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Why 
transparency and 
informational openness?
P

olitical parties are fundamental institutions of democracy: they promote citizens’ participation in democratic life; they contribute to the integration of national representation; and, as citizen organizations, they make citizens’ access to public power possible. For that reason, strengthening parties and restoring confidence between citizens and political parties are vital tasks that cannot be postponed. The solidity and stability of democracy and the governance of the political system are built on the relationship between representatives and those they represent, a link which in Colombia—as in many countries in the region—has been deteriorating. This deterioration has generated a crisis that affects the model of representation and the way politics is practiced.

R

ebuilding ties between citizens and political parties requires a sophisticated and long-term approach that includes the modification of parties’ public images and a renewed consensus about the values upon which political institutions are built.

Transparency in political parties can contribute to rebuilding confidence through real informational openness that dispels suspicions about political behavior and broadens citizen participation, as well as by consolidating a culture of accountability that restores the essence of the representative-constituent relationship.

Political parties can take the first step on this path even before new citizen demands or concerns arise. However, reconstructing the bridges of representation can only be achieved by working with society, which will enable the rebuilding of fundamental ethical agreements that make a political culture democratic, pluralistic and participative. Only when this social atmosphere has been reconstructed can transparency actively make a difference and serve as a competitive advantage for political parties as well as an imperative for conducting politics.

In this guide, we present nine keys for transparency and informational openness that political parties can adopt as guiding principles, and that civil society organizations and all citizens can use as basic parameters or guidelines to evaluate parties’ actions.

Nine keys
to transparency and
informational openness
	1
	Implement mechanisms that guarantee informational openness and integrity.

	2
	Accountability: Those exercising power and making decisions representing others should be accountable

	3
	Exceed legal requirements and work with citizens toward a new political culture.

	4
	Instill a culture of transparency, openness and oversight in the party’s authorities, officials and candidates.

	5
	Apply principles and best practices of order, rationality and transparency in the management of financial resources.

	6
	Implement principles of transparency and flow of information in all party decision-making structures.

	7
	Create internal structures and mechanisms for oversight, control and imposition of penalties.

	8
	Present truthful, complete, timely, accessible and relevant information to the public using modern media.

	9
	Commit in a real and effective way to consistency and coherence between discourse and action on transparency.


	1
	Implement 

mechanisms that 

guarantee informational openness 

and integrity


A political party that decides to work within the framework of transparency should consider informational openness and integrity as the core of party transparency and as two sides of the same coin.

I
nformational openness responds to the right of citizens to access complete, timely, sufficient and relevant information about political parties’ activities as the principal actors in the representative-constituent relationship.

Integrity constitutes a means of preventing corruption and establishing basic ethical standards for parties’ internal conduct as well as their relationships with society.

Transparency is a political concept that has appeared on the public agenda in many countries, and that has recently been directly linked to the availability and provision of information, openness, and public access. However, the concept of transparency as an anti-corruption tool is broader than this. In that context, transparency implies integrity as the guiding principle of public conduct, implying the existence of a set of responsibilities including appropriateness, honesty, probity, accountability and legality, among others.

Understood in this way, transparency is based on the logic of the relationship of representation. Having the power to decide for, and in the name of, another creates the implicit obligation of accountability and implies the assumption of responsibility. This principle, basic in private representation, has been lost in the public representative-constituent relationship, due in part to the increase in passive, distant, and uncritical delegation that has lacked objective guidelines for voter oversight of their representatives and public officeholders in general.
Transparency plays an essential role in the battle against corruption. The creation of objective and verifiable standards of conduct and the increased openness of public administration increase the costs of corruption, deactivating the incentives created by an environment of opaqueness and discretion. Moreover, transparency favors oversight of administration in multiple directions: oversight of parties by citizens, the media and civil society and, at the same time, oversight conducted by parties themselves of their members performing public functions.

Party transparency begins through the disclosure, availability and release of information, not as an end in itself, but as an indispensable tool for the exercise of the monitoring of legality, financial auditing and the initiation of political responsibility.

Political parties and movements can create and begin to implement appropriate norms, procedures, mechanisms and tools to increase the level of transparency in their administration. There are three central areas of party activity: internal procedures, accountability, and party and campaign financing.
	2
	Accountability: Those exercising power and making decisions representing others should be accountable


Accountability is one of the pillars sustaining any relationship of representation, whether public or private.

