013, the government supported cross party talks to reach a 

consensus on reforms, however, political parties were unable to reach an agreement.  

Germany is another country case exhibiting non-compliance with GRECO 

recommendations. In its four compliance reports in 2012, 2013, 2014 and 2016,
68

 the 

GRECO has recorded absolutely no progress. The German authorities have declined 

to address the most serious shortcomings in the national regulatory frame for political 

party financing: introducing a system of timely publication of election campaign 

accounts, regulating parliamentary groups and voters’ associations, enhancing the 

transparency of direct donations to parliamentarians and strengthening the monitoring 

and supervisory body. They have insisted that the current framework is sufficient to 

ensure adequate and effective control, and their compliance with a few 

recommendations took the form of clarifications regarding the application of existing 

rules. What surfaces in the compliance reports is the strong opposition on the part of 

the coalition parliamentary groups of the Bundestag that saw no need for further 

action, even if some of the opposition parliamentary groups disagreed over certain 

issues addressed in the GRECO Evaluation report.  

 While Germany does not partake in the liberal political party tradition, as 

Denmark and the UK, it has a distinctive constitutional frame, in which political 

parties are recognized as indispensable in the formation of political will (Matakovic 

and Cajner Mraovic 2006, p. 72). This constitutional frame influenced in the long run 

the configuration of the political funding regime, and it also became a source to which 

German political elites refer in order to justify the focus on political parties and 

simultaneously the exclusion of other actors (parliamentarians, parliamentary groups, 

voters’ associations) from the scope of the regulatory regime. But the total failure of 

GRECO’s recommendations to find any sympathetic ear among Germany’s political 

elites is related to the solid consensus that has existed between the two largest parties 

at least, to maintain the current system – at least for the time being – and not to extend 

the regulation to the actors recommended by the GRECO.  
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 In an illuminating analysis on how domestic inter-party dynamics shaped the 

German political finance regime through the decades, Susan Scarrow compellingly 

depicts an entrenched pattern of cross-party cooperation that has underpinned this 

regime. Since the late 1950s and early 1960s, when public funding was introduced in 

Germany, the main political parties have consistently assumed a cooperative stance 

driven by a strong revenue-maximizing approach: their goal of maintaining or 

increasing their revenue tacitly overrode all other considerations. For instance, both 

the Social Democrats and the Christian Democrats have shied away from using public 

concerns around political scandals in order to antagonize each other. On the contrary, 

through the decades, party treasurers jointly worked out the details of political finance 

reforms outside the public view and to the benefit of the parties’ financial needs 

(Scarrow 2004, p. 662). Reforms that were passed by breaking through this 

cooperative and revenue-maximizing cross-party pattern took place in the aftermath 

of a Constitutional Court decision. For example, in 1992, the German Constitutional 

Court ruled out tax advantages for individual contributors, and lowered the disclosure 

threshold for donors, among others (Scarrow 2004, pp. 663-664).  

 Germany’s non-compliance with GRECO recommendations cannot be 

understood independently from this strong cross-party consensus and resistance 

against extending finance regulatory rules beyond political parties. It forms a barrier 

against international monitoring in this area that is not incidental but it is part of a 

long-term arrangement. An additional factor that seems to make even more 

burdensome the generating of sufficient political will to respond to GRECO is the 

fragmented nature of the German governance system as a federal structure, as we saw 

in regard to the legal regulation of the funding of voters’ associations: the latter is a 

competence of the Länder, and different state governments have different rules to 

regulate (or not to regulate) this.  

We see that in all three countries exhibiting zero or poor compliance, the main 

body of the GRECO recommendations targeted and sought to unsettle a strongly 

entrenched national tradition: the liberal one in the UK and in Denmark, which is 

embedded in existing funding practices and rules (protecting and shielding from the 

public’s eye big donors and donations); or the constitutional recognition of political 

parties in Germany that has formed the basis and frame for focusing regulation on 

political parties while leaving parliamentarians out of its scope. A distinctive national 

tradition in all three countries has been a major stumbling bloc to compliance with 

GRECO precisely because it is entrenched in the long-standing practices, interests and 

survival of the main political parties. This does not mean that it cannot be changed – 

on the contrary, as we see in Denmark, or even in the UK, such a change may be 

forthcoming in the near future. Strong as it may be, an entrenched pattern rooted in 

tradition, political culture and practice can be unlocked if a solid consensus to move 

beyond or break away with it, can be forged among the main political parties. 

