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• This article is the subject of a legal complaint on behalf of SCLE and Cambridge 

Analytica.  

On 18 November 2015, the British press gathered in a hall in Westminster to witness the official 

launch of Leave.EU. Nigel Farage, the campaign’s figurehead, was banished to the back of the 

room and instead an American political strategist, Gerry Gunster, took centre stage and 

explained its strategy. “The one thing that I know is data,” he said. “Numbers do not lie. I’m 

going to follow the data.” 

Eighteen months on, it’s this same insight – to follow the data – that is the key to unlocking what 

really happened behind the scenes of the Leave campaign. On the surface, the two main 

campaigns, Leave.EU and Vote Leave, hated one other. Their leading lights, Farage and Boris 

Johnson, were sworn enemies for the duration of the referendum. The two campaigns bitterly 

refused even to share a platform. 

But the Observer has seen a confidential document that provides clear evidence of a link 

between the two campaigns. More precisely, evidence of a close working relationship between 

the two data analytics firms employed by the campaigns – AggregateIQ, which Vote Leave 

hired, and Cambridge Analytica, retained by Leave.EU. 

 

British electoral law is founded on the principle of a level playing field and controlling campaign 

spending is the key plank of that. The law states that different campaigns must not work together 

unless they declare their expenditure jointly. This controls spending limits so that no side can 

effectively “buy” an election. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/oct/09/american-hired-brexit-eu-referendum-gerry-gunster


But this signed legal document – a document that was never meant to be made public and was 

leaked by a concerned source – connects both Vote Leave and Leave.EU’s data firms directly 

to Robert Mercer, the American billionaire who bankrolled Donald Trump. 

This is a deeply complex story. It has taken three months of investigation to unravel the web of 

connections – both human and contractual. But these connections and threads linking two 

separate foreign data analytics companies – one based in Canada and one based in London – 

raise profound and troubling questions about our democratic process. Because these intricate 

links lead, in not many steps, to Robert Mercer. 

This ordinary-looking document is at the heart of a web of relationships that link Mercer with the 

referendum to take Britain out of the EU. What impact did Mercer have on Brexit? Did the 

campaigns know of the link? Did they deliberately conceal it? Or could they, too, have been in 

the dark? 

Because, legally, these two companies – AggregateIQ in Canada and Cambridge Analytica, an 

American company based in London, have nothing to connect them publicly. But this intellectual 

property licence shown to the Observer tells a different story. This created a binding “exclusive” 

“worldwide” agreement “in perpetuity” for all of AggregateIQ’s intellectual property to be used 

by SCL Elections (a British firm that created Cambridge Analytica with Mercer). 

The companies may have had different owners but they were legally bound together. And, 

the Observer has learned, they were working together on a daily basis at the time of the 

referendum – both companies were being paid by Mercer-funded organisations to work on Ted 

Cruz’s presidential campaign in America. What is more, several anonymous sources reveal the 

two companies, working on two separate British Leave campaigns, actually shared the same 

database at the time. 

In fact AggregateIQ had a non-compete clause. Leave.EU announced in November 2015 it was 

working with Cambridge Analytica which means that AggregateIQ must have had explicit 

permission to work with Vote Leave. 

And yet none of this was visible. Dominic Cummings, a former Tory special adviser who was 

Vote Leave’s chief strategist, was a vocal critic of Ukip, Farage, Leave.EU and its millionaire 

backer, Arron Banks. And the two campaigns followed different strategies – Leave.EU targeting 

Ukippers and disaffected working-class Labour voters with images of queues of refugees. Vote 

Leave targeted middle England with a message about returning £350m a week from Europe to 

the NHS. 

Advertisement 

Follow the data, however, and another story is revealed, which leads directly to Mercer and his 

close associate, Steve Bannon, now Donald Trump’s chief strategist in the White House. Mercer 

was the owner of Cambridge Analytica, a firm which, as the Observer detailed last week, was 

spun out of a British firm with 30 years experience in working for governments and militaries 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/26/robert-mercer-breitbart-war-on-media-steve-bannon-donald-trump-nigel-farage
http://web.archive.org/web/20160512002859/http:/leave.eu/en/news/2015-11-20/the-science-behind-our-strategy
http://web.archive.org/web/20160512002859/http:/leave.eu/en/news/2015-11-20/the-science-behind-our-strategy
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jan/09/boris-johnson-brexit-referendum-dominic-cummings
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/mar/27/arron-banks-the-millionaire-hoping-to-bankroll-uk-into-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/mar/27/arron-banks-the-millionaire-hoping-to-bankroll-uk-into-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017/may/07/the-great-british-brexit-robbery-hijacked-democracy


around the world, specialising in “psychological operations”. At the time of the referendum, 

the Observer has learned, Bannon was the head of it. 

