
Housekeeping
• Preparation 1 due October 6th at 7am -> Loop
• Groups for seminar sessions posted on Loop (Course 

Information)
• Presentation:
• 3 questions sent via email by October 20 for approval 

• Reminder: related to course, but otherwise free to be creative
• Presentation in week of November 26th (5-10 min, 5 min of 

questions)



Looking back…

Corruption
Bribes, breaking 

regulations, ‘dark money’, 
…

Lobbying
Access, quid pro quo, 
influence, donations, 
corporate interests, …

Political Finance
Campaign funding, 

regulation, operational 
costs, spending, …



… & looking forward

Corruption
Bribes, breaking 

regulations, ‘dark money’, 
…

Lobbying
Access, quid pro quo, 
influence, donations, 
corporate interests, …

Political Finance
Campaign funding, 

regulation, operational 
costs, spending, …

Case Studies
Ireland, Competitive Authoritarian Regimes, 

US



POL1050: Money, Power 
& Democracy

Class 7 – Ireland Case Study: Corruption & Reform – 29/9/2025



Schedule
This week: Money, Power and Democracy in Ireland
• Today: Ireland’s History of Political Corruption & Reform
• Era of ‘laissez-faire’ political finance
• Pressures leading to scandals in the 90s
• Reform

• Wednesday: MPD in Contemporary Ireland
• How are political finance and lobbying regulated?
• Paths to power:

• Campaign spending?
• Influence/Access?



Ireland Today





V-Dem Political Corruption Index



V-Dem Clientelism Index



Political Finance Regime in 
Comparative Perspective

Source Classification scheme Irish classification

Horncastle (2022) Extent of regulation Partially regulated

Wiltse et al. (2019) Transparency and income 
intervention Market-based 

Bonotti and Nwokora 
(2023) Source of funding Private funding (708)

Paulissen & Horncastle 
(2024)

Extent of referendum 
legislation Below-Average



Ireland
• Stable democracy
• Generally low to medium levels of corruption & clientelism
• (but higher than average Western European countries)
• Political finance regime:
• Comparatively not very stringent
• Market-based
• Dependent on private funding (but: parallel universe!)

So how did we get here?



1800 Act of Union

• Elimination of Irish Parliament
• Ireland governed by Westminster
• British bribing of MPs -> 30.000 

GBP (over 3 Million today)



Corrupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act 
1883 
• Criminalised bribery
• Constituency-level limits on spending
• Form of disclosure
• Later transfered to Free Irish state 

using Prevention of Electoral Abuses 
Act 1923
• Requirements for candidates to declare 

election expenses 
• Free postage for one item per elector per 

candidate (indirect public funding)



The Free Irish State (1920s): 
Probity & Meritocracy

• Inspired by British reforms and age of patronage
• A new sense of probity in use of state funds
• Refund of meals for ministers, deputies and officials during 1922 

hostilities
• Primacy of civil service regarding
     public funds

Ernest Blythe (March 1924)



The Free Irish State (1920s): 
Probity & Meritocracy

• Inspired by British reforms and age of patronage
• A new sense of probity in use of public funds
• Meritocracy in civil service and local government
• Local Government Act (1925)
• Local Appointments Commission (1926)
• …

Sweeping reforms 
• Due to sense of state 
• To prevent abuse of authority
• With new respect for rule of law



A Ticking Timebomb (1930s – 1980s )
• Weak regulation + lack of accountability
• Plenty of corruption scandals without consequence…

• Wicklow Gold Inquiry (1935)
• The Tribunal Trilogy (1940s)
• High Court Bribery Case (1968)         1963 Planning Act
• Tully Tribunal (1975)

• … but little legislation
• Ministerial and Parliamentary Offices Act 1938
• Oireachtas (Allowances to Members) Act 1962 



A Ticking Timebomb (1930s – 1980s )
• Weak regulation + lack of accountability
• Financial pressures on political actors
• Increased political competition & professionalisation (60s)
• Presidentialisation & personalisation of politics (80s)
• No state funding



Byrne (2012)



A Ticking Timebomb (1930s – 1980s )
• Weak regulation + lack of accountability
• Financial pressures on political actors
• Economic transformation in late 80s
• Privatisation
• Deregulation
• Rent-seeking behavior



A Ticking Timebomb (1930s – 1980s )
• Weak regulation + lack of accountability
• Financial pressures on political actors
• Economic transformation in late 80s
• Housing demand 
• Cheaper to create building land through planning decisions than 

through the market
• Created opportunity structures and potential for clientelism



A Ticking Timebomb (1930s – 1980s )
• Weak regulation + lack of accountability
• Financial pressures on political actors
• Economic transformation in late 80s
• Housing demand 
• Late 1991…



Golden Circles: Irish Sugar (Greencore) 
& Telecom Éireann (1991)

• Broke within a week of each other
• First major corporate governance scandals in privatization 

era
• State company executives used positions and public money 

to enrich themselves
• Golden circles between business and politics

Irish Sugar

Telecom 
Éireann

Loan to 
execs

Chairman 
with 

business 
interest

Buy shares

Buy 
Property

Sell back 
for profit

Sell to own 
company



Private Funding Corruption: The Age of 
Tribunals (1991-2012)

Tribunals of Inquiry: 
• Set up by Oireachtas
• Investigate matters of public importance
• Can hold public/private hearings
• Report with potential recommendations
• ROI?



Private Funding corruption: The Age of 
Tribunals (1991-2012)

• The Beef Tribunal (91-94):
• Fianna Fail Minister (Albert Reynolds) gave special dispensations to 

beef business Goodman International
• Final verdict was not guilty, but found patterns of large campaign 

contributions by company to Fianna Fail



Private Funding corruption: The Age of 
Tribunals (1991-2012)

• The Beef Tribunal (91-94):
• The McCracken Tribunal (97)
• Close relationship between FG minister Lowry and Ben Dunne 

(Dunnes)
• Tax evasion for donors to FF Taoiseach Haughey



Private Funding corruption: The Age of 
Tribunals (1991-2012)

• The Beef Tribunal (91-94)
• The McCracken Tribunal (97)
• The Moriarty Tribunal (97-2011)
• Expands on McCracken Tribunal
• 2006 report focused on Haughey (FF): 

• tax evasion, political favoritism, conflicts of interest
• “when in power the money tended to flow in, and when he was out of power 

the money tended to dry up”
• 2011 report on Lowry (FG)

• Donations by Dunne and Denis O’Brien in return for certain political 
decisions (mobile phone operators license)



Private Funding corruption: The Age of 
Tribunals (1991-2012)

• The Beef Tribunal (91-94)
• The McCracken Tribunal (97)
• The Moriarty Tribunal (97-2011)
• The Flood / Mahon tribunal (97 – 2012)
• Planning permissions & land rezoning in Dublin County
• Widespread corruption in public life

• Bertie Ahern
• Pádraig Flynn



Pádraig Flynn’s Self-Destruction

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m0wAbQUMfWs 
8:00

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m0wAbQUMfWs
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