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As underlined in the Code of Good Practice in the field of political parties, “party funding must 

comply with the principles of accountability and transparency.”  

The regulation of political life financing is essential to guarantee both parties’ and candidates’ 

independence from influence coming from generous donors and to ensure the opportunity for 

all parties and candidates to compete with equal opportunity. This regulation also aims at 

providing for transparency in political life. 

Transparency means the commitment put on candidates and political parties to provide the 

relevant institution with accounts listing income and expenditures pertaining to the campaign. 

This also implies the need for transparency towards the public regarding the use of these funds, 

since the public is the ultimate source of these funds. 

Indeed, public funding of political parties and candidates must be accompanied by supervision 

of the parties’ and candidates’ accounts by specific public bodies, as well as the possibility of 

meaningful scrutiny by citizens in order to hold the political actors accountable. 

To make sure that the supervision is effective, different measures must be undertaken, as it is 

recalled in the Guidelines on Political party regulation by OSCE/ODIHR and Venice Commission.1 

These include: 

- restrictions and limits on private contributions ; 
- balance between private and public funding ; 

- restrictions on the use of state resources ; 
- fair criteria for the allocation of public financial support ; 

- spending limits for campaigns ; 
- requirements that increase transparency of party funding and credibility of financial 

reporting ; 
- independent regulatory mechanisms and appropriate sanctions for legal violations. 

 
This presentation aims at explaining the French political party and campaign regulations in light 
of the international norms and good practices laid down in the different Codes of Good 

Practice, advisory opinions and guidelines issued by the Venice Commission. 
 

                                                                 
1 Guidelines on political party regulation by OSCE/ODIHR and Venice Commission adopted by the Venice Commission at i ts 84th 
Plenary Session (Venice, 15-16 October 2010) – p.34. 
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I) POLITICAL BACKGROUND 
 

After two decades of political-financing scandals involving French political parties and 

politicians (around 600 corruption affairs up to mid-90s), the Government decided to react and 

to initiate a reform of political and campaign finance. To set up the rules for a free and fair 

competition between electoral contestants, successive French Governments decided to 

undertake an ambitious legislation aiming at making sure that elections would not be skewed 

by money.  

II) LEGAL FRAMEWORK RELATED TO POLITICAL/ CAMPAIGN 

FINANCE 

A) Legal framework 

The first Laws on political party and campaign finance date back to March 1988 and January 

1990 and established the four basic rules governing the verification of electoral campaign and 

political party financing:  

- The limitation and reimbursement of candidates’ expenses; 

- The public funding of political parties; 

- The regulation of private money; 

-           The oversight of political and campaign finance by a regulatory body.   

 

After these two primary Laws, the French legislator passed some 20 Laws to improve the 

electoral architecture, all encompassed in the French Electoral Code. The spirit of those Laws 

can be summarized by three main points: 

- Money should not determine the outcome of the battle nor 

favour the richest candidate, that is why the expenses are 

limited; 

- A candidate must not be dependent on a generous donor, 

that is why the donations from natural persons cannot exceed a 

certain limit and donations from legal persons are forbidden; 

- The State reimburses the electoral expenses to 

counterbalance the obligations put on candidates. 
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B) Regulatory body 
To ensure the respect and implementation of the political party and campaign finance 

regulations, the legislator set up a regulatory body - the National Commission on Campaign 

Accounts and Political Financing - charged with two major responsibilities: 

- Monitoring the campaign accounts of candidates elected within constituencies of  at 

least 9,000 inhabitants; 

- Verifying that political parties respect the regulations relative to their financing. 

 

The Commission is an independent administrative authority which is composed of nine 

members (who cannot be members of political parties), appointed for a renewable five-year 

term under a decree issued by the Prime Minister.  The 9 members elect their President, who 

designates a Vice-President. They cannot be removed from office (early termination is possible 

only on their resignation or death). The commission is perceived as an independent institution 

by all the political stakeholders and the civil society. 