T

he concept of accountability is based on the responsibility of those exercising power and making decisions in the name of others, who are correspondingly subject to oversight of their actions. To be accountable is to report, justify, and explain what was done, how, and why. Accountability permits the oversight, analysis and evaluation of the actions of a person or institution, with the goal of approving or disapproving them. Accountability, responsibility and oversight are central elements of modern democracies that derive from the idea of representation.

Political parties can and should be transparent in their accountability processes. Transparency is the basis for rebuilding the confidence of party members, in particular, and, more generally, rebuilding the confidence of all citizens.
Traditionally, accountability in political parties centered on the relationship between party authorities and party members. Executive or leadership bodies were accountable to their respective assemblies and internal governing structures. In turn, the public officeholders elected as representatives of the party would inform party structures about their actions.

The growing concern about the effects of corruption on political parties and the state, and the search for antidotes to corrupt practices—which diminish not only the quality of democracies, but also the overall economic development of countries and the well-being of their citizens—shifts the focus to a much broader type of accountability and informational openness.

Accountability specifically includes the management of financial resources by parties and candidates. Generally, party rules and statutes establish parties’ obligation to be accountable for their own financial management and that of the campaigns conducted by their candidates. However, financial accountability cannot be the exclusive domain of electoral authorities, nor limited to the specific periods at which it is demanded by law or regulation; it should also consider citizens to be important and ongoing recipients of this information.

To be appropriately accountable, parties should first establish a system of accounting, recordkeeping and verification of financial information and internal control that not only facilitates the timely and appropriate presentation of financial statements and accounting reports to oversight institutions as required by law, but that also enables them to reasonably and efficiently administer their resources, whether of public or private origin. (See key 5)
To fulfill the objectives of transparency, parties’ financial accountability should not be considered and regulated as the mere bureaucratic formality of keeping more or less detailed records of financial transactions. It is necessary to distinguish between the requirements of accounting validity for an account balance or statement, on one hand, and the depth, clarity, detail and accessibility required of information that can make political finance more democratically transparent, on the other.
The quest for transparency in modern political party conduct should pay special attention to the issue of the accountability of party authorities as well as of party members who have been elected or designated to represent the party in performing public functions or holding public office. The information should be directed not only at party members and sympathizers, but also at all interested citizens, the media, and civil society organizations. Broadening the audience creates a new focus on the process of communication—both of the message and the means and procedures for communicating.

	3
	Exceed legal requirements and work with citizens toward a new political culture


Modernizing and strengthening political parties requires much more than the simple drafting of statutes.
R

ules are only the first step toward achieving the desired objectives; they act as incentives to change political culture, but cannot alone achieve this change.

To become part of and rooted in the political culture—the system of political values, principles, conduct and attitudes—transparency should transcend laws and statutes. Culture is key to transparency; a more transparent society demands more transparency of its parties.

Additionally, a true commitment by political actors and all citizens is necessary for the construction of new basic consensus and new ways to practice politics. Without this commitment, experiments in legal and constitutional engineering can continue, but they will not effect true changes in political practices.

In cultural contexts where transparency is not valued, there are few incentives for parties to change their operating practices. In this sense, there is an important field of action for parties to work with citizens to construct new values. This is a complex task, above all because the payoff for this commitment cannot be observed in the short term. If society does not value transparency, and if all behave accordingly, why should the party initiate a process of informational openness and integrity? This is an ongoing dilemma of collective action. The response to this question is linked to the ethics of the principles and the understanding of politics held by each party.
In this way, among others, parties may be able to regain citizens’ confidence and reposition themselves as central actors in building twenty-first century democracy. They will not regain their former position by returning to the formulas of the past. In the era of social networks and immediate and continuous citizen participation, openness appears to be an imperative, as a two-way street which simultaneously permits citizens to access information and provides the party with a rich flow of feedback. These changes will not be easy, but political parties should not miss this opportunity.
	4
	Instill a culture of transparency, openness and oversight in the party’s authorities, officials and candidates


It is important to promote practices of transparency and informational openness within political parties.

