
1 
 

16 October 2017 

Select Committee into the Political Influence of Donations 
Department of the Senate 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA  ACT  2600  
 
politicaldonations.sen@aph.gov.au 

Submission of Transparency International Australia –  
Select Committee Enquiry into the Political Influence of Donations 
 

TI Australia (TIA) is part of a global coalition dedicated to the fight against corruption and the 
promotion of transparency, integrity and accountability at all levels and across all sectors of 
society including government and business. TIA is Australia’s foremost civil society 
advocacy and research group in the fight against corruption. 

TIA’s position paper available on our website reflects its continuing concerns since 2005 that 
there are serious problems and irregularities in our political donations systems nationwide. 

The High Court of Australia (in McCloy’s case) upheld a ban on property development 
donations in NSW. The court stated the position succinctly. 

“Guaranteeing the ability of the few to make large political donations to secure access to 
those in power is antithetical to the underlying principles of representative 
government…equal access for all.” 

Recently TIA published a report “Corruption Risk: Mining Approvals in Australia”. This report 
represents the Australian research component for Transparency International’s broader 
report from the “Mining for Sustainable Development Programme”. (The broader report 
addresses where and how corruption can get a foothold in the mining approval process. It 
involved detailed research in some 20 countries worldwide). 

TIA’s report was intended as an essential resource for government, industry, civil society 
and the public.  The programme’s aim is to shine a light on the corruption vulnerabilities in 
the mining approval process and to provide a road map for better policy and practice. 

In the Australian research report TIA’s CEO, Serena Lillywhite, stated “the assessment also 
identified a high potential for industry influence … and policy capture in the awarding of 
mining approvals.  Greater regulation of political donations, lobbyists and the movement of 
staff between government and industry would help reduce risks that could enable corruption 
to occur”. 

http://transparency.org.au/tia/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TIA_Submission_Political-Donations_Oct-2017.pdf
http://transparency.org.au/tia/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/PP7-Political-Finance-Transparency-International-Australia-Jan-2016.pdf
http://transparency.org.au/
http://transparency.org.au/our-work/mining-for-sustainable-development/mining-in-australia/
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The report notes that the mining industry has disclosed donations of $16.6m to major 
political parties over the last ten years and warns that the unregulated system of political 
donations can allow special interest groups to attempt to influence policy making at all levels 
of government. 

The Problem 

TIA believes the present donations system in Australia represents a serious corruption of the 
political and democratic process. As a consequence, this issue has contributed to a collapse 
of support for democratic institutions and a distrust of politicians generally. 

The public perception is that the present donations system suits the political parties and big 
money interests but betrays the community at large. 

There is a perception that many important decisions are made in the interest of the rich and 
powerful, not in the interest of the general community. There are many factors contributing to 
this perception and the present fractured donation system is certainly one of them. 

A further worrying aspect is that the laws currently in force are easily flouted. Recently, the 
NSW Electoral Commission penalised the State Liberal Party for breaching electoral rules. 
The Liberal Party had used the Free Enterprise Foundation to disguise donations from 
donors banned by state laws, such as property developers. This sorry saga is told in full in 
the NSW ICAC’s important report – Operation Spicer. 

Questions asked in the Select Committee enquiry 

The principle question asked is – Why are large donations made to political parties? The 
answer is simple and universally acknowledged: something significant is expected in return 
for a significant payment. This justification has been cited as a reality by persons as diverse 
as President Donald Trump and the respected Australian businessman Luca Belgiorno 
Nettis (“You give in order to have given back”). The sad reality, as history shows, is that 
often something very significant is given in return and this does not always correspond with 
the public interest. 

What is to be done?  

TIA believes that 10 steps need to be urgently taken. 

1. The disclosure threshold must be reduced to $1,000. 
 

2. Real time disclosure must apply: on-line real time continuous disclosure of donations 
to political parties and campaigns should be introduced in all jurisdictions. 
 

3. The splitting of donations among individuals and various party divisions or 
organisations (to avoid the disclosure threshold) must be outlawed and punishable as 
a criminal offence. 
 

4. A consistent donation regime among the states and Commonwealth should be 
introduced urgently. 
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5. Consideration should be given to banning donations from certain groups as in NSW 

e.g. property developers, Tobacco and Gaming industries.  Others may be 
considered. 
 

6. There should be a complete ban on foreign donations. 
 

7. Spending by parties on overall election campaigns or in individual seats should be 
capped. 
 

8. A National Integrity Commission with powers of overarching oversight should be 
established as a matter of urgency. The system should include a Parliamentary 
Integrity Commissioner who can refer serious breaches to the Integrity body. 
 

9. A public register of beneficial ownership of companies – who owns and controls 
them? – should be established and available freely to the enforcement agencies, 
journalists and the public at large. 
 

10. The sanctions for breach of the rules should be increased significantly and enforced 
vigorously. 

TIA is happy to supplement this submission in any form acceptable to the Committee.  TIA’s 
reports (referred to above) can be found on our website or provided in hard copy. 

Yours faithfully 

 

The Hon. Anthony Whealy QC 
Chairman, TI Australia 
 

http://transparency.org.au/

