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In these w
aning days of sum

m
er, in a post-civic strike Toronto, there seem

s little political new
s 

to be had. 

R
ight-w

ing C
ouncillors have run out of things to sustain their rage and are preoccupied w

ith 
shiny bits of foil and pieces of string; things they can use to m

ake fine pointy hats, w
ith w

ee ear 
flaps. 

Toronto m
edia is busying itself w

ith new
s on big thunderstorm

s, spectacular lightening and that 
C

anadian pastim
e, com

plaining about the w
eather. It w

as either M
ark Tw

ain or C
D

 W
arner w

ho 
said “Everybody talks about the w

eather but nobody does anything about it.” B
ut I digress. 

A
 few

 m
onths ago, I w

rote a paper on the necessity of m
unicipal cam

paign finance reform
. The 

inspiration for m
y essay w

as the excellent w
ork undertaken by Y

ork political science Professor 
R

obert M
acD

erm
id as w

ell as the reform
s advocated by V

oteToronto.

I w
ould give you the executive sum

m
ary of m

y essay, but it w
eighs in at a m

eager 4,000 or so 
w

ords. So don’t go back to that 200 w
ord M

axim
 “article” you’re reading and peruse the 

follow
ing (w

ith references and everything!). 

N
B

: I just m
ay recycle this piece in the lead up to next year’s Toronto m

unicipal election. A
 

subtle rem
inder that cam

paign finance reform
 is critical. 

M
unicipal C

am
paign Finance R

eform
: T

he Influence of D
evelopers and B

usiness 
in M

unicipal Politics 

B
usinesses are regarded by m

ost m
unicipalities as drivers of the econom

ic engine, providing 
taxes to pay for public services and offering places of em

ploym
ent for citizens. B

usiness plays an 
im

portant role in the lives of citizens, but w
hat role should it have, if any, in m

unicipal 
governance? B

usinesses are not dem
ocratically elected; they typically do not represent the view

s 
of citizens or endeavour to support the public good. Their focus is on the bottom

 line and this 
single-m

inded focus m
eans they should have a specific place in m

unicipal affairs. 

Y
et, the developm

ent industry needs m
unicipal governm

ents to help authorize land-use planning 
and provide developm

ent-friendly regulations and by-law
s. C

ities, in turn, rely on developm
ent 

to attract citizens, provide em
ploym

ent and a tax base, and to grow
. The issue exam

ined in this 
paper is the role of business in general and developers in particular and how

 they influence 
m

unicipal elections through cam
paign contributions. A

w
are of the influence m

unicipal cam
paign 

contributions can buy, som
e m

unicipalities have changed the rules to encourage greater citizen 
involvem

ent and discourage disproportionate developer involvem
ent. 

Through com
parative analysis, this paper briefly exam

ines m
unicipal cam

paign finance rules in 
C

algary, Los A
ngeles and N

ew
 Y

ork. This is follow
ed by a m

ore in-depth discussion of w
hether 

developer contributions to m
unicipal cam

paigns lead to greater influence over councillors in 
Toronto and the G

reater Toronto A
rea (G

TA
). 

L
iterature R

eview
 

W
hile there exists a fairly broad range of literature on federal and state/provincial cam

paign 
financing, there is very little in both C

anada and the U
nited States on local elections. A

dam
s and 

V
an V

echten (2004), approaching this subject from
 the A

m
erican perspective, found that there is 

a substantial am
ount of literature on national elections “about the role of m

oney, patterns of 
fundraising, and the characteristics of contributors to presidential and congressional cam

paigns 
(Jacobson 2004; G

oidel and Shields 1999; G
ross and G

oidel 2003; Thom
pson and M

oncrief 
1998)” (p. 1). Y

et there is a dearth of inform
ation on cam

paign finance for local elections. 

In C
anada, M

acD
erm

id (2006; 2007; 2009) and Y
oung and A

ustin (2008) found sim
ilar results, 

noting that C
anadian literature on local elections is “m

arkedly thin” (Y
oung &

 A
ustin, 2008, p. 

89). M
acD

erm
id recently rem

arked that he know
s of only tw

o other political scientists in C
anada 

w
ho study m

unicipal election financing (W
allace, 2009). 

