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Sweeping changes in Latin America, to some a cool breeze and to others unwanted social upheaval, are among the most significant political transformations of our time.  Though cast in a disparaging light by many, the voices of reform from the people, echoing the cries of Simon Bolivar, can be seen as inheritors of the legacy of great figures from Jefferson to Sun Yat Sen, Nehru to Mandela.  These revolutionaries recognized that the abuse of power by despots and tyrants will cause societies to crumble from within.  If left unchecked corruption might seize the heads of government, and be spread by them through the body of the people; when they will purchase the voices of the people, and make them pay the price.  

While calls for reform are the hallmark of a vibrant and active civil society, the power to implement change is often locked in a monopoly of elites who thrive off of its abuse.  It would be unwise to expect a greater accountability simply by enforcing the maxims of the state. Greater compliance may yield law-abiding citizens but those laws by design favour a privileged few, and will fall short of ensuring equity and fairness. 

Our goal therefore is not merely obedience, but rather by promoting accountability we hope to secure integrity in the relationships that govern and delineate society.  In this sense accountability plays favourite to none - the minister, the civil servant, the CEO, and the NGO activist are equally accountable to those over whom they yield power. 

At its core accountability carries a moral imperative: power is a trust and with it comes responsibility that must form the bedrock of governance.  Indeed power corrupts and the business of government carries with it the seeds of corruption.  Institutional strength of government must withstand the desire of those who yield power to crush and evade accountability and undermine freedom.  

ACCOUNTABILITY AS FREEDOM

In the case of unfreedom, the constraints are imposed on us by the powers that be. In the case of freedom, the constraints are imposed by us on the powers that be. Without constraints, those who hold power will gravitate towards despotism, and as Dr. Chinua Achebe has said, an individual tyrant or a small clique of looters in power can destroy the lives and the future of whole countries and whole populations by their greed. “The consequences of these actions can be of genocidal proportions.”  

Politicians in power continue to harp on the importance of the integrity of public office to the process of accountability while they exhibit life styles beyond their means. We hear that African economies lose over billions every year to corruption. Of course corruption and the abuse of power are not unique to any continent or group of people. In Latin America it has been estimated in a recent report that a crippling 10% of GDP is lost to corruption annually.  

The leakages of which we speak are not always manifest in their most obvious and discernible form.  Abuse of power may itself be considered legal – and in many cases good policy - and so not deemed by many as corrupt. The continuation of agricultural subsidies in Europe and North America, for example, that impoverish developing country rural communities is not illegal as such, but is clearly an abuse of power with catastrophic ramifications for many people and enriching outcomes for the few.  Although countries like Denmark rightly top the lists of 'clean country' rankings, the media of every developed country is filled with accusations of nepotism, cronyism, and outright corruption. Indeed, the corruption of the elite in one country or region is too often merely the mirror image of the behaviour of more powerful global forces that at best turn a blind eye and at worst are complicit to their roots.”

The malaise of poverty can therefore no longer be blamed simply on a lack of donor funds. We must devise strategies to prevent the leakages, stop corruption and quell the rampant exploitation of our natural resources.  At the same time greater accountability requires that we make good stewardship a worthwhile endeavour. Political leaders who are stalwart on sustainability issues should find support from business communities that understand the value proposition of a long-term outlook that internalises factors that are now regarded as uncontrollable externalities.  Multilateral organisations can play a role in helping public and private sectors make accountability the central component of their development and growth agenda

Development’s intrinsic relationship with freedom, the brilliant thesis proposed by Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen , might therefore be prefaced with an even more fundamental observation of “accountability as freedom.” In spite of the strongest political will in over fifty years and the vast sums of money pledged to support poverty reduction, preventative health care and education throughout the developing world, the situation in many places seems to grow worse by the day.  As the Commission on Africa recently stated, “Without progress in governance, all other reforms will have limited impact.”  

The world is awash with accountability. And yet some of our greatest achievements in civilising power are characterised by bureaucratic excess and decay, if not outright greed and corruption. The crisis of legitimacy facing governments and multilateral institutions places us in a unique but not unfamiliar historical moment.  Just as yesterday’s innovations were once a sign of great hope, we must reinvent accountability for the 21st century, a challenge coined by AccountAbility and now the topic of a series of national convenings taking place this year in Asia, Latin America and Russia. 

THE CHANGES IN LATIN AMERICA

It is in this light that we see the changes in Latin America as a positive development towards achieving greater accountability.  The rejection by the people of decades of public policies upholding status quo measures that have failed to promote growth and achieve an equitable distribution of wealth from production and trade and the extraction of natural resources.  

But the call for reform as embodied in the casting of a vote alone will not guarantee success.  Governance and accountably will be preserved through civic activity that carries out the mandate of the constitution.  

Globalisation despite its promises, has often served to further insulate corporations and absolve them of a responsibility to the communities that they affect. Power and wealth in many cases have become increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few vested interests. While this might lead to a statistical jump in income, Latin America's economic development cannot only be measured in short term gains in GDP per capita, but more profoundly in the continent’s capacity to embed the correct principles of accountability into business and government. 

Progressive business associations such as Instituto Ethos in Brazil and the pan-regional network, Empressa, are seeking to advance this agenda, linking

competitiveness to responsible business practices. For the private sector to play a role in bridging the gap between public policy and the public interest by negotiating the often tense and occasionally rancorous debate between workers and business is an encouraging development. 

My own organization, AccountAbility has long advanced the principles and practices of Responsible Competitiveness and indeed will be launching its most recent global report with an 80 country rating at the forthcoming IADB Conference on Corporate Responsibility in Salvador later this month. 

The Inter-American Development Bank, like all multilateral institutions, has and will continue to play a critical role in promoting this agenda.  But as practitioners of development we must not be heedless of the warnings that our efforts to wage war on poverty, strengthen the institutions of governance, and protect the environment have suffered a crippling blow in the face of the tremendous leakages that have occurred with donor funds and the blatant pandering to corporate and political interests that has taken place at the expense of the common good. As Lord Acton has said, authority is legitimate only by virtue of its checks in as much as the sovereign is dependent on the subject. 
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