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Introduction 

 

Mr. Chairperson, Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for this opportunity to speak about election 

observation of campaign finance in the OSCE region.  

 

Campaign finance issues have a significant impact on the quality of elections. Adequate financing for 

candidates and parties is vital to enable them to convey their messages to voters. At the same time, state 

authorities have a legitimate interest in ensuring that the campaign. finance system is equitable and 

transparent and limits the potential for corruption of the democratic process. Campaign finance 

regulation must therefore balance the need to respect freedom of expression and the need to ensure a fair 

electoral process. In order to achieve this balance, OSCE participating States have addressed the 

regulation of campaign finance in different ways, according to their historical circumstances and 

approaches to the role of public and private funding of political life. In most OSCE participating States, 

the regulation of campaign finance is evolving to meet new challenges. As a result a wide variety of 

systems exist across the OSCE region, ranging from systems relying primarily on private financing, to 

those based predominantly on public financing, but in most cases it is a mixture of both. 

 

As campaign finance has attracted increased attention by regulators and electoral contestants, it has also 

become a regular component of ODIHR’s election observation methodology. This has been reflected in 

the increased number of campaign finance experts deployed on ODIHR election observation activities, 

in the consistent provision of dedicated sections on campaign finance within observation reports, and 

the increased provision of recommendations on how campaign finance regulations could be improved. 

In addition, efforts are underway to develop a specific ODIHR Handbook for Observing Campaign 

Finance. 

 

This short presentation looks at the standards and commitments for observation of campaign finance in 

the OSCE area, outlines the basis for an evolving methodological approach from ODIHR, and highlights 

some of the challenges identified in recent election observation missions.  

 

Overview of Relevant Commitments  
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When conducting an election observation activity, ODIHR assesses campaign finance – like all aspects 

of an electoral process –against international obligations, political commitments, domestic legislation, as 

well as good practices. Existing commitments and standards for OSCE participating States in the area of 

campaign finance include those outlined in the 1990 OSCE Copenhagen Document, but also those 

provided by the United Nations, the Council of Europe, and the Commonwealth of Independent States. 

 

Equal treatment and transparency in campaigns are referenced in the OSCE 1990 Copenhagen 

Document, and both are part of the framework for an effective campaign finance system. Paragraphs 7.6 

and 7.7 of Copenhagen require OSCE participating States to “permit political campaigning to be 

conducted in a free and fair atmosphere”, with “legal guarantees that allow [candidates and parties] to 

compete on a basis of equal treatment.”  

 

The United Nations Convention against Corruption highlights the need for transparency, stating in 

Section 6, paragraph 3 that “each State party shall also consider taking appropriate legislative and 

administrative measures… to enhance transparency in the funding of candidatures for elected public 

office.” The UN Human Rights Committee General Comment No. 25 provides for reasonable 

limitations on campaign expenditures “where this is necessary to ensure that the free choice of voters is 

not undermined or the democratic process distorted by disproportionate expenditure on behalf of any 

candidate or party.” 

 

Further reference is found in Recommendation Rec(2003)4 of the Council of Europe’s Committee of 

Ministers on common rules against corruption in the funding of political parties and electoral 

campaigns. It states that “the governments of member states adopt, in their national legal systems, rules 

against corruption in the funding of political parties and electoral campaigns”, with specific mention of 

requirements relating to transparency, monitoring, and sanctions. The Council of Europe’s Venice 

Commission Code of Good Practice on Electoral Matters further stresses the need for transparency, 

equality of opportunity, and oversight. Additional good practices are provided in the Venice 

Commission and ODIHR Guidelines on Political Party Regulations, as well as the collective reports of 

the Council of Europe’s Group of States Against Corruption (GRECO), which have elaborated on 

specific procedures in regard to transparency, equal opportunities, accountability, prevention of conflicts 

of interest, and effective oversight. 

 

The Convention on the Standards of Democratic Elections, Electoral Rights and Freedoms in the 

Member States of the Commonwealth of Independent States (Article 10), provides for “a fair and open 

financing of elections, election campaign of candidates, political parties.” While Article 12 includes 

guidance on reporting, supervision, and sanctions related to campaign finance. 
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OSCE/ODIHR Observation of Campaign Finance: Trends and Challenges 

 

Collectively, these international standards have been consolidated and further explained in OSCE 

publications, including ODIHR’s Existing Commitments for Democratic Elections in OSCE 

participating States, and ODIHR’s Guidelines for Reviewing a Legal Framework for Elections. It also 

forms the basis of a specific ODIHR Handbook for Observing Campaign Finance – currently being 

drafted – which will provide more detail on specific aspects, including: the legal framework for 

campaign finance; contribution and expenditure limits; disclosure and reporting; oversight and 

monitoring; and sanctions and appeals. I will now briefly expand on these five areas and the challenges 

recently identified through ODIHR observation missions:  

 

1. Legislation. The legal framework for campaign finance should ensure that all electoral contestants 

are treated on an equal basis before the law. ODIHR observation has shown that provisions on 

campaign finance can be provided in the Constitution, through a separate law on campaign and/or 

political financing, or incorporated within electoral legislation. Legislation should be comprehensive 

and clear, without being overly restrictive or disrcriminatory. Key aspects that should be regulated 

include permitted contributions and expenditures, as well as disclosure and reporting requirements. 