III) FINANCING OF POLITICAL PARTIES 

A) Definition and founding of political parties 

There is no special definition of a political party in France.2 In the absence of a legal definition, 

the electoral judge has defined the conditions in which a political party can finance an electoral 

campaign or another political party.  

 

Indeed, only political parties which benefit from public funds or have appointed a financial 

proxy and that submit their accounts to the Commission each year by 30 June of the year 

following the financial year under review can finance another political party or an electoral 

campaign. 

 

In France, the creation of a political party is relatively simple. Most of the 500 current political 

parties have been created under the legal status of an association. However, the number of 

political parties meeting the legal requirements to finance another political party or an electoral 

campaign goes down to 250 entities. 

                                                                 
2 Article 4 of the 1958 French Consti tution provides  that "Political parties and groups shall contribute to the use of suffrage. 

They shall be freely established and carry on their activities freely. They shall comply with the principles of national sove reignty 

and democracy."   
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B) Financing of political parties 
The Code of Good Practice in the field of political parties foresees both private and public 

funding. As mentioned in the Guidelines on political party regulation published jointly by 

OSCE/ODIHR and the Venice Commission, “the regulation of political party is essential to 

guarantee parties independence from undue influence created by donors and to ensure the 

opportunity for all parties to compete in accordance with the principle of equal opportunity and 

to provide for transparency in political participation.” A balance between private and public 

funding must then be struck. The French political finance regulations provide for both sources 

of financing. 

1°) Private financing includes: 

 Contributions from the members and elected officials of the political party; 

 Donations from domestic and foreign individuals. The amount of a donation cannot 

exceed 7,500 Euro per person and per year. The donation allows the donor to reduce 

her/his tax revenue up to 66% of its amount (which is an indirect state financing).  In 

France, donations from legal persons are strictly forbidden. This prohibition concerns 

donations from foreign political parties and legal entities.   

2°) Public financing which represents roughly 76 million Euro a year - and an important part of 

political party financing in France (ranging from 40 % to 80 % of the annual budget of the 41 

political parties eligible to such public funds) - is divided in two parts and is established for a 5 

year period:  

→ The first half is based on the performance of the political parties in the last general elections 

(to be eligible for this tranche of funds, candidates put forward by the parties running in 

elections must have obtained at least 1% of votes cast in at least 50 constituencies ) and the 

distribution of this first half is proportional to the number of votes obtained by the candidates 

of each political party.3  Political parties which do not respect the gender principle have to pay a 

fine.4  

→ The second half of direct public financing is based on the number of the parliamentarians 

who assign their support to one of the political parties which benefit from the first half of 

financing. The reattachment of a parliamentarian corresponds roughly to 45,000 Euro each.  

                                                                 
3
 One vote corresponds to 1.6 Euro. 

4 Ful l payment of the first instalment of public funding is conditional on compliance with the principle of gender parity (Section 

9-1 of the Law of 11 March 1988). Where, for a given political party or group, the difference in the number of candidates  of 

each gender having declared an affiliation with the party or pol i tica l  group for the last genera l  election to the National  

Assembly exceeds 2% of the total number of such candidates, the amount of the fi rs t insta lment a l located to that party or 

group is reduced by a  percentage corresponding to three -quarters  this  di fference in proportion to the tota l  number of 

candidates. As a  result of the application of these rules, between 2003 and 2007 a  total of € 7 mi llion remained undistribute d in 

respect of the first instalment. Between 2007 and 2012, pol i tica l  parties  pa id a lmost €5 mi l l ion in fines  for this  reason.  
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In 2013, the presidential party received some 28.5 million Euro, while the main opposition party 

received almost 20 million Euro. 

C) The oversight of political party financing by the Commission  
The Code of Good Practice in the field of political parties states that “every political party must 

be subject to the State authorities’ audit, especially in the  field of financing.” 