What was not known, until February, was the relationship between all these figures and the 

Leave campaign. That was when Andy Wigmore, Leave.EU’s communications director, revealed 

to this paper that Farage was a close friend of both Bannon and Mercer. He said that the Leave 

campaign was a “petri dish” for the Trump campaign. “We shared a lot of information because 

what they were trying to do and what we were trying to do had massive parallels.” 

Wigmore also said that Mercer had been “happy to help” and Cambridge Analytica had given its 

services to the campaign for free. It was the general secretary of Ukip, a British lawyer called 

Matthew Richardson, who effected Leave.eu’s introduction to Cambridge Analytica, Wigmore 

said. “We had a guy called Matthew Richardson who’d known Nigel for a long time and he’s 

always looked after the Mercers. The Mercers had said that here’s this company that we think 

might be useful.” 

 

He said that Mercer, Farage and co had all met at a conference in Washington. “The best dinner 

we ever went to. Around that table were all the rejects of the political world. And the rejects of 

the political world are now effectively in the White House. It’s extraordinary. Jeff Sessions. 

[Former national security adviser Michael] Flynn, the whole lot of them. They were all there.” 

When the Observer revealed Mercer’s “help” in February, a “gift” of services, it triggered two 

investigations. One by the Information Commissioner’s Officeabout possible illegal use of data. 

And another by the Electoral Commission. Cambridge Analytica is a US company and Mercer is 

a US citizen and British law, designed to protect its electoral system from outside influence, 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/26/us-billionaire-mercer-helped-back-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/26/us-billionaire-mercer-helped-back-brexit
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-33145753
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-33145753
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-39171324
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/apr/21/leave-eu-under-investigation-over-eu-referendum-spending


expressly forbids donations from foreign – or impermissible – donors. The commission is also 

looking into the “help” that Gunster gave the campaign. It was not declared in Leave.EU’s 

spending returns and if donated, it would also be impermissible. Gavin Millar QC, an expert in 

electoral law, says it raises questions of the utmost importance about the influence of an 

American citizen in a UK election. 

But the contents of this document raise even more significant and urgent questions. Coordination 

between campaigns destroys the “level playing field” on which UK electoral law is based. It 

creates an unfair advantage. 

Millar said that one of the significant and revealing aspects of the arrangement was that it was 

hidden. “It’s the covert nature of the relationship between these two companies and campaigns 

that I find particularly revealing and alarming. If there is covert cooperation via offshore entities, 

[it] is about as serious a breach of the funding rules as one can imagine in the 21st century.” 

Millar said that this case was without precedent. “To have a billionaire so directly buying 

influence in a British election is absolutely unheard of. This is completely out of the ordinary. 

And what’s clear is that our electoral laws are hopelessly inadequate. The only way we would be 

able to find the truth of what happened is through a public inquiry.” 

The link between Cambridge Analytica and AggregateIQ was never supposed to come to light. 

And it is still uncertain how Vote Leave came to work with AggregateIQ. There are several 

major Tory donors and pro-Brexit figures associated with Cambridge Analytica and SCL 

Elections, including Lord Marland, former treasurer of the Conservative party and head of the 

Commonwealth Enterprise and Investment Council. The pro-Brexit Tory donor Roger Gabb, the 

owner of South African wine company Kumala, is also a shareholder and was involved in one of 

the Leave campaigns. In a separate incident he was fined £1,000 by the Electoral Commission 

for failing to include “imprints” – or campaign branding – on newspaper ads. 

The Observer revealed last week that two core members of the Vote Leave team used to work 

with both Cambridge Analytica and AggregateIQ. Cummings said that he found the company – 

on which he spent by far the biggest chunk of his campaign budget – “on the internet”. 

He declined the opportunity to comment for this article. On Twitter, he accused the Observer of 

“bad journalism” and said the story was “an embarrassment to a national paper” but he did not 

comment further on how he found AggregateIQ, a firm with fewer than 10 employees based on 

an island off the west coast of Canada, on LinkedIn. Or if he knew of its relationship to 

Cambridge Analytica and Mercer. Though he has been a keen follower of Mercer’s dealings, 

tweeting several times about his company, Renaissance Technologies, which he describes as “the 

world’s most successful quant fund” [a hedge fund that uses automated trading]. 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/journalist/electoral-commission-media-centre/news-releases-donations/electoral-commission-concludes-two-eu-referendum-campaigner-cases


 

Millar said: “It is appalling that Vote Leave, whose lead campaign status was authorised by the 

state (and whose campaign was partly funded by the state), does not feel an obligation to give … 

public answers to the questions you raise.” 

