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International Standards on Budget Transparency and Transparency Initiatives on Public Resources: an overview

Over the past 15 years, many international institutions and standard setting bodies have issued guidelines to promote fiscal transparency. These include the IMF’s fiscal transparency code, the OECD’s best practice guidelines on budget transparency, the World Bank’s Public Expenditure and Financial Accountability framework, and the International Budget Partnership’s Open Budget Index. 

These standards and guidelines cover a spectrum of public financial management issues. In some cases, the standards make similar recommendations, such as calling on governments to issue key budget and financial reports. However, there are also instances in which the guidelines make varying recommendations. For example, the OECD recommends that audit reports be published within six months of the end of the year, while the IMF recommends that these be published within one year. At the same time, the Open Budget Index allows for these reports to be published within two years. Further, these guidelines do not adequately cover some important issues, such as open data standards, public participation in budget decision making and reporting on environmental outcomes of fiscal decisions.

Alongside these institutional guidelines, various international initiatives have begun to focus on transparency in specific sectors, such as the Extractives Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) and the International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI). Although these initiatives have been instrumental in achieving important gains in transparency, in order to truly fulfill their goals more effort is needed to ensure that the monies received by governments from extractive industries and aid is spent in a transparent and accountable manner. To do so, it becomes essential to strengthen oversight mechanisms while linking these initiatives’ independent reports to key budget documents. Many G20 member states have already signed up to the EITI and endorsed the principles of the IATI. These countries have grasped the benefits of transparency and could reap further benefits through adopting fiscal transparency measures. Furthermore, while these initiatives have taken a step forward by promoting civil society participation in each of their multi-stakeholder platforms, they are independent of the discussions undertaken during the formulation and tabling of the budget. 

It is in this context that we identify a need to align best practices regarding fiscal transparency among all of the existing standards and guidelines with the purpose of advancing fiscal transparency worldwide. Furthermore, due to the lack of citizen participation in these standards and initiatives, it is important that a global norm on fiscal transparency promotes the participation of citizens during the budget process. Without it, opportunities for citizens to fulfill their right to know about, participate in, and influence all decisions with regard to the collection, allocation and management of public funds will be missed.

Open budgets and development 

In recent years, open, public and inclusive budgets have become a central component in promoting development. Transparent and inclusive budgets are essential tools for combatting corruption, reducing inefficiencies in public spending and improving aid allocation. Open and inclusive budgets help to achieve improved governance, better service delivery, economic growth, and the realization of social justice and human rights. It is time for the G20 to look at the impact that openness and transparency can have on reducing corruption and boosting economic growth.

During the last decade, we have observed improvements in budget openness; however, progress has been unequal among countries. There are still too many countries where basic standards on fiscal transparency are not met and where civil society’s contribution to the budget process, decisions and outcomes is limited or non-existent. According to the last Open Budget Index, 41 out of 94 surveyed countries provide minimal or no information on their national budgets. In doing so these countries are limiting opportunities for their citizens to contribute to better budget decision making and to hold public officials to account on decisions that have a direct impact on their lives.

In addition to the low transparency levels, overall countries’ oversight institutions are very weak, which hinders checks and balances while granting extraordinary powers to the executive when it comes to budget execution. According to the Open Budget Index 2010, only 27 countries have legislatures with substantial powers to amend the budget. Furthermore, in 22 countries the legislature is afforded less than six weeks to discuss the budget proposal, while in 52 countries the executive has the sole power of moving funds between administrative units. When it comes to the auditing institutions of each country the situation is not very different: state auditing institutions are relatively weak and some continue to lack full independence from the executive.
Furthermore, throughout these years, citizens have campaigned to exercise their right to make budgets and the budget processes more transparent and participatory at all levels of government. Citizens have not only been successful in demonstrating the benefits of budget transparency but they have also demonstrated that civil society engagement can significantly improve the budget processes, decisions and outcomes, and thus transform the lives of people. 