The commission’s oversight is rather limited5 as regards political party financing and aims to 

check that political parties respect their accounting and financial obligations. The Commission is 

responsible for publishing a summary of parties’ accounts and has to bring any matters 

presenting possible penal violations before the Public Prosecutor. 

 

In case of violation of their financial obligations, political parties can lose their right to receive 

money from the state budget and to finance their candidates or to participate in electoral 

campaigns. This happens only in case of a grave infringement foreseen by the law of 1988 (e.g., 

non-submission of account, donation from a legal entity). 

IV) FINANCING OF ELECTORAL CAMPAIGNS 

A) The need for a financial proxy 
Each candidate must appoint a financial proxy who must be registered with the relevant 

authority and who must open a unique bank account in which all the final transactions for the 

election are to be recorded. All the income must go through this special account and all the 

expenses must be paid by the financial proxy. The non-respect of this obligation can cause the 

rejection of the candidate’s campaign account. The financial proxy is the financial intermediary 

between the candidate and her/his suppliers.  

B) The limitation of expenses 

The Code of good practice in the field of political parties states that “for the purposes of 

financing electoral campaigns, parties must make sure that their candidates comply with 

current regulations, particularly where there is a ceiling on electoral expenditure.”  

For each constituency, there is a ceiling on expenses which differs with the kind of election and 

the population of the constituency. This ceiling is readjusted each 2 or 3 years by a coefficient 

                                                                 
5
 Indeed, the audit of the accounting of political parties in France is assured by chartered accountant companies which have the 

enti re and exclusive competence of this control. Each political party has to have its account certified by two different chartered 

accountants who verify the consistency of the accounting and the absence of financial contributions by legal bodies, fol lowing 

an accounting norm.  
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which takes into account inflation.6  Exceeding the ceiling automatically causes the rejection of 

the campaign account by the Commission.7 

 

To be considered as electoral expenses - having to be included in the campaign account and 

taken into account for the calculation of the spending limit - expenditure must aim at obtaining 

votes and be engaged by the candidate or with her/his agreement within the legal campaign 

period (commencing one year before the first day of the month in which the election takes 

place). 

Third parties are not dealt with in the regulations, even though the agreement on each expense 

put in the campaign account could be seen as a way to prevent third parties from incurring 

expenses on behalf of a candidate. 

C) The sources of revenue 
A candidate can finance his/her electoral campaign in different ways: 

-  Self-financing (personal funds, loans); 

-  Donations from political parties;  

-  Donations from natural persons (those donations are limited to 4,600 Euro per election). 

Donations from legal persons are prohibited, including in the form of goods, services or other 

direct or indirect benefits supplied at a discount. Contributions or in-kind support by foreign 

states or a foreign political party are also prohibited which does not rule out donations by 

foreign individuals. 

D) The oversight of the campaign accounts by the Commission 
The Commission applies the principle of equal treatment of candidates whatever the 

candidates’ results. The Commission has to deliver its decisions within a period of 6 months 

from the deadline for submitting the campaign accounts , but has 2 months to do so if the 

election has been challenged.  

Once campaign accounts have been analyzed, the Commission may come to one of the 

following decisions: 

• Approval of the campaign accounts; 

• Approval of the campaign accounts subject to adjustments; 

• Rejection of the accounts. 

 

                                                                 
6 For instance, the spending l imit for the 2012 pres identia l  election was  for: 

- 1st round: 16,851 mi l l ion Euro 

- 2nd round: 22,509 mi l l ion Euro. 
7 It i s  important to underline that the official campaign – which includes  the bal lot papers  and the posters  displayed on 

des ignated boards  – i s  not taken into account in the cei l ing on expenses . 
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A distinction has to be made between the Commission which applies specific financial sanctions 

for breaches of the rules on campaign accounts and criminal prosecutions leading to fines and 

indictments involving a judge or a court. Indeed, the Commission has to refer to the prosecutor 

in case of "vote buying" and to bring any criminal offence it is aware of to the public 

prosecutor's office, which will then decide whether to bring a prosecution. Article L. 113-18 of 

the Electoral Code (inserted by Law No. 90-55 of 15 January 1990) provides for a number of 

criminal offences, all sanctioned with a fine of 3,750 Euro and/or a prison sentence of at most 

one year.9  

E) Complaints and appeals 
Overall, the system of complaints and appeals is clearly regulated and provides effective 

remedies in France.  

