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«Democracy cannot be taken for granted»

Democracy Index
Economist Intelligence Unit

Freedom House
Freedom in the World 2021



The challenge of foreign interference

- Focus of the Study: not foreign interferences in general (Cfr. 
AFCO 2020) but political parties, particularly foreign 
funding

- The issue of party foreign funding is certainly not new (e.g. 
Cold War, enlargement), but has recently gained 
prominence

- Indeed, his type of foreign interference has been recently 
placed under the spotlight by several democracies: 
Australia (2018), Canada, (2018), New Zealand (2020)

- The EP has also placed its focus on the “direct and indirect 
financial support of political actors” (Resolution on Foreign 
electoral interference, 10.10.2019)



Party regulation at the national level

Donations from foreign states or enterprises should 
be banned
Guidelines and Report on the Financing of Political Parties –
Venice Commission (2001)

States should specifically limit, prohibit or otherwise 
regulate donations from foreign donors
Recommendations on Common Rules against Corruption in 
the Funding of Political Parties and Election Campaigns –
Council of Europe (2003)



Party foreign funding in the EU member countries (and the UK)

Is there a ban on donations
from foreign interests to 

political parties?

Is there a ban on donations
from foreign interests to 

candidates?

Count % Count %

YES 20 71 YES 18 64

NO 8 29 NO 10 36

Data: Comparative Political Finance, International IDEA



Is there a ban on donations
from foreign interests to 

political parties?

Is there a ban on donations
from foreign interests to 

candidates?

‘Old’ EU
(%)

‘New’ EU
(%)

‘Old’ EU
(%)

‘New’ EU
(%)

YES 7
(46.7)

13
(100)

6
(40)

12
(92.3)

NO 8
(53.3)

0
(0)

9
(60)

1
(7.7)

Data: Comparative Political Finance, International IDEA



Recent normative developments: illustrative cases

- Trend towards tightening regulations

- DENMARK: there is no ban on foreign donations, but 
initiatives for political parties to make them more 
prepared to face foreign interferences & amended 
Criminal Act (2019);

- ITALY: 2018: new legislation forbidding party foreign 
funding; however, foreign funding is later reintroduced 
for foundations and associations;

- NETHERLANDS: traditionally a very open system, with 
no ban on party foreign funding; new legislative 
proposal (Dec 2020) to prohibit party donations from 
outside the EU
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Data: Rudolph and Morley 2020

A not so rosy picture



Party regulation at the EU level

• Europarties strengthened by the Lisbon Treaty (art. 10.4)
and the Spitzenkandidaten system (2014 and partly 2019);

• Public funding introduced by Regulation 2004/2003: 75
percent of the overall budget (25 percent from other
sources);

• Regulation 1141/2014 reformed the rules bringing to 85%
of the overall budget the amount of public funding (90%
after Regulation 2018/673)



Regulation
2004/2003

Regulation
1524/2007

Regulation
1141/2014

There is no 
explicit 
provision on 
banning foreign 
donations

Ban on donations from 
any public authority 
from (a Member State or) 
a third country, including 
from any undertaking 
over which they have 
dominant influence 

Ban on donations from any 
public authority from (a Member 
State or) a third country, or from 
any undertaking over which such 
a public authority may exercise, 
directly or indirectly, a dominant 
influence by virtue of its 
ownership of it, its financial 
participation therein, or the rules 
which govern it; or donations 
from any private entities based 
in a third country or from 
individuals from a third country 
who are not entitled to vote in 
EP elections 
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Data: Follow the Money, 2019 (Dataset I)

Europarty funding: breakdown of revenues



 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
EU
 

Europarty funding: donations from third-countries (2014-17)

Data: Follow the Money, 2019 (Dataset II)



Conclusions and recommendations

• Foreign support (either financial or through other means) to political
parties, often part and parcel of a broader set of foreign
interferences, is documented and is an issue for democracies;

• Rules on party foreign funding still quite heterogeneous: EU
institutions could exert pressure on the member states to tighten
regulations and prohibit, or at least limit, foreign funding to parties

• Easy fix: only public money. Not to be recommended: weakening the
linkage function of parties with civil society and stakeholders

• The Authority on European Political Parties and Foundations plays an
important role to ensure compliance and should be adequately
staffed and funded.; the cooperation between the Authority and the
national contact points should be strengthened
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