M
acD

erm
id’s (2006; 2007; 2009) critical research on m

unicipal cam
paign financing in Toronto 

and the G
reater Toronto A

rea (G
TA

) exam
ined the im

pact of developers’ donations to 
candidates running for local governm

ent and w
hether those candidates are influenced once in 

office. To understand how
 Toronto and the G

TA
 com

pare to other cities, this paper briefly 
review

s m
unicipal electoral reform

s and rules in C
algary (Y

oung &
 A

ustin, 2008); Los A
ngeles 

(A
dam

s &
 V

an V
echten, 2004; K

rebs, 2005); and, N
ew

 Y
ork (A

dam
s, 2007). 

Finally, it is w
orth noting that there is a significant am

ount of literature that analyzes the extent 
and depth of business influence on m

unicipal governm
ents and policy m

aking processes. 
Fleischm

ann and Stein (1998) and K
rebs and Pelissero (2001) discussed how

 business interests 
play a prom

inent role in m
any U

S cities’ politics. Stoker (1995) saw
 business as having a 



“privileged position in policy m
aking” (p. 64) and K

eating (1991) recognized that in grow
ing 

resources, local governm
ents m

ay “need to accom
m

odate business interests” (p. 69). K
eating 

(1991), in his sem
inal “C

om
parative U

rban Politics”, noted that in the U
S business interests are 

dom
inant w

hile the central state is w
eak; thereby giving business the capacity to prom

ote its 
interests (p. 76). The literature on the role of business interests in m

unicipal politics is extensive, 
but for the purposes of this paper, I have briefly highlighted the sources on w

hich I have relied.

B
ackground: M

unicipal C
am

paign Finance R
eform

 

Local governm
ents are closest to the people. W

ho gets elected, how
 they are elected and w

hat 
policies they enact once elected are of im

portance to all citizens. A
s noted previously, there is a 

significant body of literature researching and analyzing state/provincial and national cam
paign 

funding; but very little on the influence of m
unicipal cam

paign contributions. This is concerning 
because there appears to be evidence of m

oney being positively associated w
ith electoral success 

(A
dam

s &
 V

an V
echten, 2004; Fleishm

ann &
 Stein, 1998; M

acD
erm

id, 2006, 2007, 2009). This 
m

ay sound like an obvious statem
ent (w

hoever has the gold m
akes the rules), but understanding 

w
here the m

oney com
es from

, to w
hom

 it goes to and if there is an exertion of influence by 
cam

paign contributors are crucial considerations and serve as the im
petuses for m

unicipal 
cam

paign finance reform
. 

A
dam

s and V
an V

echten (2004) found that incum
bents usually w

in their seats and that 
candidates w

ho stand a good chance of w
inning are m

ore likely to receive a greater share of 
contributions. They also found that election cam

paigns, particularly in big cities, are becom
ing 

m
ore sophisticated and m

ore expensive. W
ith larger donations required, there is a risk of citizens 

not being able to com
pete w

ith w
ealthier contributors (Strachan, 2003 as cited in A

dam
s &

 V
an 

V
echten, 2004). 

Protected incum
bents, larger contributions and a dim

inishing role for citizens contributing to 
m

unicipal cam
paigns raises further questions about how

 to engage citizens in the m
unicipal 

cam
paign process. A

 few
 cities in C

anada and the U
S offer rebates or public financing reform

s. 
For exam

ple, Los A
ngeles and N

ew
 Y

ork have m
atching fund program

s w
here candidates w

ho 
agree to a spending lim

it can receive public funds (A
dam

s &
 V

an V
echten, 2004; A

dam
s, 2007). 

Toronto offers rebates based on a form
ula for contributions up to the donation m

axim
um

 of 
$750. W

ith respect to public financing, the intent is to reduce the em
phasis on private 

fundraising by candidates (A
dam

s, 2007) and w
ith rebate policies, to encourage private citizens 

to donate to local candidates. These incentives, ultim
ately, are further intended to dim

inish 
business influence in local election cam

paigns, reduce the lock m
any incum

bents have on re-
election, and encourage m

ore citizen support. O
r as A

dam
s (2007) succinctly stated: shifting to 

individual contributions “is seen as beneficial because it reduces the potentially corrupting 
influence of large donors, dem

ocratizes the fundraising process by providing incentives to 
candidates to rely on ‘average citizens’ for funds, and increases the value of their contributions 
for candidates” (p. 10). 