Leave.EU and Cambridge Analytica have responded by telling the Observer that they did no 

work with each other. Arron Banks, the head of Leave.EU, said it had talked to Cambridge 

Analytica about working with it “if we won the official designation – but we didn’t”. 

This directly contradicts his own memoir, The Bad Boys of Brexit. Under the entry for 22 

October 2015, Banks writes: “We’ve hired Cambridge Analytica, an American company that 

uses ‘big data and advanced psychographics’ to influence people.” There are multiple further 

pieces of evidence. The YouTube video of Leave.EU’s launch event, the same event in which 

Gunster talks about data, shows Banks sitting next to a senior executive of Cambridge Analytica, 

Brittany Kaiser. She is described on Leave.EU’s Facebook pages as its director of programme 

development, and she told the British press about the “large-scale research” that would identify 

what people were really interested in and how this would “help inform our policy and our 

campaigns”. 

A now deleted post on Leave.EU’s website (but available via archive), entitled The Science 

Behind Our Strategy, details how Leave.EU was working with Cambridge Analytica, whose 

“psychographic methodology” is “on another level of sophistication”. 

https://www.facebook.com/leaveeuofficial/posts/853465478085028:0
http://archive.fo/rN22u


 

In November, Kaiser told Bloomberg the first stage of the work involved interviewing “close to 

half a million Britons”. To put this in context, typical polling samples conducted by firms such as 

YouGov are of about 1,200 people. Research on this scale and magnitude would cost hundreds 

of thousands of pounds, say experts – though nothing has been declared or accounted for by any 

campaign. Any donation of services by Cambridge Analytica or Mercer would be 

“impermissible” under UK law. 

In February 2016, Cambridge Analytica’s CEO, Alexander Nix, told Campaign magazine: 

“Recently, Cambridge Analytica has teamed up with Leave.EU – the UK’s largest group 

advocating for a British exit (or ‘Brexit’) from the European Union – to help them better 

understand and communicate with UK voters. We have already helped supercharge Leave.EU’s 

social media campaign by ensuring the right messages are getting to the right voters online and 

the campaign’s Facebook page is growing in support to the tune of about 3,000 people per day.” 

On 2 February, Banks tweeted: “Our campaign is being run by Gerry Gunster (won 24 

referendum in the USA and Cambridge analytica experts in SM”. (This post has since been 

deleted, though screenshots exist.) 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-11-19/brexit-campaigners-put-their-faith-in-u-s-data-wranglers
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/big-data-better-donald-trump/1383025
https://twitter.com/PaoloBrennan/status/861635710666903557


 

 

In March 2016, Kaiser gave an interviewer further details: “Well, actually right now we are 

working on the Brexit campaign so we are working with all three of the main parties. […] It’s a 

very exciting campaign because it has forced the British government to run their third ever 

national referendum.” 

In January 2017, Banks responded to a dismissive tweet about Cambridge Analytica, with: 

“Interesting, since we deployed this technology in leave.eu we got unprecedented levels of 

engagement. 1 video 13m views. AI won it for leave.” 

http://www.commonwealthy.com/voter-analytics-transcript/
https://twitter.com/Arron_banks/status/826092291467132928


 

All this has taken so long to come to light because the spending returns for the different 

campaigns were published only in February. Martin Moore, director of the Study of 

Communication, Media and Power at King’s College London described how he began to 

investigate the returns back then. 

“I went through the invoices when the Electoral Commission uploaded them to its site. And I 

kept on discovering all these huge amounts going to a company that not only had I never heard 

of but that there was practically nothing at all about on the internet. More money was spent with 

AggregateIQ than with any other company in any other campaign in the entire referendum. All I 

found, at that time, was a one-page website and that was it. It was an absolute mystery.” 

