
POL1050: Money, Power 
& Democracy

Class 8 – Ireland Case Study: Reform & MPD – 1/10/2025



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

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

• Campaign spending?
• Influence/Access?



V-Dem Political Corruption Index



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
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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)



Judge Mahon on corruption in public life 
(2012)
“It continued because nobody was prepared to do enough to 
stop it. This is perhaps inevitable when corruption ceases to 
become an isolated event and becomes so entrenched that it 
is transformed into an acknowledged way of doing business. 
Specifically, because corruption affected every level of Irish 
political life, those with the power to stop it were frequently 
implicated in it.”



Reminder: Political finance reform to 
combat corruption?
• Origins of political finance regimes: late 19th century
• Battle electoral corruption in US and UK

• Reforms generally share several features (Hummel et al., 2019)
• Response to major political scandal (Watergate)
• Public calls by policy-makers to combat corruption (thereby 

curbing special interests and leveling playing field)



Legislative response: Initial Piecemeal 
Approach
• Rejected Ethics in Government and Public Office Bill (1991)
• Albert Reynolds: no need + exaggeration of gift-giving

• 1995-2005: 25 pieces of legislation, including amendments
• Bribery is punishable with four different sentences 
• Party funding was equally fragmented

All the aforementioned recommendations for improvement 
would additionally benefit from a consolidation of the 
currently dispersed/fragmented rules on party funding in a 
comprehensive, clear and up-to-date legislative instrument.  

Group of States Against Corruption Report on Ireland, 
2009



Legislative Response: Key Legislation
• Electoral Act 1997

+ Party funding (but not for elections)
+ Candidate campaign expenses reimbursement
+ Disclosure for donations over IR£4,000 (parties) / IR£500 (parties)
+ Spending limits for candidates per constituency
+ Monitoring body: Public Offices Commission (SIPO since 2011)
- Anonymous donations over IR£100 



Legislative Response: Key Legislation
• Electoral Act 1997
• Local Elections (Disclosure of Donations and 

Expenditure) Act 1999



Legislative Response: Key Legislation
• Electoral Act 1997
• Local Elections (Disclosure of Donations and Expenditure) 

Act 1999
• Electoral (Amendment) Act 2001

+ Registration & reporting requirements for third parties receiving 
more than
    IR£100 in contributions
- Donations over IR£2,000 for candidates, IR£5,000 for parties/third 

parties
- Foreign donations



Reminder: V-Dem Political Corruption 
Index





Turning Point: 
Electoral (Amendment) (Political Funding) Act 2012

• Result of Moriarty & Flood/Mahon Tribunals 
• Corporate donors need to register with SIPO if donations 

>€200
• Reduced third party and candidate donation limits (€2,500 & 

€1,000)
• Parties have to publish their accounts on SIPO website (but 

corporate donors do not)



Standards in Public Office Commission 
(SIPO)

https://www.sipo.ie/en/ 

BUT: Dark Money!

https://www.sipo.ie/en/




















Regulation of Lobbying Act 2015 (Am. 
2022)
• Established a publicly accessible register of lobbying
• Reports on lobbying 3x/year
• Code of conduct
• “cooling off period”
• But: de jure vs de facto



Future-Proofing: Electoral Reform Act 
2022
• Transparency regulations with regards to online advertising
• Prohibited online advertising funded by, or on behalf of, 

foreign nationals
• Extended political finance regulations to include cross-

border parties and subsidiaries







Irish Regimes Summarized
• No foreign or anonymous (above certain treshold) donations
• Yearly donations limits
• Public funding but not for elections
• Candidates have spending limits in elections
• Quite strict transparency regulations
• + Lobby Register



Paths to Power: Campaign Spending?
• Benoit & Marsh (2010): General elections 

2002
• Candidates that spend more win more votes
• Outspending a rival results in more of the vote 

share
• Spending more directly increases odds of 

winning a seat
• Challenger effect, but only when from other 

parties



Reminder Class 3
• Multiple positive studies, regardless of types of elections 

(Rekkas, 2007; Benoit & Marsh, 2008; Schuster, 2020; …)

• But: dependent on factors ~ diminishing returns
• Challenger vs. Incumbent
• Competitiveness
• FPTP vs Proportional vs STV

Proportional + STV = Spending AND 
challenger effect (Benoit & Marsh, 

2008)

Proportional => no challenger effect
(Samuels, 2001; Maddens et al. 2006; Cox & Thies, 

2000)



Paths to Power: Campaign Spending?
• Benoit & Marsh (2010): General elections 2002
• Sudulich & Wall (2011): General elections 2007
• Types of expenditure?
• Diversification matters for higher expenditure



Paths to Power: Lobbying?
Crepaz & Chari (2022): over 2000 IGs in Ireland



Paths to Power: Lobbying?
Crepaz & Chari (2022): over 2000 IGs in Ireland -> More access?
• Key venues of policy making

• Media (~outside lobbying)
• Government departments
• Dáil 
• State Agencies

• Key factors:
• Less access to firms (surprising!)
• More access if more

• Resources
• Organisational Capacity
• Revolving door lobbyists



Conclusion
• Corruption scandals led to reform in the 90s
• Reforms have seemingly brought down levels of (perceived) 

corruption
• But money remains strong paths to power
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