 

One has to distinguish between two different kinds of complaints and appeals mechanisms 

concerning the electoral campaigns dispute resolution mechanisms: complaints against the 

results of elections and complaints against the commission’s decisions. 

 

1°) Elections can be challenged by anybody within the constituency who has a locus standi/ an 

interest in taking legal action. Indeed, within a precinct any elector or candidate can appeal the 

results of an election to the relevant election judge within a statutory deadline. In that case, the 

competent electoral judge must postpone its decision until the commission delivers its own 

decision(s).  

 

                                                                 
8
 Article L. 113-1 of the Electoral Code: "A fine of € 3,750 and a one-year prison sentence, or only one of these two penalties , 

sha ll be incurred by any candidate, for an election held under the uninominal voting method, or any candidate heading a  l i s t, 
for an election held under the list voting method, who: 1. with a  view to funding an election campaign, has col lected funds  i n 

breach of Article L. 52-4; 2. has  accepted funds in breach of Article L. 52-8 or L. 308-1; 3. has  exceeded the l imit on election 
expenses determined pursuant to Article L. 52-11; 4. has failed to comply with the rules governing the preparation of campaign 

accounts laid down in Articles L. 52-12 and L. 52-13; 5. has  reported wittingly understated accounting information in the 
campaign accounts or the notes thereto; 6. has benefited, at his or her request or with his or her express  approval , from the  
display of posters or from commercial advertising not in conformity with the provis ions  of Articles  L. 51 and L. 52-1; 7. has  
benefited, at his or her request or with his or her express approval, from public dissemination of a free phone line or telem atic 
service." 
9 Some offences  concern candidates : 

 Direct col lection of funds  by a  candidate to fund his  or her election campaign; 

 Accepting a  donation in excess  of € 4,600 from an individual  so as  to fund an election campaign;  

 Candidate's  fa i lure to ensure that campaign accounts  are prepared in conformity with the rules ;  

 Donation of an amount in excess  of € 4,600 by an individual  to fund an election campaign;  
 Acceptance of donations  without i ssuing receipts  committed by a  pol i tica l  party;  
 Acceptance by a  pol i tica l  party of a  donation exceeding the annual  l imit of € 7,500 for an individual ;  

 Acceptance by a  pol i tica l  party of a  donation in excess  of €  150 paid other than by cheque. 
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2°) The decisions of the Commission can be contested by candidates through a judicial appeal 

before the election judge. Appeals against decisions of the commission can be lodged with the 

relevant jurisdiction:  

→ The Constitutional Council (for the presidential and general elections); 

→ The Council of State (for the European, regional and the overseas elections); 

→ The Administrative Tribunal (for the local elections). 

 It is therefore this court which imposes, where applicable, the sanctions provided for in the 

Election Code. 

F) The reimbursement of the candidates’ campaign expenses10 
In order to be reimbursed, a candidate must meet the legal obligations (appointment of a 

financial proxy, respect of the electoral rules, and certification of the campaign account by a 

chartered accountant and submission of the campaign account in the legal time) and have 

obtained at least 5 % of votes cast.  

 

The amount reimbursed by the State cannot exceed one of the three limits set out below: 

-  The amount of electoral expenses reimbursable as stipulated by the Commission; 

- The amount contributed by the candidate personally, with any adjustments taken into 

account; 

- The maximum amount allowed by law, equal to 47.5 % of the upper limit defined by each 

constituency.11 

Democracy costs money. Thus, in 2007, the French State paid almost 415 million Euro for the 

organization of the presidential and the legislative elections, including 87 million Euro for 

candidates’ campaign expenses .  