P

olitical practices and party administration can be adjusted in conformity with rules of transparency that are ultimately consolidated as best practices. It is necessary to convert transparency into an everyday aspect of party culture.
Practices of periodic reporting, auditing and informational openness contribute to the flow of information and increase the potential for participation and oversight of conduct and management, without which transparency does not pass from words to reality.

Despite any formal safeguards that are adopted, and the formal correctness and rationality of procedures, little progress will be made if the party’s authorities, officials and candidates do not adopt a culture of transparency, openness and oversight.

The construction of a true culture of transparency within political parties demands ongoing consistency between the discourse and action of party leadership. On occasion, organizations implement transparency rules and standards but relegate their implementation to a bureaucracy, leaving space for the old practices of concealment and secrecy and generating contradictory signals that undermine the possibility of “normalizing” a culture of transparency.

A change in party culture demands sustained work over time as well as political will. If a party is not willing to respect its self-imposed regulations for internal transparency, it is better not to establish them. Failure to comply with rules that do exist constitutes yet another reason for the lack of confidence in political parties.
	5
	Apply principles and best practices of order, rationality and transparency in the management of financial resources


Transparency is essential in political finance, as an element that safeguards the quality of democracy and the authenticity of the representative-constituent relationship.

P

arty and candidate transparency regarding financial resources includes both the origin and destination of funds. It should permit citizens to cast an informed vote and facilitate oversight of public administration.

Transparency contributes to improving the quality of the democratic process by:

· Improving the quality of information possessed by the voter/citizen.

· Helping to identify links between politicians and interest groups, and making it possible to confirm the consistency and coherence of the party’s discourse.

· Generating incentives to avoid corrupt conduct within the party or, at least, increasing the cost of such conduct.

· Enabling citizens and the authorities to verify the party’s compliance with financial laws and regulations, which can increase the party’s legitimacy.

· Generating incentives for mutual oversight among political parties.

· Providing input and guidelines for the evaluation of the decisions of party members elected to public office.

It is more important for the quality of the democratic process for parties to be transparent about the source and destination of the funds with which they and their candidates finance their activities, rather than to establish limits and restrictions which are difficult to apply and monitor.

It is necessary to provide information to citizens regarding donors to each candidate and party. The disclosure of this information in a complete and timely fashion makes it possible for citizens to cast informed votes and will generate incentives for parties to monitor each other and adjust their conduct to conform to legal provisions and the demands of public opinion.

Transparency regarding the source and destination of funds facilitates oversight and generates incentives for proper financial management. This is important because the potential for parties to monitor their own finances and their candidates’ campaign finances can be limited.

Political finance laws and regulations in any country do not aim to suffocate parties in a tangle of costly—and often inefficient—bureaucratic procedure. Rather, they attempt to apply the principles of order, rationality and transparency to the management of funds, which include significant amounts of public funds originating in tax-payers’ pockets.

Adaptation of party structures responsible for administering resources
The structures responsible for the processes of decision-making, implementation and internal oversight of financial decisions should be adapted by taking into account the following principles, among others:

· Separation of functions

· Clarity in assigning responsibilities

· Simplicity and efficiency of procedures

· Efficient implementation of decisions

· Wide-ranging transparency regarding the origin and destination of party and candidate funds

· Timely and efficient oversight of administration
Organization of accounting and information systems
These systems should be organized such that public authorities and citizens can access relevant information, in accordance with the financial regulations governing parties and campaigns. The accounting system should facilitate the creation of a truthful and exhaustive record of all of the party’s financial transactions, assets, and administration of resources, as well as the financing of the campaigns conducted by the party’s candidates.
This complete summary of the finances of the party and its candidates should contain all of the information legally required, and at a minimum, the following records should be available to citizens through visible and easily accessible means:

Records of private contributions to the party. All records should have the following information: Individual or corporate name of the contributor, other identifying documentation, place of residence, date, number and other information regarding the receipt issued, with identification of the party’s bank account, and the amount provided (if in cash) or description and value of the good or service (in the case of in-kind contributions).

Records of public contributions to the party. These records include income from public funds, indicating the amount, date of receipt, and bank account in which they were deposited.

Records of the party’s ordinary expenses. These records should include all of the party’s costs, indicating the date, total amount, complete identification of the provider of the good or service or the recipient of the funds, information regarding the corresponding receipt, and destination of the funds.

