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The UK does not place any kind of limit on 
donations to political parties or candidates. 
This is at odds with many peer countries 
such as Canada, France and Spain, while 
Australia is in the process of introducing 
them. Now is the time to revisit this.

Despite being recommended by the 
Hayden Phillips Review, the Committee on 
Standards in Public Life and – recently – 
the Institute for Public Policy Research 
(IPPR) and Transparency International UK
there has been little appetite by successive 
governments to introduce a donations cap. 
This is for two reasons:
• The need for top-up funds from the 

state, for which public support is low.
• The inability of the Conservatives and 

Labour to reach an agreement on the 
manner in which trade unions, 
individuals and corporations are 
included in any cap.

These problems could be addressed if a 
‘democracy backstop’ was placed at £1 
million. It should:

1. Eliminate the need for any kind of state 
funding.

2. Not meaningfully alter the finances of a 
political party. 

3. Still enable parties to draw from a wide 
pool of funders while avoiding 
becoming over-reliant on a handful of 
mega-donors.

4. Represent a genuine compromise from 
both Labour and the Conservatives, 
honouring the Churchill Convention.

5. Meet the Labour Party manifesto 
commitment to ‘protect democracy by 
strengthening the rules on donations’.

As the House of Commons Library have 
outlined, there are currently any number 
of loopholes which allow foreign money 
into UK politics.  This is all the more 
worrying in a rapidly changing, hyper-
globalised world. The rise of online 
campaigning has allowed the incredibly 
rich to influence politics across countries, 
and there is now a genuine risk that huge 
donations can be made across borders that 
unfairly impact our elections. 

A ‘democracy backstop’ to 
protect elections

A donations limit of £1 million will protect democracy and ensure 
fairness in our elections, says Dr Sam Power.

Bold ideas for electoral reform
Spotlight asked electoral experts what they want to see in the upcoming Elections Bill. Here Dr 

Sam Power argues for an annual limit on political donations from any one donor.
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Left unchecked, it will embed malign 
influence and freeze out ordinary 
people – the fuel of our democratic 
system – from participating. The 
pluralist ideals we hold dear are 
under threat. 

Nor is this legislating a hypothetical. 
Data from successive presidential 
election cycles in the USA 
demonstrates what can happen if 
action isn’t taken before it is too late: 
• In 2008 mega-donors (those that 

give over $1 million) made up just 
4% of Republican funds. In 2024 
they accounted for 56%.

• In fact, forget about the 1%, in the 
USA it’s more like the 0.01%. In 2024 
the top 0.01% of donors made up 
over 50% of all campaign funds. And 
the top 400 donors accounted for 
over 75%.

£1 million a year is plenty for any 
individual, corporation or trade 
union to donate to a political party. It 
would also prevent UK politics from 
becoming the preserve of mega-donors 
and oligarchs. 

The ideas presented in this series do not necessarily reflect the views of Spotlight on Corruption. 
We are sharing them with the aim of contributing bold ideas and fostering constructive debate 
about how best to ensure a new Elections Bill will effectively prevent foreign interference and 
undue influence, and empower the Electoral Commission and law enforcement to hold political 
parties to account. You can find out more about our work on political finance on our website.
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