It is the recognition of needing to enhance citizen engagem
ent that has prom

pted som
e cities to 

reform
 their respective policies to dim

inish the pow
er of business. W

hat follow
s are three brief 

case studies w
here business has varying degrees of pow

er and w
here m

unicipal cam
paign 

finance reform
 (in our exam

ples, N
ew

 Y
ork and Los A

ngeles) has been sought to reduce 
business involvem

ent in local governm
ent cam

paigns. This section is follow
ed by an 

exam
ination of the role of business and developer contributions in Toronto and the G

reater 
Toronto A

rea (The G
TA

 cities are: O
shaw

a, W
hitby, A

jax, Pickering, M
arkham

, R
ichm

ond H
ill, 

V
aughan, B

ram
pton and M

ississauga) 

A
 B

rief R
eview

 of N
orth A

m
erican C

ities’ C
am

paign Finance Policies 

C
algary

C
algary is a fast-grow

ing city. It serves as the headquarters for a num
ber of oil and gas 

enterprises and its provincial and federal ridings usually send pro-business C
onservatives to the 

Legislative A
ssem

bly in Edm
onton and Parliam

ent H
ill in O

ttaw
a respectively; C

algary has been 
described as being “inclined tow

ard m
onolithic C

onservatism
” (Y

oung &
 A

ustin, 2008, p. 96). 

In this business-friendly m
ilieu, w

e find that in m
unicipal elections, C

algary does not allow
 for 

public funding or lim
its on contributions. N

ot only are the sizes of cam
paign contributions 

w
ithout lim

it, C
algary does not im

pose spending m
axim

um
s on candidates’ cam

paigns. W
here 

O
ntario m

unicipalities follow
 a spending lim

it contribution ($5,000 and 70 cents per voter), the 
big sky’s the lim

it in C
algary. 

G
iven sw

ift grow
th, there is interest from

 the developm
ent industry in C

algary. C
ouple this 

interest w
ith a predom

inant political ideology that sees grow
th as infinite and w

e should question 
how

 city councillors m
anage urban grow

th. This question is for another paper, but the absence of 
any funding rules for m

unicipal cam
paign contributions m

akes C
algary unique com

pared to the 
other cities exam

ined in this paper. 

Los Angeles

The second largest city in the U
S, Los A

ngeles initiated m
unicipal electoral reform

s follow
ing a 

series of scandals during the early 1990s. In 1993, a public m
atching funds program

 w
as devised 

to offer candidates public m
onies to finance their cam

paigns if candidates agreed to spending 
lim

its (A
dam

s &
 V

an V
echten, 2004). M

atching funds w
ere lim

ited to individual contributions. 
B

usinesses, unions or political action com
m

ittees (PA
C

s) did not qualify. C
ontributions w

ere 
also lim

ited to $500 per councillor per donor per election and $1000 for m
ayoral candidates per 

donor per election (K
rebs, 2005). 

Finally, all donations in excess of $100 are item
ized and candidates are required to file their 

cam
paign disclosure statem

ents (A
dam

s &
 V

an V
echten, 2004). D

espite these incentives to 
encourage m

ore individual cam
paign donations, business appears to be active in cam

paigns, w
ith 

developm
ent interests at the top (outpacing the entertainm

ent industry, w
hich is notable since 

this sector is synonym
ous w

ith Los A
ngeles) (K

rebs, 2005). B
ut K

rebs (2005) found that the 
non-corporate sector also had a significant role contributing to cam

paigns; how
ever, this m

ay not 
be due necessarily to cam

paign finance reform
s incenting individual contributions, but m

ay 
“reflect the established activism

 of hom
eow

ner, environm
ental, and social advocacy interests in 

Los A
ngeles” (K

rebs, 2005, p. 173). 