  

5.2 Countries exhibiting partial and strong compliance  

Let us now turn to the countries that exhibit partial or strong compliance with the 

recommendations of the GRECO. As indicated above, Sweden had a limited set of 

legal rules regarding political parties and their finances at the beginning of the 

GRECO evaluation. With the exception of rules on the provision of generous public 
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funding to political parties, political finance had not been subject to regulation. The 

lack of a basic legal framework governing money in politics, especially on issues 

concerning transparency and monitoring, was a deliberate policy choice on behalf of 

Swedish political elites. It reflected a traditionally liberal approach to political parties, 

according to which the state should be minimally involved in the affairs of political 

parties. Sweden had thus purposefully avoided regulations for the monitoring of 

private sources of political financing and had imposed no requirements for the public 

disclosure of private donations. The lack of legislation was based on the 

understanding that in order to maintain their role as ‘free moulders of public opinion’, 

political parties should not be made subject to regulation and they should escape state 

control to the extent possible.
69

 As a result, only a very limited set of rules was in 

place and almost none concerning individual election candidates.  Political parties 

were not defined in law, there was no obligation to have them registered and they 

were not subject to any supervision or monitoring by any state authority or other 

mechanism. 

This liberal approach to political parties and their workings in Sweden had 

been confirmed on several occasions. In the 1960s’, the debate on political financing 

had focused on the introduction of state funding to political parties at the national 

level and subsequently at the regional and local level. It had been based on the key 

principle that the state should not exercise control over the use of public funds in 

order to provide for the independence of the political parties. When the debate on 

political financing was relaunched in the 1990s, with reference to the broadening of 

the possibilities to vote for individual candidates, an independent Committee of 

Experts on personal elections (Personvalskommitten) advocated openness in the 

private financing of individual candidates. However, it took the position that to oblige 

individual candidates to account for and report financial donations received would be 

contrary to the Swedish tradition. Subsequently, the debate was re-ignited in 

connection with the introduction of the law on elections to the European Parliament, 

but again no legislative intervention in respect of the transparency of financing was 

taken.
70

 

Given such hands-off approach to political parties in Sweden, one would have 

expected the GRECO recommendations to have limited resonance domestically. This 

is all the more so, because, as noted by the GRECO itself, “there [was] not much 

public interest on political finance in Sweden ... the existing system [was] not subject 

to any major  debate”, and for public authorities and politicians, the issue of 

regulation of political financing did not appear to be a priority.
71

 Notwithstanding, the 

GRECO monitoring apparently created momentum for reform, given the adoption of 

two pieces of legislation in 2014: the Act on Transparency of Party Financing and the 

Act amending the Act on State Financial Support to Political parties. The preceding 

analysis shows that reforms in the wake of GRECO’s monitoring in countries 

characterized by a liberal tradition of political parties, as Denmark and the UK, tend 

to be minimal, if non-existent. It may thus be queried what accounts for the Swedish 

legislative efforts to comply with the GRECO recommendations – even if partially. 

Clearly, the enactment of legislation on political party finance in 2014 with the 

aim to strengthen transparency of party finance did not take place in a politically 
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charged context fueled by particular political scandals. In fact, in the framework of 

the consultation that took place in 2013 on the draft provisions that had been prepared 

in response to the GRECO monitoring, it was questioned severely whether the legal 

proposal submitted for comments and observations responded to an actual problem in 

Sweden (Ohman 2016, p. 171). Against this background, the adoption of legislation 

should rather be attributed to the cross-party agreement that GRECO’s monitoring 

proved successful in forging. This was further substantially encouraged by the 

voluntary agreement that had been reached between major political parties in Sweden 

to respect self-regulatory standards on transparency.  

Indeed, despite the lack of legal rules on political finance in Sweden, self-

regulation of political parties had guaranteed, from 2000 onwards, a certain level of 

transparency in party finance, even if in an unconvincing manner for GRECO 

standards. It had done so by means of a joint voluntary agreement that had been 

concluded by the parties represented in parliament: the agreement on openness about 

the parties’ income. This agreement had specified the accounting obligations of the 

parliamentary parties and it had also required the publication of summary information 

on their sources of income. It thus constituted a solid basis upon which the Swedish 

political parties built upon to implement the GRECO recommendations.  

