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This paper looks at the role of information in monitoring corruption and abuse of power. The methodology and some findings from a new research project that uses information to promote accountability are presented. Called Global Access, this innovative project of the US based non-partisan Center for Public Integrity (www.publicintegrity.org), recognizes that transparency and the access that citizens have to their government’s is key to the success of anti-corruption reforms. The Global Access project aims to promote transparency and accountability through providing unfettered baseline data and reporting on corruption and governance issues in countries around the world. 
Information and accountability

Citizens around the world need a larger, more objective way of examining corruption, in and outside of their own countries. They need authoritative data that enlarges their field of vision and enhances public understanding. Global Access will provide fundamental data and comparative country-by-country perspectives of openness, the rule of law, and overall government responsiveness and reliability.

Global Access Pilot Project (March 2002)

A nagging concern that has haunted the academic work concerning corruption and its impact on governance is the validity of the data being used.  While a variety of sophisticated multivariate analyses have demonstrated the negative consequences of corruption on development the academic, activist, policymaking, and NGO communities have come to little consensus as to which data sets are reliable, valid, and accurate for use in statistical modeling concerning corruption.  For example, if one chooses to use surveys of business attitudes towards corruption as proxies for corruption itself and then demonstrates that there is a statistically significant and strong inverse correlation between those proxies and growth in GDP, how certain are we of the true mechanism at work?  Are perceptions of corruption and bribery appropriate for use as such proxies?

Many now agree that the answer is no.  Yet the most advanced quantitative work being carried out continues to use these data sets as the basis for statistical modeling.  Many academics, NGO leaders, and policymakers have simply resigned themselves to accepting the fact that good data on corruption is impossible to come by, and justify their continued use of this data by the fact that no alternative exists.  Unfortunately, this practice has eroded confidence in the academic community’s ability to provide policymakers and the public with unbiased and accurate recommendations for anti-corruption strategies. 

The obvious problem that has continued to confound researchers is the inability of social science to measure corruption itself.  You cannot measure what you cannot see, and in the few instances where corruption exposes itself to measurement the data is inevitable skewed through a sort of Heisenberg effect. Thus the need for new data concerning corruption and government accountability is self-evident.  

An innovative new research project called Global Access aims to assess the extent to which governments around the world are accountable to their citizenry. Based at the Center for Public Integrity in Washington DC, an organisation that has produced over 100 in-depth investigative reports (including nine commercially published books) since it was established in 1990 on issues related to public service and ethics, the Global Access project will build on these skills using a unique combination of social science and journalistic skills to gather the relevant data on corruption issues around the world.

The project promotes a new way of looking at corruption issues not by measuring corruption per se, which is virtually impossible, but rather by assessing the existence and functioning of the mechanisms and institutions in place that mediate the interaction and maintain the balance between citizens and the state. The Global Access Indicators hope to assess the state of what Michael Johnston in his work on social empowerment has referred to as “paths of access”.
 The main assumption on which the project rests is that the more accountable, transparent and accessible a government is to its citizenry, the less corrupt it will be.  

Accountability and transparency, within a democratic political framework or not, empowers citizens through providing them with information.  It is information such as accurate audits of government budgets, transparent campaign finance records, effective complaint mechanisms for police and other government abuse, and free media that informs the citizenry and enables them to demand more from their government.  Coupled with an engaged civil society and a professional press corps, information can force governments to change their practices or face removal, either through elections or mass protest and collapse. Corruption cannot thrive in an environment where the public is informed as to the true extent and specific nature of abuses of power and the institutions that maintain such abuses.
Global Access recognizes that there is a missing link in the anti-corruption agenda between social scientists who attempt to analyze the nature and causes of corruption – and in some cases bring their analysis to bear in a practical way on anti-corruption policy reforms – and the media, in particular investigative journalists. By creating informal country teams made up of respected social scientists, independent investigative journalists, and country readers of the final reports, Global Access will ensure that the findings and analysis generated by the project are widely distributed.  Global Access will use the media and internet to play a role in democratizing knowledge, and therefore power, to hopefully effect positive change.

Global Access Research Methodology
Towards the end of 2001 an informal international working group was established to interact with the Global Access project team. Via an electronic listserv they provided invaluable feedback on the near-final project methodology before it went into the field. 

During January-March 2002 Global Access was piloted in Indonesia, Italy and South Africa, countries selected for their diversity as well as ready availability of researchers and journalists. The pilot report on Indonesia is available for workshop participants.

Using in-country teams of expert social scientists working in the area of corruption reform and investigative journalists whose unique skills serve to test the discrepancy between de jure (on the books) and de facto (what happens on the ground) practices, the project provides a snapshot of the real state of governance in countries across the globe. 