N
ew

 York C
ity

The largest city in the U
nited States, N

ew
 Y

ork has had a reputation of occasionally corrupt 
m

achine politics (for exam
ple, Tam

m
any H

all), but in the early 1990s, like Los A
ngeles, N

ew
 

Y
ork initiated cam

paign finance reform
s. Sim

ilar to Los A
ngeles and Toronto, all contributions 

in excess of $100 m
ust be reported. B

ut if contributions are m
atched w

ith public funds, even if 
less than $100, N

ew
 Y

ork requires that these contributions be reported (A
dam

s, 2007). 

In 1998, corporate donations w
ere banned. U

nfortunately, a loophole w
as opened allow

ing 
lim

ited liability corporations and partnerships to contribute. These donations grew
 from

 2.5 
percent in 2001 to at least 11 percent for the 2009 cam

paign (R
ivera, 2007). To close this 



loophole, N
ew

 Y
ork city council is developing legislation that w

ould cap developer 
contributions, particularly real estate developers, w

hile “enhancing the pow
er” of sm

all donors 
(R

ivera, 2007). Indeed, steps w
ere taken in 2000 to augm

ent sm
all donations by changing the 

m
atching funds form

ula from
 a 1:1 m

atch to a 4:1 m
atch. M

atching funds are still capped at 
$1000 per candidate, but now

 a sm
aller donation (for exam

ple, $250) yields the sam
e benefit 

(A
dam

s, 2007, p. 11). The next city election is to be held in N
ovem

ber 2009. It rem
ains to be 

seen w
hether changes to cam

paign m
unicipal finance rules encourage m

ore individuals to 
participate and contribute. 

Sum
m

ary

This brief exam
ination of m

unicipal cam
paign finance rules and efforts to reduce business 

influence w
hile increasing citizen participation helps set the stage for a look at Toronto and the 

G
TA

. B
efore m

oving on, how
ever, it should be noted that there are a num

ber of variables 
affecting m

unicipal cam
paigns and donations, m

any of w
hich w

ould exceed the scope of this 
paper. B

ut to offer a few
 brief exam

ples of intervening variables, Fleishm
ann and Stein (1998) 

found that scholars studying N
ew

 Y
ork usually did so during boom

 periods, w
hen m

ore m
oney 

w
as flow

ing into the coffers of candidates. Therefore, w
e m

ight not be able to fully appreciate 
w

hat contribution patterns w
ould be like for N

ew
 Y

ork suffering in a depression w
ith 

developm
ent projects on hold and citizens saving m

oney. 

Finally, even w
ith m

yriad efforts at m
unicipal cam

paign finance reform
, N

ew
 Y

ork and Los 
A

ngeles do not have highly com
petitive elections; not because of rules surrounding contributions 

or the preponderance of business interests. R
ather, single parties dom

inate these cities’ elections 
(A

dam
s, 2007). Toronto does not have any m

unicipal political parties, so w
e need not concern 

ourselves w
ith this com

parison. 

D
eveloper and B

usiness Involvem
ent in M

unicipal C
am

paigns: T
oronto and the 

G
reater T

oronto A
rea (G

T
A

) 

In 2003, the new
ly elected M

ayor of Toronto, D
avid M

iller, spoke publicly about reform
ing 

m
unicipal cam

paign finance by banning corporate and union donations. B
y early 2009, a 

decision still had not been rendered, no reform
 w

as im
m

inent and the issue w
as referred to the 

M
ayor’s executive com

m
ittee for another nine-m

onth study. 

M
ayor M

iller said that for him
 and m

any other councillors, banning corporate and union 
donations w

as m
oot since he and som

e of his colleagues did not accept these donations. Further, 
w

ith a lim
it on council candidate donations of $750, one councillor w

as quoted as saying that 
this w

as an insufficient am
ount to lead to corruption (Lu, 2009). This statem

ent has m
eaning 

only in the eyes of the beholder (that is, w
ho is to say w

hat constitutes a “corruptible am
ount”?) 

and perhaps this particular councillor cannot be influenced by a donation of that size, but there 
are tw

o additional problem
s w

orth considering. The first is that ow
ners of private com

panies can 
exceed the $750 lim

it through a donation in the nam
e of their com

pany, another donation as an 
individual and in som

e cases, though it m
ay contravene the O

ntario M
unicipal Elections Act

(1996), another donation through com
pany subsidiaries (W

allace, 2009). That $750 m
axim

um
 

m
ay now

 have ballooned to at least $1,500. That leads to the second point: even a “sm
all am

ount 
of m

oney m
ay give a candidate publicity and profile” (M

acD
erm

id, 2006, p. 3). 