Interestingly, calls for legislative action designed to correct deficiencies of the 

voluntary agreement through law had been made in 2002.
72

 An Expert Committee 

(Utredningen om offentlighet för partiers och valkandidaters intäkter), assigned with 

the task of considering how to increase the transparency of political financing in 

respect of political parties and election candidates, had put forward a number of 

reasons for regulating the transparency of political financing through legislation. 

According to this Committee, the voluntary agreement did not provide for coherent 

reporting. More importantly, the agreement did not cover all parties, especially 

regional and local parties or the regional and local branches of the central parties. 

Stressing that the openness of political financing was a fundamental matter for the 

legitimacy of the political system to be dependent on a limited number of political 

parties agreed to be bound by self-regulation, the Committee suggested that all parties 

and election candidates elected in any general assembly in Sweden (the Riksdag and 

regional or local assemblies) and the European Parliament should be subject to 

reporting obligations. To corroborate its proposal, the Committee pointed to the 

general trend in Europe, including in neighbouring countries to Sweden, for increased 

regulation in the area of political financing.   

Although legislative action did not follow, the debate on transparency of party 

funding did not wither, especially among the political parties in parliament. 

Eventually, it culminated in a decision to revise the voluntary agreement in order to 

strengthen transparency of political financing and a common practice developed by 

some of the parliamentary parties to disclose to the public private donations above 

20,000 SEK. The political support that such self-regulatory rules and practices 

enjoyed facilitated cross-party agreement for the adoption of public regulation in the 

field. The 2014 legal rules replicated and in essence codified what had been agreed 

upon through self-regulation. In other words, the fact that self-regulatory rules and 

practices allowing for some degree of openness in political financing existed and they 

had been crafted by key political parties in Sweden precluded significant opposition to 
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the introduction of legal rules concerning transparency in political financing. The 

entry into parliament following the 2010 general elections of the nationalist Sweden 

Democrats Party which did not participate in the voluntary agreement and whose 

sources of income had long been cause of speculation is also deemed to have 

reinforced support for legislative action (Ohman 2016, p. 171).   

Reaching political agreement for the introduction of legislation that sought to 

strengthen transparency in political finance was facilitated by the pressure exerted by 

the GRECO for Sweden to proceed with legislative reform. According to the GRECO, 

the low level of transparency in political financing was “difficult to understand in a 

country like Sweden, which guarantees a high degree of transparency in most other 

areas of public life”.
73

 The various GRECO reports that were issued demanded 

“determined action” on behalf of Sweden to remedy “non-compliance”. Relevant calls 

troubled domestic political elites and leaders, accustomed to receive praise for the 

country’s usual high compliance record with international rules and standards (Ohman 

2016, p. 175). As a matter of fact, the general critique that was put forward in the 

framework of the consultation that took place on the provisions to be adopted was that 

‘the proposed law responded more to the GRECO recommendations than to perceived 

domestic needs concerning political finance’ (Ohman 2016, p. 171). The latter 

rendered Sweden a “case of strong international influence” (Ziegler 2014). 

Compliance with GRECO recommendations and the strengthening of the 

Swedish legislation on transparency of party finance did not go so far as to leave 

behind the Swedish non-interventionist tradition as regards political parties. True, the 

legal rules enacted drew on the pre-existing self-regulatory rules and extended their 

application from the political parties represented in parliament to all political parties 

that participate in national elections and that receive state financial support. They also 

required the submission of political parties’ revenue statements to the Swedish Legal, 

Financial and Administrative Services Agency for publication on its website and they 

offered detailed guidance on reporting requirements. However, they did not go as far 

as to distinguish between party activities and electoral campaign activities in terms of 

reporting, they did not set limits on the amounts that political parties can receive or 

spend and they did not cover reporting of expenditure, although these were core 

elements of the GRECO recommendations. This shows that state compliance with the 

GRECO standards is centrally dependent on the actual subject of the 

recommendations made and their congruence with (or opposition to) national political 

traditions and the domestic legal (and self-regulatory) framework.   