· In India, for example, thanks to access to detailed and timely information, the National Campaign for Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR) was able to advocate for targeted resources to benefit one of the country’s most vulnerable social groups. Approximately 140 million dollars were reallocated to a program which fosters education, social and economic development for Dalits. 

· In South Africa, the Treatment Action Campaign which is a civil society coalition used government data to show courts that the government could afford to provide ARV medication to all HIV-positive South Africans. Under a subsequent court judgment, the government increased spending on HIV/AIDS treatments by $6bn and provided access to life-saving ARVs to another 1.6 million people.
· In Mexico, thanks to access to information, Fundar - a Mexican civil society organization - was able to highlight the problems in the farm subsidies program (Procampo) which was not benefitting the most impoverished people as intended. It was through the work of this organization that inefficient use of resources was exposed. In 2007, $13 billion was being allocated to a program which had not succeeded in reducing the gaps between the rich and the poor.   

· In Andhra Pradesh, India, citizen audits have uncovered over $25 million in fraud and theft. To date, a fifth of it has been recovered. 

These examples from G20 member states illustrate the need to continue promoting fiscal transparency. Furthermore, the examples illustrate the key role that civil society can play in improving budget allocation and resource efficiency, thereby promoting development. 

The opportunity: the Global Initiative for Fiscal Transparency (GIFT)

BTAP calls upon the G20 member states to commit to fiscal transparency by participating in the GIFT (www.fiscaltransparency.net) platform and to support and encourage the participation of those countries which are in need of greater budget transparency, accountability and participation. It is important to highlight that by promoting a global norm, the instrument is targeting all countries and not only those which are below the minimum standards.

States participating in the GIFT platform will reap the benefits of advancing budget transparency, accountability and participation. The examples above have illustrated how civil society has helped to realize some of these benefits through campaign work. However, there are numerous benefits recognized by states themselves:

•
In 2008, Nigeria’s Finance Minister stated that revenue transparency helped to boost Nigeria’s credit rating and to increase foreign direct investment by $6 billion a year in the oil sector and $3 billion a year in the non-oil sector. More recently, Nigeria’s government estimated that revenue transparency laws and an end to tax loopholes save the country about $780m a year. 

•
According to a recent European Commission Communication on Open Data, the European Union member states could generate a total $48.7 billion a year in economic gains by making data more publicly available.

Through the adoption of GIFT’s 10 High-Level Principles on Fiscal Transparency, Participation, and Accountability, which set the guidelines for the type of information and actions that governments should undertake, countries would be able to advance fiscal transparency, strengthen oversight institutions, while promoting citizen participation throughout the budget process. While many G20 states have expressed interest in these initiatives individually, implementation and mutual advantage would be improved by a multilateral approach supported through the G20 forum.
The Global Movement for BTAP (www.globalbtap.org)
The Global Movement for Budget Transparency, Accountability and Participation (BTAP) is a movement of activists and organizations working on public finance and budget accountability in over fifty countries around the world. The Movement is committed to advancing budget transparency, accountability and participation agenda because inclusive and open public budgets are critical to achieving development and economic growth. 

BTAP was launched in November 2011, through its first Global Assembly in Tanzania, where the Dar es Salaam Declaration on Budget Transparency, Accountability and Participation was adopted. Currently, the Movement has over 100 member organizations and 12 international non-governmental organizations. 

BTAP believes that public budgets are raised through citizens’ contributions and the income generated by public assets. For this reason, public budgets must be transparent, meaning that all information related to the way in which public money is raised, allocated, spent and accounted should be made available to the general public in an accessible, timely and comprehensible way. Furthermore, the founding belief of our movement is that participation in the decisions related to public budgets is a fundamental right and responsibility of all citizens. For this reason, the budget processes must be inclusive, ensuring open and ample opportunities for all citizens to fulfill their right to know about, participate in, and influence all decisions with regard to the collection, allocation and management of public funds.