A
s w

ith the other m
unicipalities discussed above (w

ith the exception of C
algary), there are 

donation lim
its. In O

ntario, it is $750 per council candidate and $2,500 per m
ayoral candidate. 

Spending lim
its are enforced for councillors at $5,000 plus 70 cents per voter. C

andidates and 
their spouses (including sam

e-sex spouses) can m
ake unlim

ited donations to their ow
n 

cam
paigns and surplus cam

paign funds can be held in a “w
ar chest” to fight the next m

unicipal 
cam

paign. There is no lim
it on the num

ber of candidates a contributor can support and these 
contributions can be spread around to all m

unicipalities in O
ntario (M

acD
erm

id, 2009). A
gain, 

as is the case in N
ew

 Y
ork and Los A

ngeles, donations in excess of $100 are reported; how
ever, 

unlike A
m

erican disclosure rules, the M
unicipal Elections Act does not dem

and that addresses of 
contributors be publicly disclosed (M

acD
erm

id, 2009). Finally, in the G
TA

, only Toronto, A
jax 

and M
arkham

 offer contributors a rebate, despite all m
unicipalities in O

ntario having the option 
to do so. 

In M
acD

erm
id’s studies (2006, 2007, 2009) on m

unicipal cam
paign financing for Toronto and 

the G
TA

, he exam
ines the role of developers in m

unicipal cam
paigns. H

e argued forcefully that 
developers, through their contributions to councillors and m

ayors, buy influence; influence that 
m

ost citizens do not have the resources to individually w
ield. M

acD
erm

id (2006), seeking to put 
dem

ocratic pow
er firm

ly in the hands of citizens, said that: “D
evelopers do not m

ake up 50 
percent of the econom

y, they are not sim
ply giving their ‘fair’ share but a sum

 that is far greater” 
(p. 14). To get a sense of M

acD
erm

id’s concerns and the im
pact of developers on Toronto and 

G
TA

 councils, w
e delve further. 

B
usinesses in general and developers in particular are som

e of the m
ost prolific and ubiquitous 

contributors to m
unicipal cam

paigns. For exam
ple, in the G

TA
 cities during the 2003 m

unicipal 
election (see footnote 2 for a list of cities), of all corporate contributions, m

ore than tw
o-thirds 

are from
 the developm

ent industry (M
acD

erm
id, 2006, p. 13). A

nd in the 2007 m
unicipal 

elections for G
TA

 com
m

unities, 43 per cent of contributions from
 corporations w

ere from
 

developers w
ith an additional 22 per cent for com

panies associated w
ith the developm

ent 
industry (M

acD
erm

id, 2009, p. 26). B
ut having a significant share of total contributions does not 

necessarily m
ean that developers have greater influence over councillors than “average” citizens. 

U
nderstanding the depth and extent of developer influence can pose som

e challenges, but w
e 

w
ill start w

ith available data covering the electoral stage. A
lthough Toronto m

unicipal races are 
not saturated w

ith the sam
e am

ount of developer contributions as m
ost G

TA
 races, w

e know
 that 

developers strategically target contributions. The high-profile B
ellam

y Inquiry, also know
n as 

the Toronto C
om

puter Leasing Inquiry/Toronto External C
ontracts Inquiry, found that 

“contributions are orchestrated and delivered to different candidates supportive of policy 
directions favourable to donors. A

 num
ber of w

itnesses at the inquiry testified to how
 political 

influence is organized through orchestrating financial support for particular candidates.” 
(M

acD
erm

id, 2006, p. 15). In the C
ity of Toronto during the 2003 election, “in 16 of the 28 

w
ards w

here the candidate that received the m
ost funds from

 the developm
ent industry w

on, the 
losing candidate received not a penny from

 the developm
ent industry.” (M

acD
erm

id, 2006, p. 
16). W

e also find in 2003 that for all Toronto and G
TA

 races, over three-quarters of developm
ent 

industry contributions disclosed (recall that developers can m
ake additional contributions under 