This is particularly evident when one considers the unwillingness of the 

Swedish state to prohibit anonymous donations, although there are no grounds to 

believe that political parties have regularly benefited from large anonymous 

contributions (Ohman 2016, p. 174). Constitutional concerns have played a key role 

here. The disclosure of donors’ names would essentially amount to the registration of 

their political preferences. Such registration, without the approval of the individuals 

concerned, was considered to contradict Article 3 of Charter 2 (on fundamental rights 

and freedoms) of the Swedish Constitution. This proclaims that ‘no record in a public 

register concerning a Swedish citizen may be based without his or her consent solely 

on his or her political opinions’. Conflicting constitutional rules have hence precluded 

a ban of anonymous donations.  
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Nevertheless, another solution was found. The center-left opposition parties 

proposed an amendment to the law on state financial support to political parties, 

which the governing centre-right coalition supported. This restrained eligibility for 

state financing to political parties that refrain from accepting anonymous donations. 

Consequently, although political parties remained able to receive anonymous 

donations, it is highly unlikely that they would do so: this would entail the loss of 

state support, which in the case of Sweden far exceeds the amount of private funding 

the parliamentary parties receive (Ohman 2016, p. 173). 

In Greece, compliance with the GRECO recommendations was achieved as a 

direct result of the country being under external supervision by its lenders – the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Commission (EC), and the 

European Central Bank (ECB). A new law, Law 4304/2014 was passed, which 

amended the existing frame for political financing, was entirely drafted by 

incorporating the totality of GRECO’s recommendations. The profound influence of 

the GRECO recommendations in the formulation of the law’s provisions is 

acknowledged in all the relevant legislative documents, including the introductory 

report to the abovementioned 2014 law. All of the 16 recommendations of the 

GRECO were presented in the Greek parliament by the governing party’s MP who 

introduced the 2014 draft law.
74

  

A significant change that accompanied the passing of the 2014 law was the 

drastic reduction of the amount of state support of political parties – largely a direct 

consequence of the country’s economic difficulties, and the need and obligation to 

reduce the public budget deficit. Such a reduction in state support was also linked to 

the revelation that the two largest political parties, the Socialist PASOK and the 

center-right New Democracy (ND) had accumulated over 200 million euros in loans 

from the earlier years, which they were unable to serve. Despite the uproar and public 

condemnation that these revelations created, and despite the realization that the 

political financing frame needed reform, there was reluctance and procrastination in 

pursuing such reform – possibly because it was difficult for all political parties to 

agree on common ground.  

The 2014 bill was finally brought to Parliament by the coalition government of 

the center-right ND, PASOK, and a small left party of DIMAR. Interestingly, it was 

opposed by the left parties, the Communist Party (KKE) and the opposition (at the 

time) party of SYRIZA, which claimed that this law brought the “Americanization” of 

political parties. While all political parties were against the abolition of anonymous 

coupons that the 2014 law introduced, the parties of the Left were most strongly 

opposed to this measure, arguing that small donations were a cardinal source of 

income that connected these parties with the society and their supporters. They argued 

that they could not accept the obligation to provide the names of their members who 

gave a small amount of money to support them, invoking even the need for protection 

of personal data. In the end, anonymous coupons were maintained for donations less 

than 50 Euro, but the law was voted in the Greek Parliament. As to leave no doubt 

about the source of this new reform, it was explicitly acknowledged in the 

parliamentary discussion that compliance with the GRECO recommendations was 
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incorporated among the requirements and conditions for the release of funds by 

Greece’s lenders (the IMF, EC, and the ECB).
75

 

Similarly to Greece, compliance with the GRECO recommendations in the 

case of Spain appears to have been primarily driven by external pressures for 

economic adjustment in response to the economic crisis. Prior to the GRECO’s 

monitoring, political parties in Spain tended to engage in party finance reforms 

through the introduction of restrictions to private sources of income and limits on the 

expenditure of political parties only after having secured substantive state subsidies. 

Organic Law 8/2007, which entered into force in July 2007, is telling. According to 

the GRECO, this law, based on broad political consensus, “represent[ed] an important 

effort … to increase transparency and accountability in the area of political 

financing.
76

 The law banned anonymous contributions and set limits to private 

donations from legal persons.  