For the first time, a standardized research instrument consisting of a comprehensive matrix of over 250 governance indicators, that draws on a range of well-established sources, will be applied globally.

Divided into six categories, the indicators attempt to measure the burden placed on ordinary citizens in holding their government accountable.  Rather than poll perceptions, these indicators produce a uniquely quantitative measurement of exactly how difficult it is for the public in a given country to hold their government accountable and prevent abuses of power, through information and accountability mechanisms. It is this data that will provide researchers with the sorely needed proxy for analyzing the effect of corruption on development, governance, and a host of other issues.

The six main meta-categories of indicators used by Global Access are:

1. Rule of Law/Institutional Framework:

· Executive

· Legislature

· Judiciary

· Oversight agencies

2. Elections and Political Processes

· Elections and electoral systems

· Election monitoring mechanism

· Transparency around political party finances

3. Governance/Public Sector management

· Public sector conditions of service

· Financial disclosure/conflict of interest

· Budget management

· Procurement and tendering

4. Regulatory regime/economic context

· Business Licensing

· Financial records of public companies

· Taxes

· Customs

· Banking regulation

· Regulation of foreign investment

· Privatisation

5. Civil society/Participation

· Access to information

· Media freedom and ownership

· Civil society organizations

· Development/Aid

6. Anti-Corruption mechanisms

· Corruption legislation

· Criminal Justice/Law enforcement

· Whistleblowers and complaints mechanisms

· Anti-corruption agencies and commissions

Identified social scientists in the field who demonstrate academic professionalism and objectivity as well as local knowledge and credible contacts, set about filling in the indicator spreadsheet over a defined time period.  Data is then sent back to project staff in Washington DC to be processed, edited and scored.

The Global Access governance matrix has been devised in a way that all indicators can be quantitatively scored by measures such as number of days, Yes or No, % Average Weekly Income etc. The purpose of the indicator scores is, through statistical modeling undertaken in Washington and in consultation with a Methodological Advisory Committee of internationally respected governance experts, to compare indicator categories and even meta-categories across countries and possibly eventually rank countries in relation to each other with regard to specific governance indicators.  A detailed scoring/data aggregation technique is being developed to produce these meta-category and single-country scores and is will be finalized by the project team in conjunction with the Methodology Advisory Committee before the roll-out into the field in early 2003.

Accompanying the indicator matrix is a 3000 word narrative filed by the social scientist alongside the specific meta-category of the Access Indicators in order to draw the reader to particular issues raised by a specific indicator. This narrative provides more detail and context to those interested in particular indicators and will be an invaluable research tool for anti-corruption researchers who at the click of a button will be able to compare indicators and narrative for particular countries.

The role of investigative journalists
“If corruption is to be attacked, it must first be exposed. However the citizens in many countries lack the information and resources needed to take on corruption. They also run the risk for themselves and their families if they try to look too closely. Nowhere is this clearer than with journalists, who are usually on the front lines of bringing things to public light. In 2000, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists 85% of the reporters murdered in the world were attempting to cover corruption.”

Global Access Pilot Project (March 2002)
An important underlying philosophy of the Global Access project is to enhance the way journalists cover the reporting of corruption around the world. Perhaps no other group plays such an important role in exposing corruption and bringing crucial information to the public’s attention as a free press.  Acknowledging the unique strengths brought by investigative journalism, Global Access couples its indicators and data methodology with original reporting in-country.

The proto-type Access Indicators spreadsheet is made available to an investigative journalist working in the country in order to provide a broad outline of the issues/roadmap to consider in writing up the Reporters Notebook. The Reporter’s Notebook will provide readers with an authoritative report concerning the most important corruption issues vis a vis the particular country over a specified time period.  

The International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ), another project of the Center for Public Integrity, is the only network of its kind consisting of 83 top investigative journalists in 45 countries covering cross border corruption and other issues. Because of its location within the Center for Public Integrity, Global Access will be able to work closely with ICIJ and commission these journalists to write a Reporter’s Notebook, the journalistic half of the Global Access project. The ICIJ also provides an invaluable network to identify appropriate social scientists (both researchers and readers) in a particular country.

The Reporter’s Notebook, consisting of 2000 words, has a number of purposes including:

· To provide a country overview of the state of governance in a particular country and to highlight the most important issues facing the country’s citizenry

· To provide an extra check and balance on the accuracy of the indicators which have been answered and scored by the social scientist

· To draw attention of the broader public to areas where there may be a discrepancy between what appears on the books and what happens in practice, in this way creating an agenda for political reform

· To create “news” and ensure that the information gathered by the social scientist is made available to a larger audience so that data does not lie gathering dust, but empowers citizens to hold their government’s accountable

As an added checklist to the data and its interpretation, the social scientist spreadsheets, narrative and the Reporter’s notebook will be reviewed by at least two specialist country readers. All country team members will be encouraged to comment critically on each others work, with this commentary edited into the final country report produced in Washington.