$100 and not have their nam
es publicly revealed) w

ent to candidates w
ho w

on (M
acD

erm
id, 

2007, p. 7). In the 2006 m
unicipal elections, for Toronto and the G

TA
, the m

edian disclosed 
contribution from

 individuals w
as $300 and for corporations it w

as $700 (M
acD

erm
id, 2009, p. 

17). Thus far, w
e see that developers invest heavily in m

unicipal cam
paigns and usually back 

w
inning candidates; som

etim
es m

ultiple w
inning candidates. B

ut does this com
bination of 

m
oney leading to electoral success necessarily result in m

ore influence by contributors? W
e 

continue to peel this onion. 

D
evelopers m

ust w
ork w

ith city councils to obtain perm
its and w

ork w
ith (and som

etim
es lobby 

to alter) planning regulations. A
nd m

any m
unicipalities rely on developm

ent projects to increase 
property taxes and generate m

ore tax revenue for the city. W
hile M

acD
erm

id finds that M
ayor 

M
iller m

ay be correct – that developer and corporate contributions are not ubiquitous in Toronto 



election cam
paigns – in the G

TA
 com

m
unities, w

here developm
ent is prom

inent in the local 
econom

y, w
e see a different picture. For exam

ple, M
acD

erm
id (2009) found that councillors in 

V
aughan, m

any of w
hom

 had cam
paigns largely financed by developers, passed all developm

ent 
applications and did so w

ithout recording votes (p. 40). 

To conclude, developer contributions in Toronto cam
paigns is no sm

all m
atter – in 2006, 

developers gave m
ore than $10,000 to the cam

paigns of seven Toronto councillors (M
acD

erm
id, 

2009, p. 42) – but research has found that: “D
evelopers and other corporate interests are less 

im
portant to Toronto cam

paigns in general (though still im
portant to som

e cam
paigns) and 

candidates m
ust or choose to turn to citizens and other groups for funding.” (M

acD
erm

id, 2009, 
pp. 42). W

hile this is seem
s to place m

ore pow
er in the hands of citizens, presently there are no 

form
al bans on corporate or union contributions in O

ntario m
unicipal cam

paigns. A
 ban w

ould 
enforce w

hat appears to already be happening in Toronto; but in G
TA

 com
m

unities like 
V

aughan, a ban on these types of donations could be critical if developer influence is to be 
dim

inished. 

A
 B

rief A
nalysis of the R

ole of D
evelopers and B

usiness in M
unicipal C

am
paigns 

and R
easons to B

an C
orporate C

ontributions 

That developers play a role in urban affairs and that m
any developers seek to procure influence 

by contributing to m
unicipal political cam

paigns is not startling new
s. B

ut it is concerning for 
those w

ho believe that citizens, through the dem
ocratic process, should be the ones w

ho “choose 
representatives w

ho w
ill m

ake decisions, w
hich w

ill affect and reflect their view
s” (W

olm
an, 

1995, p. 135). Sim
ply put, developers are neither citizens nor do they represent citizens. 

D
evelopers represent a defined interest. H

ow
ever, m

any m
unicipalities hold this interest, usually 

referred to as the “grow
th m

achine”, in high esteem
. A

s Logan and M
olotoch (1987) found: 

“…
research on local ‘grow

th m
achines’ hypothesizes that local politicians m

ust rely on 
contributions from

 those w
ho ‘have the m

ost to gain or lose in land-use decisions ... particularly 
people in property investing, developm

ent, and real estate financing’” (as quoted in Fleischm
ann 

&
 Stein, 1998, p. 674). M

oreover, m
any city councils see developm

ent as a w
ay to broaden the 

tax base (M
acD

erm
id, 2006). 