At the same time, the law made provision for substantive public funds 

channeled to Spanish political parties. It did so in various ways. First, the budgetary 

allocation for political parties’ operational expenses in the 2008 budget was raised by 

a noteworthy 20 percent. Secondly, regional governments and municipalities were 

formally allowed to grant subsidies to political parties represented in regional and 

local assemblies. In addition, as its 1987 predecessor, the law of 2007 set no limit on 

the amount of the annual state grant awarded to political parties. As a result, the law 

augmented public allocations for political parties’ regular activities and preserved 

their discretionary power to earmark public funds for themselves (García Viñuela and 

González de Aguilar 2011).  

The legal rules enacted in the field of political finance in response to the 

GRECO’s monitoring were not associated with a concurrent increase in public 

sources of political income. In fact, due to the harsh economic conditions imposed by 

austerity, the prevailing trend thus far was reversed: both electoral spending and 

public subsidies allocated to political parties were reduced (Casal Bértoa, Rodríguez-

Teruel, Barberà & Barrio 2014, p. 99). Notably, the cutbacks on public subsidies were 

complemented by significant modifications of the legal framework, aimed at 

strengthening the transparency, oversight and reinforcement requirements of political 

financing. Among other issues, Organic Law 5/2012 regulated loans and provided for 

some publication requirements for political parties and related associations and 

foundations. Organic Law 3/2015 in turn established a ban on corporate donations, 

required political parties to provide for consolidated accounts comprising those of 

their regional and local branches, and set out mechanisms for political parties’ internal 

control as well as more severe sanctions.  

According to the GRECO, the modified legal regime sought to better regulate 

money in politics – “a painstaking process in an area that ha[d] been particularly 

prone to malpractice” and which constituted “a major source of citizens’ concern”.
77

 

Indeed, a series of scandals in connection with the irregular financing of political 

activity “ha[d] shaken Spanish society”,
78

 raising awareness about the need to 
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strengthen anti-corruption policies. What appears, however, to have convinced 

domestic political leaders to reform the pre-existing political finance regime was 

pressure for economic restructuring. In the aftermath of the economic crisis, the 

adoption of anti-corruption policies, including policies with respect to the financing of 

political parties, became a matter of political priority, alongside other economic 

recovery measures (European Commission, 2014b).  

 Lithuania, a country exhibiting strong compliance, gave careful consideration 

to the results of the GRECO monitoring and sought to align its regulatory framework 

with all the recommendations that the GRECO formulated in its respect. Certain 

measures, such as the restriction of individual donations to the campaign period were 

not even measures that were explicitly requested by the GRECO. It could be argued 

that this radiates a trend towards much stricter regulation – in fact, overregulation in 

certain instances. This is so despite the fact that loopholes remain. Questions persist 

for example concerning the regulation of political advertising and the capacity of the 

Central Electoral Commission to effectively control it, the valuation and declaration 

of in-kind donations to political parties, and membership fees, which are not capped 

or monitored in an effective manner (European Commission, 2014a). 

Despite such shortcomings, indisputably, Lithuania has promptly implemented 

the GRECO recommendations, when compared with the other countries reviewed, 

taking a variety of measures to ensure a high level of compliance with the GRECO 

directions. The country’s readiness to proceed quickly with reform and to address all 

the recommendations issued cannot be directly attributed to the concerns voiced about 

vote-buying during the 2012 parliamentary elections. This had resulted in the 

annulment of election results in various constituencies. Other political scandals also 

erupted during the period in which the GRECO carried out its monitoring and which 

even reached the courts. Although such scandals led to growing awareness about the 

need to address problems with the funding of political parties and election campaigns 

(European Commission, 2014a), creating a favourable domestic environment for 

reform, they did not in and of themselves produce legislative change.  

What appears to explain the readiness of Lithuania to proceed with legislative 

change and comply with the GRECO recommendations is domestic political elites’ 

perception of the status of their country as a small state. They saw Lithuania as a 

country that must maintain its good relations with international and regional 

organizations and bodies, such as the Council of Europe in general and the GRECO in 

particular. The legislative reaction triggered by the GRECO monitoring radiates a 

strong mindset for respect for international bodies and institutions, which goes hand 

in hand with a domestic mentality that views Lithuania as a state that is not 

particularly influential on the international scene (Interview with member of the 

Central Electoral Commission, 2017) and which must therefore strive to sustain a 

good reputation. The fact that there is sensitivity towards the standards and 

pronouncements of international organs and bodies can be witnessed by the fact that 

there was even a resolution (no. XI-899) issued by parliament ‘on the implementation 

of recommendations made to the Republic of Lithuania in the report of the Council of 

