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Summary	  of	  Accountability.	  Now.	  Coalition	  Roundtable	  Discussion	  
Wednesday	  April	  15	  

	   	   Washington	  D.C.	  

The first meeting of the Accountability. Now. coalition was held at the offices of the Global Initiative for 
Fiscal Transparency (GIFT). The agenda and a list of participants is set out in Appendix 1. This note is 
intended to provide a high-level summary of the meeting for the information of participants and others 
who were unable to attend. 

1. Campaign context  

• Alta Prinsloo outlined that IFAC has been promoting better public sector financial management 
for decades; more needs to be done to improve the adoption and implementation of International 
Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) as a means of improving transparency and 
accountability. 

• David Walker (who facilitated the roundtable) explained that “how you keep score” matters and 
that it is important for governments to take a longer term perspective – you need to have truth 
and transparency before you can expect the political system to engage in transformation. He 
stressed that it is important that accounting reforms are part of an integrated approach and that it 
is not about accounting but accountability – which is about performance, financial management, 
and intergenerational issues. David set out three key questions for the roundtable 

-‐ What do we want to accomplish? 

-‐ What are the key obstacles? 

-‐ What does success look like? 

• David invited the three guest speakers to provide their perspectives on why transparency and 
accountability by governments is a priority for them. 

i. Joseph Kraus from ONE provided the perspective of a global Civil Society Organization 
working to address extreme poverty and eradicate preventable diseases (mainly Africa), 
highlighting two key objectives of their transparency and accountability work: (a) domestic 
resource mobilization – making sure governments have the resources they need to deliver 
services; and (b) ensure that governments are transparent and held accountable for the use 
of public funds. He emphasized that before you can have meaningful transparency and 
accountability you need to have good information. He noted that based on the work of the 
International Budget Partnership, only two African countries (South Africa and Uganda) 
provide adequate budget information to their citizens. He indicated that the Sustainable 
Development Goals, currently under discussion by the United Nations, are important to 
influence to ensure these issues are given priority given the relevance of transparency and 
accountability in measuring and realizing those goals. 

ii. Paul Kazarian from Japonica Partners made a presentation (see Appendix 2 for slides), 
providing an investor’s perspective. He emphasized that investors need good numbers to 
support their decision-making; however, in many cases, such information from sovereigns is 
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lacking. However, there are forces fighting against improvements in transparency and 
accountability: 

-‐ Pervasive miseducation about the benefits of accurate financial information  

-‐ Key stakeholders not wanting transparency  

-‐ Creative accounting lies at the heart of many economic policy solutions 

-‐ Accountants are not at the table 

Accordingly, public debate is needed to surface these issues. 

iii. Ian Ball (Principal Advisor to IFAC) outlined the global landscape, noting that accrual 
accounting is no longer disputed as the appropriate basis for governmental accounting. 
IPSAS have traction and globally there is a clear shift to IPSAS.  He indicated that a lot of 
progress has been made on financial reporting by governments, but there were only limited 
examples of accrual accounting information being used for financial management. In many 
respects, improved transparency is seen as a threat by governments, which in part explains 
the resistance to accelerating accounting reforms. 

• David Walker summarized the input from guest speakers as follows: 

-‐ Improving transparency is often seen as providing key decision-makers in 
government with less flexibility and less creativity in finding policy solutions. 

-‐ Some influential commentators continue to argue that better accounting is not 
important for governments. 

-‐ Continued challenges around cost to implement, opportunity cost, and what 
benefits are likely to be realized. The impact of accrual accounting on lowering a 
government’s cost of capital is not well understood. 

-‐ Transparency as a means of facilitating accountability and building trust and 
confidence. There is a relationship between good information, good management, 
and good decision-making. Transformational changes require telling people the 
truth and creating a political basis to underpin such changes. 

-‐ It is clear that there is fear out there, and it is important for the campaign to identify 
the benefits of accrual accounting to overcome that fear. There are concerns that 
adopting accrual accounting, will enhance transparency of a government’s 
negative net worth and, as a result, have a detrimental impact on borrowing costs. 
Experience in countries like the UK demonstrates that not to be the case. 

2. What do we want to accomplish? 

• David summarized the objectives of the campaign as: 

-‐ Recasting what we want to accomplish within the broader benefits to a range of key 
stakeholders and society at large. 

-‐ Acknowledging public sector financial management is a crowded landscape with many 
actors and initiatives competing for space. It is therefore vital to position the campaign as 
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providing a key contributions to that effort. The campaign should provide an overarching 
objective that a number of actors can buy into – consistent with the nature of true 
coalitions. 

-‐ Emphasizing that it is about providing better financial information to ensure: better use of 
public resources; stronger accountability; promote value for money; sustainability of 
public finances; and consideration of intergenerational equity – the overarching objective 
of the campaign is to convince governments that they should move in this direction.  