Other outlets found discrepancies. Buzzfeed published a story about how Vote Leave had given a 

23-year-old fashion student, Darren Grimes, a gift of £625,000 in the week before the election, – 

which was spent on the BeLeave social media campaign – as well as a further £50,000 from 

another third party donor. Vote Leave and Grimes both claimed there was no coordination 

between campaigns. Grimes, the Observer has learned, had previously worked with Chris Wylie, 

a Canadian political strategist, who introduced AggregateIQ to Cambridge Analytica. 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/marieleconte/vote-leave-donations?utm_term=.qyqVExYGZ#.qcyaDl3JW


The returns showed that Vote Leave donated a further £100,000 to Veterans for Britain – which 

then spent exactly that amount of money with AggregateIQ. Both campaigns denied any 

“coordination”. Nor was there coordination, Vote Leave said, with the Democratic Unionist 

Party, which spent a further £32,750 with AggregateIQ. 

Leaked emails published in February last year appeared to reveal a plan to break spending laws 

by creating different campaigns and covertly coordinating them. Steve Baker, Conservative MP 

for Wycombe, wrote to colleagues: “It is open to the Vote Leave family to create separate legal 

entities each of which could spend £700k: Vote Leave will be able to spend as much money as is 

necessary to win the referendum.” 

But if coordination did occur, it is unclear which parties knew what. A spokesman for Veterans 

for Britain told the Observer that AggregateIQ approached it. “I didn’t find AggregateIQ. They 

found us. They rang us up and pitched us.” 

However lawyers for Cambridge Analytica say that neither it nor SCL Elections has had any 

contractual or other link with AggregateIQ for 12 months, when it was retained to provide some 

software development and digital marketing support. They add that neither SCL Elections nor 

Cambridge Analytica was involved in AggregateIQ’s alleged involvement in the Vote Leave 

campaign. 

A number of individuals, including Stephen Kinnock, MP for Aberavon, have sent a file of 

evidence to the Electoral Commission, the Committee on Standards in Public Life, the Crown 

Prosecution Service and the Metropolitan police pointing out a catalogue of issues. They all 

referred it back to the Electoral Commission, saying it was the body with jurisdiction over the 

matter. 

The commission announced it was going to pursue an investigation of Leave.EU. Publicly, it has 

made no statement about Vote Leave. Sources have told the Observer that it is unable to pursue a 

proper investigation because AggregateIQ is outside British jurisdiction. The Observer has 

learned that the Information Commissioner’s Office is actively investigating BeLeave, Vote 

Leave, Veterans for Britain and the DUP for potential offences, including illegal sharing of data, 

but it is believed to have the same problem: the evidence is offshore. 

Kinnock said: “It’s clear the Electoral Commission, the body which is meant to uphold it, is 

completely toothless … That’s the heart of the problem. Even if it finds a problem, it can only 

impose a fine which is just the cost of doing business. There’s clear evidence of channelling 

funding through third parties, including DUP and BeLeave as front organisations to circumvent 

the rules. And there is no way of properly holding anyone to account. What you’ve shown is that 

there is a much bigger story here that I believe needs a full public inquiry. There are so many 

issues. Thousands of pounds of work apparently unaccounted for. Evidence of coordination 

between multiple campaigns. Multiple breaches of data protection. And this question of foreign 

influence, of a foreign billionaire buying influence in a British election, goes right to the heart of 

our entire democratic process.” 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3451588/Pat-McFadden-reports-leading-Brexit-campaigner-Steve-Baker-police-plot-break-spending-limits-EU-referendum.html
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/journalist/electoral-commission-media-centre/news-releases-referendums/electoral-commission-statement-on-investigation-into-leave.eu


The Observer asked Cambridge Analytica for comment on the financial and business links 

between Cambridge Analytica, Mercer, Bannon, AggregateIQ, Leave.EU and the Vote Leave 

campaigns. We asked about an apparently coordinated campaign strategy between Leave.EU, 

Vote Leave, BeLeave, Veterans for Britain and the DUP “in part funded and enabled by Robert 

Mercer”. 

A Cambridge Analytica spokesman said: “Cambridge Analytica did no paid or unpaid work for 

Leave.EU.” 

Lawyers for Cambridge Analytica and SCL Elections wrote to the Observer on Saturday to 

complain about our previous stories, which they said contained significant inaccuracies and 

amounted to a sustained campaign of vilification designed to paint a false and misleading picture 

of their clients. They said we were conducting a concerted campaign to undermine their clients 

and cause them damage. They said their clients have done no wrong, broken no laws and 

breached no one’s rights and had not been part of a “shadowy” or unlawful campaign to subvert 

British democracy or dupe the British public. 

 

Source:  theguardian.com 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017/may/14/robert-mercer-cambridge-analytica-leave-eu-referendum-brexit-campaigns?CMP=share_btn_tw