Records of the income and expenses of the campaigns conducted by the party’s candidates. The purpose of these records is to publicize donations and other income received by campaigns, indicating the name of the donor or source of income, the amount received, and campaign expenses. This information should be made available to citizens before candidate debates take place.

The party should, additionally, create an organized and accessible mechanism for filing supporting documentation, which can include the creation of electronic records to ensure the retention of the information.

Only in this manner will it be possible to be accountable in a complete and appropriate fashion for the management of party and campaign finances.

Despite the fact that the publication and broad disclosure of information implies a significant transition in the practices of political organizations, some Colombian political parties are beginning to take important steps in publishing internal party and campaign financial information. These good practices should encourage others to take the same steps which, ultimately, will result in greater citizen confidence in political parties.

	6
	Implement principles of transparency and flow of information in all party decision-making structures


Transparency in party procedures, when conceived as a prerequisite for integrity, implies a series of principles, regulations and practices regarding the management of funds and resources, but also regarding the processes for designating party officers and selecting candidates, the party’s leadership and administration, the relationship between party leaders and members and the activity of the party in general.

W

ithout attempting an exhaustive list, internal party transparency assumes the presence of the following conditions, among others:

· Clear rules
· Respect for and application of the rules

· Circulation of information among members and the party’s various governing structures

· Effective participation by party members

· Democratic procedures for the election of party officers, selection of candidates and administration of the party

· Accountability for actions and administration, both within the party and in public 

· Administration of financial resources using the criteria of probity and legality

· Guaranteeing the right of access to information

· Regulation and oversight of potential conflicts of interest

· Impartial and efficient oversight mechanisms

Implementation of tools to promote the flow of information
Organizing transparent processes within political parties necessarily implies the implementation of a series of mechanisms promoting the flow of information between a party’s various structures and its members. Modern communication tools facilitate the process and reduce the costs of making information available. The majority of Colombian political parties already have websites that facilitate access to and circulation of essential information regarding the party’s structure and activities.

In some cases, in addition to the creation and continuous updating of their websites, Colombian political parties have moved toward the creation of diverse means of providing information to citizens. Examples include online bulletins, electronic and print magazines and brochures with relevant information about the party.

However, much more is required. An institutionalized political party requires that its various central and local structures operate in a harmonic and coordinated fashion. For this purpose, the party should organize flexible internal mechanisms that permit the sharing of information. The flow of information presupposes multidirectional exchange that facilitates feedback loops within decision-making processes.

It is also important that administration and decision-making processes be transparent, facilitate the participation and deliberation of the relevant officers and be adequately publicized to party members. Achieving this flow of information means overcoming various customs or traditions in party conduct that promote secrecy and opacity as a condition for the accumulation of internal power and control of party structures. It is common to hear complaints from members and leadership at the local level that party leadership only actively contacts and communicates with members during electoral processes.

Development and release of administrative information regarding the party’s public officeholders
Information about the party’s officeholders is a central element both for parties’ organizational institutionalization as well as the strengthening of their status as political actors in citizens’ eyes. This information on the party’s administration should include periodic and detailed reporting by party members who hold public office, especially those in elected positions. Although parties make greater attempts today to inform citizens about the party’s representatives in public office, parties’ monitoring of their representatives should be further strengthened and made more systematic, and its findings better communicated to citizens.

The model of delegative democracy that has evolved in Latin America has reduced the obligation to be accountable for public administration by “liberating” elected officials from their campaign promises, platforms and—often—the basic principles set forth by the party that served as their vehicle for gaining power. Demands for accountability in public administration promoted by or through the party will function as a form of oversight and also can serve, if the principles of transparency are applied, as a basis for relegitimizing parties to exercise political power.
	7
	Create internal structures and mechanisms for oversight, control and imposition of penalties


To guarantee transparency in political party operations, parties should have their own oversight structures.

P

olitical party oversight is implemented from two perspectives: externally, corresponding to governmental bodies charged with the application of political party law, as well as those that regulate electoral processes; and internally, by bodies that form part of the party’s own structure. The principal findings of all of these bodies should be made known to citizens.
The relationship between these two types of oversight has not always been harmonious. Many see the intervention of state oversight as inappropriate interference in party affairs. Others think that external intervention in party conflicts constitutes a more effective safeguard for transparency in party processes. In particular, in countries where state oversight bodies enjoy prestige and citizen confidence, party leaders see their intervention as an impartial way to resolve internal conflicts.