Some findings from the Global Access pilot study

To give participants some idea of the type of data that might be generated under the Global Access project, it is instructive to look at the indicators dealing with freedom of information legislation (E1) that fall under the more general category of Civil Society/Participation. 

E1: Access to Information Draft Indicators

	Access Indicators
	Scoring

	1.1 Does the public have basic access to government records?
	Number of exemptions

	1.2 Is such access codified (laws, regulations)
	Yes/No

	1.3 What is the cost of accessing government information/records?
	% Average Weekly Income

	1.4 If access is denied is there a right of external appeal?
	Yes/No

	1.4.1 Cost?
	% Average Weekly Income

	1.4.2 Time?
	Number of days


It is important to note that the above indicators can be added to in subsequent data harvesting as other issues relating to Access to Information are identified as important. For instance, the project team is currently discussing additional ways in which researchers can assess the effectiveness of a statute’s implementation (using a grading scale). Also the way in which information is captured on the spreadsheet by the social scientists will become more standardized as the project progresses. Finally it is important to note that the qualitative narrative accompanying the indicators for each meta-category (such as E1) provides a rich arena for comparative research for those interested in Access to Information issues around the world.

There are a number of broad conclusions one can already draw from simply comparing the way in which the Access to Information indicators were answered in the three pilot countries:

· The public does not have basic access to government records in all three countries and even where this is the case, the number of exemptions may differ, making it more difficult access publicly held information.

· Not all three countries have laws and regulations regarding access to information. Indonesia for instance does not have a law.

· It is more costly to access government records in some countries than others.

· In some countries there is a right to external appeal and the time and cost differentiates across countries placing different burdens on citizens.

E1: Access to Information Indicators

	Indicators
	Scoring
	Indonesia
	Italy
	South Africa

	1.1 Does the public have basic access to government records?
	Number of exemptions (beyond national security and personal privacy)
	N/A
	0
	16

	1.2 Is such access codified (laws, regulations)
	Yes/No
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	1.3 What is the cost of accessing government information/records?
	% Average Weekly Income
	N/A
	0.07% per sheet
	1.54% per sheet

	1.4 If access is denied is there a right of external appeal?
	Yes/No
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes

	1.4.1 Cost?
	% Average Weekly Income
	N/A
	444%
	4.9%

	1.4.2 Time?
	Number of days
	N/A
	10
	730


Peer pressure amongst countries or in regions is potentially a way of encouraging reform. For example, within the pilot studies, the fact that Italy and South Africa have laws which codify access to information may provide important pressure on countries such as Indonesia which do not currently have such laws. Knowing which countries have such laws or not has never as far as I am aware been documented in a systematic way. As it rolls out to countries around the world, Global Access could provide useful information to global campaigners working in this field.

Conclusion

Credible and regularly updated information on key governance indicators is required by citizens to hold their governments accountable. A combination of quantitative data and expert investigative reporting is an extremely effective and accessible format for disseminating that information to the required wide audience.  The greater the ability of citizens to hold their governments accountable, the less corruption is able to take hold in the country.  

Over and beyond the innovative approach of combining social scientists with journalists to provide maximum information to citizens, there are a number of immediate strengths to the Global Access project which will hopefully ensure its long term sustainability:

· The Access Indicator matrix is organic and can therefore easily be adapted to include additional indicators as they may arise 

· Information is gathered, checked and corroborated by independent civil society academics and journalists, in this way avoiding the bureaucracy and potential political censorship of governments

· Housed within the Center for Public Integrity, a truly independent NGO accepting no government or corporate funding, the project has established contacts and therefore access to news agencies interested in covering this high-quality work

· Using mainly electronic format, the information gathered will be accessible globally and available to researchers, journalists, civil society organizations and ordinary citizens at the click of a button

· Global Access will provide an easy way to see where reform is required and/or improvements are necessary to hold governments accountable

Obviously the success of the project will rest on the integrity of the data received from the field. That in turn rests on the professionalism and expertise of social scientists and journalists contracted for the in-country teams. There is also a recognition that data may be difficult to come by in some countries and in many contexts may not exist. Most importantly the actual validity of the research process, namely that Global Access is actually measuring what it intends to (the burden placed on ordinary citizens in holding their governments accountable) requires ongoing vigilance and constructive engagement with other role-players working in the corruption field.

On the basis of the pilot projects the Center for Public Integrity has managed to secure substantial funding to roll out the Global Access project in the coming year. The Brisbane workshop provides a unique opportunity to interact with peers in the anti-corruption field and we look forward to your feedback on this ambitious project.
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