Europe’s Group of States against Corruption’. This suggested a series of measures to 

be taken by the government, as well as the Central Electoral Commission, the 

Prosecutor General’s Office and the Special Investigations Service, amongst other 
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bodies and organs with a view to implementing all the recommendations contained in 

the Lithuanian evaluation report.
79

 

Besides this propensity towards abiding by international standards that helped 

gather political support for legislative change and reform, important legislative 

modifications and the political backup that they enjoyed could perhaps also be 

attributed to the willingness of existing parties to consolidate themselves. According 

to observers of the domestic political life, the political scene in Lithuania is quite 

dynamic and characterized by new parties and political figures emerging at regular 

intervals.
80

 Crucial reforms such as the modification of the legal framework to 

prohibit the funding of political parties and election campaigns by legal persons have 

been primarily presented as measures that sought to prevent influence from 

corporations and large donors on the political process. They have accordingly been 

marked by a strong anti-corruption message. However, the ban on political donations 

from legal persons augmented the burden of financing from the public purse, 

especially since individual donations did not substitute for corporate ones (Baltrunaite 

2016, pp. 7-8). Taking into account that the system of public funding in place 

benefitted the most popular parties (Transparency International, 2012), increased 

dependence on public income through the prohibition of donations by legal persons 

might have also sought to create obstacles to the establishment of new political parties 

and to limit political competition. This remains nevertheless an under-researched 

issue which could benefit from further analysis and empirical national-level research. 

 

 

6. Does PPF regulation promoted by the GRECO enhance control of corruption? 

Existing studies and data provide us with some interesting clues about the potential 

effectiveness of the regulatory rules that the GRECO promotes in the countries that it 

monitors, regarding state ability to control corruption specifically in the political 

realm and in regard to the flow of money in politics. What should be noted though is 

that existing measurements of how much corruption exists in a country are largely 

based on perceptions. Taking the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) as a proxy, Avi 

Ben-Bassat and Momi Dahan find that the mix of generous public funding and lax 

regulations of private contributions is associated with lower corruption. Interestingly, 

a combination of more generous public funding and stricter regulations on private 

contributions, which is frequently advanced in many political finance reforms, does 

not appear to lower the level of corruption (Ben-Bassat and Dahan 2015, p. 15). 

Alternatively, Norris and Abel van Es argue that the degree of legal regulation of 

political finance, rather than the type of policies pursued, relates significantly to the 

perceived quality of political finance practices. The more a state regulates political 

finance, the higher the experts rate its quality and performance (Norris and Abel van 

Es 2016(a), p. 240). Here too, though, Sweden and the Nordic countries emerge as 

outliers, as limited state intervention goes hand in hand with very good performance 

on corruption indicators.  
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 While the statutory framework, and the degree of state regulation in particular, 

may affect how campaign finance is perceived to work in practice, our study here 

shows that the level of regulation does not necessarily contribute to lessening or 

controlling corruption. As table 1 below shows, the relationship between the degree of 

regulation of EU member states following the GRECO monitoring, on the one hand, 

and their ability to control corruption overall is a very strong but inverse one: the 

higher the score of political finance regulation the lower the ability to control 

corruption. At the same time, there is an interesting caveat here, which is revealed by 

the graph 1 below: what seems to matter is less the degree of variation and more 

whether a state has below or above a Control of Corruption (CoC) value of 4. Graph 1 

below reveals two clusters of countries that appear to behave very differently: (1) 

countries that have less than 4, that is, with a poor ability to control corruption, and 

(2) countries above 4 that have partial or good ability to control corruption. All 

countries that have a good or partial ability to control corruption have a medium to 

low degree of regulation of political finance. By contrast, countries that have a poor 

ability to control corruption have a medium to high regulatory frame in political 

finance. 
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Table 1: Political finance regulatory score (post-monitoring) and Control of 

Corruption 

Model Summary
b
 

Model R R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate Durbin-Watson 

1 ,587
a
 ,345 ,320 9,18118 1,816 

 

a. Predictors: (Constant), CoC values 2015 

b. Dependent Variable: TOTAL POST-MONITORING SCORE (January 2017) 

 

Graph 1: Linear regression depiction 
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7. Conclusion 

From this study and based on the preceding comparative analyses, three sets of factors 

emerge as salient in explaining why some states strongly comply with GRECO 

recommendations and others do so only limitedly, or not at all. In the first place, an 

important factor is how congruent or conversely conflictual (with the approach 

underlying the GRECO recommendation) is the national tradition or the extant 

constitutional/legal frame in a country. A congruent tradition or an already present 

regulatory propensity can facilitate compliance, while on the other hand, a conflicting 

tradition or existing approach can obstruct compliance and political finance reform. 