3. What are the key obstacles? 

• It was widely accepted by the participants that there are some serious challenges that needed to 
be acknowledged if the campaign objectives were to be achieved.  

• Significant communication challenges. 

-‐ How do we animate key stakeholders? 

§ Need to stress the benefits – better financial management can lead to a stronger 
economy which in turn results in job creation and other opportunities. This requires 
a body of success stories, and examples of what could go wrong when decisions 
are not based on good information. Some of the perceived barriers could be 
addressed by doing a better job of selling the benefits. 

§ Power of information – information in the public domain can be powerful but it 
takes a considerable time to assemble, verify, and publish government financial 
statements. It is difficult to get attention and focus on longer-term fiscal 
sustainability issues. 

§ Political will – need to balance domestic considerations against international 
pressures. Government officials need to buy into why this is important and how this 
is relevant to the challenges they face in delivering public services. 

§ Need to mobilize domestic coalitions that include governments and the private 
sector. Civil society organizations could play a key role, and are more likely to be 
effective when their activities can be linked to an international agenda. 

-‐ How do you make the message accessible and relevant to citizens? 

§ Need to increase significantly the level of understanding of financial reporting by 
governments. Even those that are interested struggle to understand the 
information, and what conclusions to draw from it. Need to utilize the power of 
telling stories to communicate the benefits and risks. Need to get away from 
technical language (do not lead with accrual accounting or IPSAS); reframe 
language to make it relevant to people’s daily lives (value for money; sustainability; 
intergenerational issues, etc.); target the media; create a hook to current events 
and help people make the connections, etc. It would be important to reach not only 
policy makers, but also ordinary people; and to consider how technology could be 
used to disseminate and make information more understandable. 
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§ Indexes are very effective in capturing people’s attention – focus should be on the 
end game, i.e., meaningful transparency that leads to greater accountability. 
Ratings agencies find indexes particularly helpful in forming a view about 
governments. For example, consider developing a report card for governments that 
assesses three dimensions: quality of financial reporting; accessibility of 
information; and use of financial information for accountability. 

-‐ Why should this be a priority for low-income countries? 

§ Given the competing demands on low-income countries to address economic 
development issues, it is important to explain why and how accrual accounting is a 
necessary part of that. For example, it would be difficult to manage public finances 
and promote sustainable public services without good financial information. 

§ Need to be clear about what the transition involves and what resources are needed 
to improve the current state of government accounting in low-income countries. 

-‐ Global message may be too abstract – may be more meaningful to use regional 
groupings to amplify the message, and help to create pressure for countries within the 
region to not fall behind. 

-‐ Important that this is not seen as advocating a new model – already have IPSAS and 
other frameworks, such as GFSM. The issue is adoption and implementation, and the 
question to governments should be: “Do you follow these international frameworks? If 
not, why not?” 

• Accrual accounting information is not used for decision making. There are examples of 
jurisdictions that have made significant investment in accounting reforms; however, it has not 
changed the behavior of politicians or government officials. Accounting and performance 
management need to come together, otherwise it remains a technical exercise that does not drive 
operations and decision making. Also, there is often a disconnection between budget information 
and ex post financial statements. 

• Fiscal transparency is a “public good,” but the “demand” for information is absent. Unlike 
the private sector, there are no “investors” calling for financial reports of governments. The 
accountancy profession has improved the “supply,” and now need to create the “demand.” There 
is not enough incentive for any individual or group to demand it. Regional pressure could help; for 
example, revenue sharing in the European Union has forced a level of transparency on member 
states. 

• Accrual accounting is not an end in itself. Sound financial information does not necessarily 
lead to better decision making. We need to better explain that decisions that do not take into 
account the longer-term may have implications for the financial condition of a government. 

• Expanding natural allies. Some allies, e.g., Supreme Audit Institutions, have been instrumental 
in IPSAS adoption. We need to identify and “educate” other allies, such as financial journalists 
with an interest in public finance. 
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• A top-down approach is not sufficient.  We cannot only focus on key decision-makers in 
government (top-down), as they may resist change. We also need to build grass-roots support, 
and have them calling for change (bottom-up). 

4. What would success look like? 

• Participants noted that if the campaign succeeded there would be: 

-‐ Improved fiscal transparency 

-‐ Stronger accountability 

-‐ Better use of public resources 

-‐ More comparability in the financial condition of governments 

-‐ Greater financial sustainability and more regard given to intergenerational equity 

• It would be important to recognize that audited accrual-based financial statements are only one 
part of public financial management. It does not automatically result in value for money, 
performance management, sustainability or longer-term financial stability, etc. 

• A strategy of “compliment and counsel” might be most effective way of realizing the campaign 
objectives, that is, evaluate what has been done and identify the benefits that flow from it, as well 
as consider the opportunity cost.  