The effective implementation of rules and procedures for transparency is central in changing the nature of political practices and party administration. The main objective of establishing oversight and control structures for various aspects of party operations is to achieve a more transparent, democratic and faithful application of relevant laws and regulations.

Determining conditions for the configuration, duties and actions of internal oversight structures
Laws and internal party statutes should provide for structures headed by persons with professional qualifications and the independence necessary to implement the work.

Four conditions are essential if the actions of these structures are to help safeguard politics from improper conduct and make parties more transparent and trustworthy:
1. Independence of the party’s internal oversight structures from political power or the party leadership.

2. Wide-ranging authority for the oversight structures to conduct their duties.

3. Adequate technical capacity and infrastructure.

4. The publication of information about the actions and principal findings of internal oversight structures.

Operation of internal control systems
The goal of internal control systems is to ensure the rational administration of resources; verify the accuracy of financial information and its correlation with the corresponding supporting documentation; facilitate oversight of the legality of party actions; and guarantee, in general, the transparency of party administration.

A good system of internal control requires the establishment of a series of regulations and procedures to ensure transparency and probity in the management of funds, as well as proper accounting for transactions and the organization of a dependable system for the provision of information to support each transaction. Each party authority or official, regardless of whether he or she is responsible specifically for accounting, is responsible for complying with these regulations and procedures within the scope of his or her authority.
A political party should consider some basic elements in designing its internal control system:

· Clearly differentiated responsibility for decisions regarding financial transactions and the implementation of those decisions.
· Clear, simple and verifiable procedures for the deposit and withdrawal of funds and movement of assets.

· Development of standardized documentation for recording various financial operations.

· Ensuring qualified personnel and the provision of the necessary infrastructure for ongoing recordkeeping and oversight of financial management.

In addition to ensuring the existence of the necessary conditions for internal control structures to conduct their duties with discretion and independence, political organizations should communicate and publicize these bodies’ actions, decisions and findings. In this manner, parties will not only demonstrate their fulfillment of legal requirements; they will also send the message that these bodies are active and are fulfilling their duties of oversight and prevention.
	8
	Present truthful, complete, timely, accessible and relevant information to the public using modern technology


Effective informational openness has two components: content and procedure.

T

raditionally, the public’s access to information has been characterized by a more or less bureaucratic process that has imposed a process to request information in a particular office, with certain formal requirements, and in some cases requiring proof of legal standing of the person filing the request, the reasons for the request, or the intended use of the information. On many occasions, these procedures have served as barriers to accessing information.

Today, new technologies permit these bureaucratic processes to be overcome or, at least, require their use only for access to very specific information. Informational openness today signifies use of the Internet, which allows free or very inexpensive access that is easy, available to all—even in the context of the digital divide—and permanent. The Internet has permitted procedural barriers to accessing information to be bypassed and has promoted informational accessibility.

Informational openness requires certain characteristics in the information that is made available. Not just any set of information serves the purpose of informational openness. Transparency in political activity and party operations is not answering to some sort of unhealthy curiosity on the part of citizens, party members or the media. Transparency improves the quality of democracy itself and promotes objectives relating to representation and the oversight of administration.
Basic conditions for information presented by parties

· Truthfulness. Providing false information is misinforming.
· Clarity. The information should be precise and understandable to the average citizen. Without prejudice to the technical standards of certain types of data or reports, parties should always take into consideration that this information is meant for the people, not for specialists or experts.
· Timeliness. For example, informed voters should be able to access information on campaign finances and platforms prior to the election.
· Updates. Depending on the type of information available, parties should provide for its periodic review so that the information remains current. If the party does not update the information, the citizen will not use the party as a source and will turn to other sources.
· Relevance. Not just any information should be made available; the party should provide information that is truly relevant.
It is vital to pay proper attention to the design and functionality of webpages used as mechanisms for informational openness. They should be simple, attractive and accessible, facilitate personalized searches, and contain correctly functioning links. It is likewise necessary to maintain an almost permanent response team to process information received from users, redirect the request to the appropriate person and provide a response back to the user.
The evolution of Web 2.0 and the proliferation of social networks offer possibilities for interaction with users that parties can use to rebuild their links with citizens in general and, particularly, with youth—a sector of the population largely skeptical and uninterested in politics. Undoubtedly, a Twitter or Facebook message, or even an SMS, can today have more impact and generate collective action more efficiently than a television report.