 Secondly, a key factor in explaining compliance is the existence or lack of 

political will among the government and political parties domestically. Domestic 

political will has been shown to be a crucial factor in state compliance with 

international law more broadly. Yet, besides being plainly unsurprising, the existence 

(or lack therefore) of political begs more questions than it answers: what factors 

configure political agreement with or opposition to GRECO standards and 

recommended reforms? Why and how does a substantial cross-section of government 

and parliamentary elites agree to take action or resist doing so in order to reform 

domestic laws and rules in line with what a Council of Europe body (the GRECO) 

recommends? 

 In order to understand why and how political will in favor of or in opposition 

to political finance reform is forged, it is necessary to understand how political parties 

have been accustomed to decide in this area. The area of political finance is not a 

typical policy area; the prevailing mode of decision-making, inter-party relations and 

divisions, as well as the influence that public opinion and civil society are able to 

exert more broadly, are not necessarily evidenced in the area of political finance. In a 

number of countries, such as Germany, decision-making in this area has for a long 

time been shaped by a cartel party approach, whereby the main political parties have 

decided on political finance regulation consensually and on the basis of their joint 

financial incentives and interests. Decision making in political finance gets 

entrenched when it is shaped by prevailing national traditions about political parties or 

existing constitutional frames, from which political parties in turn draw to justify their 

position against reform.  

 In order to explain compliance, we must understand why international 

pressure, as exercised through a peer review monitoring mechanism such as the 

GRECO, can at a particular point in time break through established patterns of 

decision-making between the main political parties in the area of political finance. We 

see this having happened in the case of Sweden, but not in Denmark or in the UK. To 

be sure, unlike Denmark and the UK, Sweden did have a culture of party finance 

regulation, even if on a voluntary basis, which made the distance from the regulatory 

approach of the GRECO shorter to begin with, making significant, albeit far from 

radical reform, possible.  

 The third factor that explains compliance with GRECO recommendations is a 

country’s position in the regional structure of power and in the international milieu 

more broadly. Its power in the regional and international terrain is defined both by 

objective factors that create dependence and external oversight, and by self-perception 

(how its elites perceive their state’s position). Α country like Germany, which is in a 
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strong strategic, political and economic position in the regional and international 

realm, is not be able to ignore or change the rules for itself. On the other hand, 

countries that are a weak and dependent economic and political position, like Greece 

and Spain in the post-2010 period, have little space to negotiate and express their 

disagreements. They have even less space to resist complying with the GRECO 

recommendations, when such compliance is among the conditions for continuing 

external financial aid.  

 As the inverse relationship between regulation and control of corruption, 

shown in the previous section, suggests, regulation is far from being a panacea. 

However, it can provide “a limited solution to an imperfect and complex reality” (De 

Sousa 2004, 7). The fact that there are rules and regulations that are made clear to all 

parties and candidates can help build a relationship of transparency and trust between 

citizens and the individuals and parties that represent them.  
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Annex 

COUNTRIES 

Sources 
of 
Income 

Limits 
on 
private 
funding 

Regulations 
on 
spending 

Accounts, 
audits, 
transparency 

Supervisory 
bodies Sanctions 

TOTAL 
INITIAL 
SCORE 

INITIAL 
DEGREE OF 
REGULATION 

TOTAL POST-
MONITORING 
SCORE 
(September 
2015) 