G) Disclosure system 
By law, the Commission provides for the publication of simplified campaign accounts in the 

Official Gazette, indicating any adjustments applied. The Commission also has to ensure 

publication of summaries of parties accounts in the same Official Gazette.  If reports of 

                                                                 
10 Moreover, candidates can benefit from indirect funding. The latter can take on different forms, notably tax deductibi l i ty of  

donations, broadcasting time, in-kind services provided by local authorities (supply of s taff and premises, opinion columns  in 

loca l  newspapers ). 
11 In the specia l  case of a  Pres identia l  election, the maximum amount i s  equal  to:  

•4.75 % of the upper limit of electoral expenses applicable to candidates during the first round of voting, for those who have 

received less  that 5% of votes  cast; 

•47.5 % of the upper limit of electoral expenses applicable to candidates during the first round of voting, for those who have 

received at least 5% of votes  cast; 

•47.5 % of the upper l imit of electora l  expenses  appl icable to candidates  during the second round of voting.  
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candidates and political parties do not have to be made public, conversely, a summary of 

commission’s decisions has to be made public. 

Each citizen can ask the Commission to be provided with a copy of a candidate’s campaign 

account or a party’s. However, according to the law aiming at protecting the respect and 

confidentiality of private information, the Commission has to blank out all the personal data of 

these administrative documents. Information about the names and the amount of donations 

made by natural persons cannot be disclosed, neither can be revealed details about loans taken 

by candidates and political parties to finance their campaign and their routine activities, 

respectively. 

V) CONCLUSION: COMPLIANCE WITH INTERNATIONAL NORMS 
 

 Restrictions and limits on private contributions → Donations from individuals are 

capped and donations from domestic and foreign legal entities are forbidden; 

 Balance between private and public funding → Public funding amounts to 60 % of 

political parties’ annual budget. Private funding represents a significative part of political 

parties’ income; political parties still have a strong grassroots financing and maintain a 

social anchorage; 

 Fair criteria for the allocation of public financial support → the allocation procedure 

entails a global sum distributed equally to all parties in proportion of votes obtained in 

the most recent parliamentary elections by their candidates and a grant allocated 

proportionately to the number of parliamentarians; 

 Restrictions on the use of state resources: France did not set out any rules with regard 

to the use/abuse of administrative resources. However, and in order to reduce the 

advantage of incumbency, the electoral judge appreciates whether or not there is such 

an abuse through the prohibition of in-kind contributions from legal persons, under 

both public and private law, such as an incumbent using financial means or in-kind 

advantages linked to/from the elected body s/he belongs to could see her/his campaign 

account rejected by the Commission;12 

 Spending limits for campaigns → for each constituency, there is a ceiling on expenses 

which differs with the kind of election and the population of the constituency. However, 

this ceiling only applies to candidates’ expenses and not to expenditures incurred by 

political parties; 

                                                                 
12

   It i s  for example the case of a  deputy who is using resources provided by the National Assembly (transportatio n, employees, 
and materials) to conduct his campaign. In this case, the Commission would evaluate the cost of these advantages  and may 
reject his  campaign account. 
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 Requirements that increase transparency of party funding and credibility of financial 

reporting → candidates have to report on their electoral expenses to the Commission 

and parties have to report on their routine activities (but not on their electoral 

expenses). Reports are not made public; only simplified campaign accounts and 

summaries of parties’ accounts are published in the Official Gazette; 

 Independent regulatory mechanisms and appropriate sanctions for legal violations → 

the Commission is in charge of supervising both candidates’ and political parties’ 

finances. This is in line with the Venice Commission Guidelines on the financing of 

political parties, which establish that the financing of political parties through public 

funds should promote control by specific public organs over the accounts of political 

parties. Moreover, political and campaign finance regulations provide for an arsenal of 

effective, proportionate and dissuasive sanctions. 

 