The use of these new information technologies is not limited to political campaigns; they can be used as tools for ongoing participation, to gather data on public opinion and to generate engagement. In this sense, the communications strategy of U.S. President Barack Obama is a typical example—both in the 2008 election campaign and in the redesign of the White House communications strategy after his inauguration.

Although it may seem obvious, the key to the success of these strategies of transparency and openness lies in the maintenance of active and updated channels of communication and public dialogue. Nothing is more counterproductive than opening a channel of communication and then allowing it to stagnate, leaving it without content, or failing to react to citizens’ input.
	9
	Commit in a real and effective way to consistency and coherence between discourse and action on transparency.


Transparency can become a competitive advantage for parties and candidates.

H

ow much does transparency contribute to party strengthening from an internal and organizational perspective, and how much does it contribute from an external point of view, looking at its electoral performance and the party’s performance of public functions?

From the organizational point of view, transparency—understood broadly—contributes to improving the quality of administration, permits more informed participation of party members on the basis of equitable conditions for internal competition, and facilitates the actions of internal oversight structures.
The consolidation of a culture of transparency is fundamental to the idea of party democratization. Internal party democracy is unthinkable in a context of secrecy and opacity in administration, the lack of a flow of information, the absence of respect for established rules, etc. Internal democracy is not limited to the periodic election of party officials; it implies deliberation, debate, and oversight of the agenda. The only way of ensuring these criteria is by maintaining the flow of information.

The active implementation of the principles of transparency in party operations contributes to parties’ institutional consolidation. It generates an objectively regulated scope of interaction that can endure and exert effects beyond the terms of parties’ current leadership. The culture of secrecy is conducive to institutional weakness because it privileges agreements among leaders and personalistic leadership, impairing institutional consolidation.

Transparency contributes to improving a party’s electoral results or, at least, improves the people’s level of confidence in the party. Faced with citizens’ complaints regarding corruption in politics, some political parties are successfully using transparent administration as a means of differentiation and competitive advantage. This advantage is potentially even greater in societies that perceive transparency as a value, in which the increased legitimacy of parties that adopt transparent practices will likely be reflected in the results of electoral competition.
Reconstructing the bridges of representation can only be achieved by working with society, which will enable the rebuilding of fundamental ethical agreements that make a political culture democratic, pluralistic and participative.





transparency implies integrity as the guiding principle of public conduct.





To be accountable is to report, justify, and explain what was done, how, and why. Accountability permits the oversight, analysis and evaluation of the actions of a person or institution, with the goal of approving or disapproving them.





It is necessary to distinguish between the requirements of accounting validity for an account balance or statement, on one hand, and the depth, clarity, detail and accessibility required of information that can make political finance more democratically transparent, on the other.





A true commitment by political actors and all citizens is necessary for the construction of new basic consensus and new ways to practice politics





The construction of a true culture of transparency within political parties demands ongoing consistency between the discourse and action of party leadership





The accounting system should facilitate the creation of a truthful and exhaustive record of all of the party’s financial transactions, assets, and administration of resources, as well as the financing of the campaigns conducting by the party’s candidates�.





Political finance laws and regulations attempt to apply the principles of order, rationality and transparency to the management of funds.





It is common to hear complaints from members and leadership at the local level that party leadership only actively contacts and communicates with members during electoral processes.





In countries where state oversight bodies enjoy prestige and citizen confidence, party leaders see their intervention as an impartial way to resolve internal conflicts.





Each party authority or official, regardless of whether he or she is responsible specifically for accounting, is responsible for complying with these regulations and procedures within the scope of his or her authority.





Informational openness today signifies use of the Internet, which allows free or very inexpensive access that is easy, available to all—even in the context of the digital divide—and permanent.





Undoubtedly, a Twitter or Facebook message, or even an SMS, can today have more impact and generate collective action more efficiently than a television report.
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