REGULATORY 
ADJUSTMENT 
SCORE  

POST-
MONITORING 
DEGREE OF 
REGULATION 

Austria 3 -- 3 5 -- 8 0 -- 2 7 -- 14 3 -- 7 1.5 -- 2.5 19.5 low 36.5 17 medium 

Belgium 3 -- 3 10 -- 10 2 -- 2 10 -- 12 1 -- 1 1 -- 2 27 low 30 3 low 

Bulgaria 4 -- 4 13 -- 15 2 -- 2 9 -- 14 6 -- 9 2 -- 3 36 medium 47 11 
 
high 

Croatia 4 -- 4 16 -- 17 0 -- 0 9 -- 16 2 -- 9 1.5 -- 2 32.5 medium 48 15.5 high 

Cyprus 5 -- 5 7 -- 10 1 -- 1 3 -- 18 0 -- 4 1.5 -- 1.5 17.5 low 39.5 22 medium 

Czech 
Republic 4 -- 4 6 -- 6 0 -- 0 9 -- 13 1 -- 1 2 -- 2 22 low 26 4 low 

Denmark 4 -- 4 2 -- 2 0 -- 0 7 -- 7 1 -- 1 3 -- 3 17 low 17 0 low 

Estonia 4 -- 4 9 -- 9 0 -- 0 9 -- 17 1 -- 6 1.5 -- 3.5 24.5 low 39.5 15 medium 
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Finland 4 -- 4 3 -- 7 0 -- 0 8 -- 16 2 -- 7 0.5 -- 1.5 17.5 low 35.5 18 medium 

France 5 -- 5 15 -- 16 1 -- 1 8 -- 9 6 -- 6 3 -- 3 38 medium 40 2 medium 

Germany 3 -- 3 6 -- 6 0 -- 0 12 -- 12 1 -- 1 2 -- 2 24 low 24 0 low 

Greece 5 -- 5 17 -- 18 2 -- 2 6 -- 15 3 -- 5 2 -- 2 35 medium 47 12 high 

Hungary 5 -- 5 9 -- 12 1 --2 7 -- 7 7 -- 9 3 -- 3 32 medium 38 6 medium 

Ireland 5 -- 5 7 -- 10 1 -- 1 10 -- 14 7 -- 7 3.5 -- 3.5 33.5 medium 40.5 7 medium 

Italy 5 -- 5 9 -- 11 2 -- 2 10 -- 15 4 -- 5 2.5 -- 3.5 32.5 medium 41.5 9 medium 

Latvia 4 -- 4 20 -- 20 2 -- 2 12 -- 15 5 -- 6 4 -- 6 47 high 53 6 high 

Lithuania 5 -- 5 14 -- 19 2 -- 2 9 -- 15 3 -- 7 5 -- 5 38 medium 53 15 high 

Luxembourg 3 -- 3 15 -- 15 0 -- 0 8 -- 11 5 -- 7 1.5 -- 1.5 32.5 medium 37.5 5 medium 

Malta 3 -- 3 7 -- 8 1 -- 1 2 -- 8 1 -- 4 3.5 -- 3.5 17.5 low 27.5 10 low 

Netherlands 3 -- 3 1 -- 3 0 -- 0 4 -- 9 1 -- 2 1.5 -- 3.5 10.5 low 20.5 10 low 

Poland 5 -- 5 18 -- 20 2 -- 2 15 -- 16 5 -- 10 5.5 -- 5.5 50.5 high 58.5 8 high 
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Portugal 4 -- 4 21 -- 21 2 -- 2 11 -- 13 8 -- 10 3.5 -- 5.5 49.5 high 55.5 6 high 

Romania 6 -- 6 13 -- 13 2 -- 2 10 -- 13 4 -- 7 3.5 -- 3.5 38.5 medium 44.5 6 medium 

Slovakia 5 -- 5 7 -- 7 1 -- 2 13 -- 15 2 -- 5 2.5 -- 4.5 30.5 low 38.5 8 medium 

Slovenia 5 -- 5 13 -- 18 2 -- 2 10 -- 17 5 -- 8 1 -- 3.5 36 medium 53.5 17.5 high 

Spain 5 -- 5 9 -- 9 1 -- 1 8 -- 14 7 -- 9 3.5 -- 5.5 33.5 medium 43.5 10 medium 

Sweden 4 -- 4 1 -- 1 0 -- 0 6 -- 10 0 -- 3 1 -- 2 12 low 20 8 low 

United 
Kingdom 3 -- 3 7 -- 7 2 -- 2 13 -- 14 9 -- 10 5,5 -- 5,5 39.5 medium 41.5 2 medium 
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