Clearly stated roles and responsibilities are vital so that all actors in an election know what is 

expected of them. Clearly stated consequences for transgressions of regulations are also important to 

ensure equal treatment. Legislation should also clearly outline the timeframe in which campaign 

finance regulations are applicable. 

 

2. Contribution and expenditure limits. To promote fair and equal competition during elections and to 

lessen incentives for corruption, many OSCE participating States have imposed restrictions on 

contributions and expenditures. Contribution and expenditure limits depend on the type of elections, 

the precise circumstances of a country, such as geography and demographics, and the costs involved 

in reaching the electorate through the media and other campaign methods. Limits should be clearly 

defined in the law and should be realistic to ensure that all parties are able to run an effective 

campaign. 

 

The possible sources of funding can generally be distinguished between private funding by 

individuals or legal entities and public funding by the state. Private campaign finance contributions 

are a form of political participation and freedom of expression. However, many OSCE participating 

States have established maximum limits on private contributions to promote fair competition during 

elections and lessen incentives for corruption. States also often prohibit campaign contributions 
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from certain sources, such as from foreign persons and entities, public bodies and enterprises, as 

well as anonymous sources. 

 

Public campaign financing in the OSCE region, when used, is typically based on a criteria, such as 

parliamentary representation; winning a certain share of votes; or the number of candidates 

presented by the party. This criteria can be applied either prior to or following the election. The 

ODIHR has recommended in several countries that when public funding is allocated, the distribution 

should be equitable, based on objective criteria, and clearly outlined in the law. 

 

Several OSCE participating States have imposed overall limitations on electoral expenditures as a 

means to ensure that the free choice of voters is not undermined by the disproportionate expenditure 

on behalf of any candidate or political party. Certain types of expenditures are restricted in some 

countries, such as political advertising, or are limited to a certain timeframe, such as an official 

campaign period. Observation experience has highlighted the need to balance any limitations against 

the right to freedom of expression. In addition, expenditure and campaign limits are usually fixed at 

absolute amounts, but ODIHR has recommended in several instances that they be indexed for 

inflation.  

 

3. Disclosure and reporting. Disclosure and reporting requirements can promote transparency, 

accountability, and public confidence in the integrity of an electoral process. Reporting requirements 

vary considerably across the OSCE region in terms of frequency and the level of detail. Disclosure 

can be called for before the campaign, to ensure that accounts are properly opened; during the 

campaign, to provide an opportunity address any transgressions before election day and to inform 

voters; and after the election and certification of results. There needs to be a balance, however, 

between ensuring transparency and over-burdening both the candidate and the bodies responsible for 

oversight. Overly restrictive regulations can stymie the candidates’ ability to conduct a vibrant 

campaign. 

 

To enhance transparency, many OSCE participating States require electoral contestants to keep 

records of all direct and in-kind contributions in the electoral period. For campaign contributions, it 

is an observed good practice to report on the source, amount, and type of contributions. For 

campaign expenditures, it is a good practice to report on the purpose of the expenditure and the 

amount spent. Reports should contain enough detail in order to be useful and understandable for the 

general public as a means to enhance public confidence. In some OSCE participating States, a good 

practice has emerged of establishing a standard template for reporting, which enables timely and 

meaningful comparison between different contestants. 
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4. Oversight and Sanctions. A natural, but not always present, corollary to disclosure is the 

authorization of an oversight body that reviews campaign finance reports and enforces regulations. 

This body should be independent and provided with the necessary human and financial resources to 

be able to implement their responsibilities thoroughly and, in some cases, training might also be 

required. They need to be given the authority to apply penalties to breaches of campaign finance 

regulations – through clear legislation – but measures should also be taken to ensure that the body 

does not operate in an atmosphere of intimidation. 

 

5. Sanctions and Appeals. Legislation pertaining to sanctions and appeals mechanisms for campaign 

finance vary considerably throughout the OSCE region. To maintain the integrity in the campaign 

finance system, strengthen public confidence in political actors, and hold electoral contestants 

accountable, an effective enforcement of campaign finance regulations is critical.  

 

The best conceived system is of little value unless it is implemented and enforced effectively; a full 

range of legal sanctions serves little purpose if the oversight body is not endowed with sufficient 

powers to apply them. The existence of specialized judiciary and oversight institutions dealing with 

campaign finance is an observed good practice to enable effective implementation of campaign 

finance regulations. Where sanctions are imposed, it is essential that parties have the right to appeal 

decisions and to have recourse to a fair hearing by an impartial tribunal issuing a decision in a 

timely and effective manner. 

 

Closing Remarks 

 

Despite the standards that OSCE participating States have committed to, challenges in their 

implementation have been observed by ODIHR in a number of participating States. As mentioned 

earlier, there are a wide range of campaign finance systems employed across the OSCE area and each 

one faces its own challenges.  

 

I thank you all for your attention, and I look forward to our discussions. 