K
eating (1991) recognizes that business is the m

ost influential interest group: “In so far as local 
governm

ents w
ish to prom

ote em
ploym

ent or tap private resources for w
ages for their citizens 

and taxes for them
selves, they need to accom

m
odate business interests” (p. 69). Indeed, 

businesses have the resources and the organizational ability to effectively lobby m
unicipal 

governm
ents. U

nless there are profound structural changes in N
orth A

m
erica, w

e can expect 
business w

ill typically spearhead the elite and continue to be a potent and vocal interest group. 
B

ut in this paper, w
e are concerned w

ith businesses and developers using m
oney to curry favour 

w
ith elected officials, to put developers’ interests before the interests of the citizenry, and to give 

developers a greater slice of the dem
ocratic pie, all bought w

ith cam
paign contributions. W

hile 
there is not an apparent causal connection betw

een developer donations and councillor and 
m

ayor decision-m
aking in favour of developers, w

e do know
 that developers and businesses 

usually back w
inning candidates and in som

e com
m

unities m
eet little resistance to or rigorous 

questioning of planning proposals from
 city council. 

U
nfortunately, it is difficult to determ

ine how
 w

ell m
unicipal cam

paign finance reform
s w

ork. 
A

dam
s (2007) revealed that num

erous variables affect a candidate’s com
petitiveness (e.g. 

popularity, election rules) so understanding the effects of public financing is com
plicated. 

M
oreover, even w

ith m
unicipal cam

paign finance policies in place that encourage greater citizen 
participation, it can be difficult to follow

 the business m
oney trail. Particularly if businesses are 

operating in environm
ents w

here local officials are becom
ing less enam

oured w
ith corporate 

participation in local elections; thereby causing som
e businesses to conceal their contributions. 

For exam
ple, businesses do not need to m

ake financial contributions to establish or fortify 
relationships w

ith m
unicipal candidates. M

any offer in-kind contributions (e.g. allow
ing 

em
ployees to w

ork on political cam
paigns, offer supplies and services such as stationary and 

photocopying, etc). U
nless there are requirem

ents to report in-kind contributions, these can be 
im

possible to track. 

D
espite efforts to engage citizens in m

unicipal cam
paign financing, there rem

ains, in m
any 

C
anadian and A

m
erican urban governm

ents, a preponderance of business influence. Therefore, 
studying how

 local governm
ent candidates are funded is critical because it assists us in 

understanding the interests involved in policy-m
aking, w

ho is given a prom
inent voice in local 

governm
ent, and to som

e extent, the beliefs held by elected officials and w
hether the sources of 

their cam
paign funds are influential (K

rebs, 2005; M
acD

erm
id, 2006). 

C
ities such as N

ew
 Y

ork, Los A
ngeles and Toronto have sought to augm

ent citizen influence by 
offering rebate incentives, or public financing, or caps on donations; but the evidence show

s that 
businesses are significant contributors to m

unicipal cam
paigns, that m

ore business-backed 
candidates w

in and that businesses typically view
 m

unicipal cam
paign contributions as “an 

investm
ent strategy” (Fleischm

ann &
 Stein, 1998, p. 673). U

ntil corporate donations are banned, 
m

any candidates w
ill continue to be dependent on business for electoral success and business 

w
ill continue to expect a significant (and m

any w
ould say, disproportionate) share of influence. 

C
onclusion

The little-studied subject of m
unicipal cam

paign finance needs m
ore attention. M

unicipal 
governm

ent is closest to the people, yet m
any cities suffer from

 poor citizen involvem
ent w

hile 
businesses and developers w

ield a significant am
ount of pow

er and influence over city councils. 

W
hile som

e of the benefits developers bring to cities bear value, they are not representative of 
citizens; indeed, it is not their raison d’etre to be advocates for citizens. C

ities that have 
im

plem
ented rules banning corporate donations w

hile encouraging m
ore citizen donations (and 

other non-m
onetary contributions, such as in-kind support) seem

 to indicate a desire for m
ore 

representative dem
ocracy; by dim

inishing or elim
inating pow

er held by business and developer 
interest groups and transferring that pow

er to “average” citizens. B
ut until w

e devote m
ore 

research and critical discussion on m
unicipal cam

paign finance reform
, w

e cannot be sure 
w

hether these reform
s are putting a check on developer influence. 
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