5. Who needs to be engaged in the campaign? (see also Appendix 3) 

The participants discussed how we could grow the coalition to strengthen the impact of the campaign. 
The following additions were noted: 

• The private sector (including the investor community)  

• The International Integrated Reporting Council 

• Economist groups 

• Regional groupings, e.g., East African Community, etc. 

• Rating agencies  

• Organizations involved in the extractive industries, including Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative 

The coalition should target leading influential media outlets and Editorial Boards, e.g., The Economist, 
FT, and WSJ. 

Other key points made included: 

• Each coalition partner has its own mandate; and all partners have a common interest in 
promoting sound financial reporting by governments to achieve meaningful transparency and 
ultimately greater accountability and management of public sector resources. 

• There is no subscription and no obligation to commit resources. 
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• Coalition partners communicate and coordinate with campaign to the extent possible; publicly 
support the campaign; and – if possible – be named as coalition partners. 

6. What assistance can coalition partners provide? (action plan to follow) 

The participants indicated that they could assist the campaign in a number of ways: 

• Awareness raising 

• Surveys of current practice 

• Success stories/implementation experience 

• Access to existing networks 

• Participation in IFAC sponsored events 

• Research 

• Educational initiatives 

It was agreed that the coalition should meet periodically to review progress. 

It was also agreed to shift the focus from what we want to accomplish to how we accomplish it.  
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Appendix 3 – Growing the Accountability. Now. Coalition 

 
X = IFAC original list 
X = Suggestions from roundtable participants 
 

Organization Status (Please indicate if you contact and if you do, how 
we should approach them – eg introduction from you etc) 

Private Sector  

1. WEF Roundtable held with Big 6 CEOs.  WEF currently 
considering next steps 

2. Credit Rating Agencies Thomas Mueller-Marques Berger following up 

3. International Banks Jan Sturesson following up 

4. Institute of International Finance  

5. Business Roundtable  

6. Committee for Economic 
Development 

 

7. Chambers of Commerce  

8. Institute of Directors  

9. Institutional Investors  

10. Sovereign Wealth Funds  

11. Sovereign Wealth Fund Center  

  

Civil Society Organizations/Think 
Tanks 

 

1. Open Society (Soros Foundation) Initial contact made – further discussion as they develop 
their new strategic plan 

2. Oxfam Initial contact made 

3. Natural	   Resource	   Governance	  
Institute 

No contact made  

4. Publish	   What	   You	   Pay	  
International 

No contact made 

5. Action	  Aid	  International No contact made 

6. National Democratic Institute Initial contact made for event in Georgia 

7. Make Aid Transparent Initial contact made 

8. Truth In Accounting No contact made 

9. Overseas Development Institute Contact made and ideas for research being considered. 

10. Collaborative African Budget 
Reform Initiative 

Initial contact made 

11. IAAER Ongoing research work underway 
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12. Transparency International No contact made 

13. Commonwealth Association for 
Public Administration and 
Management 

Participated in 2014 conference, relationship established 

14. Comparative International 
Government Accounting 
Research 

IPSASB has a relationship with the network 

15. International Institute of 
Administrative Sciences 

IPSASB has a relationship with the network 

16. Peterson Institute for International 
Economics 

 

17. Adam Smith Institute  

18. Other Charitable Foundations  

  

International Organizations  

1. INTOSAI Under consideration by INTOSAI leadership 

2. UNCTAD/ISAR Contact made and dialogue ongoing.  Potential for joint 
project work. 

3. UN DESA Initial contact made and IFAC participation in conference 
in 2014 

4. UNDP Initial contact made 

5. Multi-lateral Development Banks All aware of the campaign 

6. WHO Under consideration 

7. Commonwealth Parliamentary 
Association 

World Bank has made an initial approach on our behalf – 
potential to participate in one of their conferences 

8. East and Southern African 
Association of Accountants-
General 

Initial contact made 

9. International Corporate 
Governance Network 

 

10. International Consortium on 
Governmental Financial 
Management 

 

  

Governments  

1. Ministry of Finance - Vietnam Initial contact made and keen to work with us 

2. Other governments – Brazil, 
Mexico, Philippines and South 
Africa active in Global Initiative for 
Fiscal Transparency (GIFT) 
Network 

 

3. OECD Countries Presentation made at OECD meeting of Senior Budget 
Officers (Accrual Network).  Potential to reach out to some 
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of those countries like South Korea who are innovating 

4. Aid Agencies (DfID, US AID etc)  

  

Regulators/Standard Setters  

1. International Organization of 
Securities Commissions (IOSCO) 

 

2. International Forum of 
Independent Audit 
Regulators (IFIAR) 

 

3. Extractive Industries 
Transparency Initiative (EITI) 

 

  

 


