Meeting Minutes

Esquel Foundation Civil Society Task Force

The Summit of the Americas In Focus
"Fighting Corruption and Increasing Transparency: Economic and Political Priority for the Hemisphere"
Ramon Daubon, Task Force Coordinator, opened the first Summit of the Americas In Focus meeting and introduced speakers. Richard Soudriette, IFES President, welcomed participants and participants introduced themselves. Mr. Daubon reminded everyone that the speaker’s and participant’s remarks constitute their own personal views and do not necessarily reflect the views of their organizations or affiliations. 

Ambassador John Maisto, National Summit Coordinator

Amb. Maisto welcomed participants to the Summit of the Americas in Focus meetings. He expressed his hope that this forum becomes an integral part of the Summit of the Americas process. He explained that the National Summit Coordinator is responsible for: (a) effectively implementing the Summit of the Americas agenda and (b) ascertain what the Summit agenda should be in the future. He asserted that this forum is a key resource to accomplish these goals. He exhorted participants to engage in discussion and provide ideas to improve the Summit process and its agenda. He explained that the Summit process is about what goes on between Summit meetings. He believes this forum can be a model for the rest of the hemisphere on how civil society can productively engage in the Summit process. 

Kathleen Hamann, Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, Department of State

Mrs. Hamman explained that her bureau has a four-pillar approach for working with foreign governments: 

1) Unite governments under common anticorruption commitments – the multilateral pillar.
2) Help governments meet or exceed those commitments – the bilateral pillar.
3) Mobilize popular will and private sector action – the public diplomacy pillar. 
4) Lead by example – the mutual pillar.
She believes countries agreed upon fantastic commitments in the Nuevo Leon declaration. For example, the transparency clause states: “We agree to hold consultations in the event that adherence to our shared transparency and anticorruption objectives, as articulated in the Inter-American Convention Against Corruption, is compromised to a serious degree in any of our countries.” Great commitments are the beginning but follow-up mechanisms are very important to ensure that those commitments are followed. Mrs. Hamman explained there are meetings in April (DC) and July (Managua) to discuss, among other things: (a) acceleration and full funding of follow-up mechanisms with an expected completion on 2010, (b) the transparency clause, (c) improve mutual legal assistance, (d) asset recovery, (e) increase civil society’s participation in the follow-up. One important commitment is the no safe-haven clause in which countries commit to deny entry to officials that have participated in corruption. This commitment also includes repatriation of assets, providing mutual legal assistance and granting extradition. The President of the United States issued a declaration in which it restricts entry into the United States “of certain persons who have committed, participated in, or are beneficiaries of corruption in the performance of public functions where that corruption has serious adverse effects on international activity of U.S. businesses, U.S. foreign assistance goals, the security of the United States against transnational crime and terrorism, or the stability of democratic institutions and nations.” Mrs. Hamman concluded that the U.S. government has a very ambitious agenda, however it is very serious about implementing it. She will welcome any suggestions from participants to improve this strategy. 

Patrick Kilbride, Council of the Americas 

Mr. Kilbride explained that his organization has been more involved with the FTAA and NAFTA agreements. He asserted that business is inserted in a country’s society and it cannot thrive in an unhealthy society. He believes that businesses require law and regulations to be: transparent, predictable, and consistent. He explained that, in general, free trade agreements are portrayed as having an economic effect on countries. Nevertheless, he contends that this is just a part of it. Trade agreements define how governments do business and this influences other processes, it creates transparency and openness to the rest of society. He clarified that although trade agreements help in building transparency, this does not happen without citizens’ involvement in the process. 

Diane Kohn, Transparency International (TI)
Mrs. Kohn explained that the Summit process issues multi-government declarations, which makes them by nature vague. Civil society helps in reducing the vagueness and defining what each commitment means. Mrs. Kohn asserts that is important to strengthen the follow-up mechanisms. She believes that peer reviews coupled with self-reviews and civil society involvement is a good mechanism to track progress. One of the biggest flaws with the current system is that it takes a long time, for instance, the current review won’t be completed until 2006 -- 9 years later. She also believes there is concern with the transparency of the mechanisms since only 17 countries made their responses public. The value of the mechanism consists of making the information accessible to the public. Civil Society’s role is not to embarrass governments with this information, but rather, bring value and help with the implementation and compliance of Summit commitments. She added that relying solely on reports does not provide an effective monitoring mechanism. Reading reports do not substitute talking to the people that are living and implementing the commitments. Finally, she asserted that while the no safe haven clause is important it will not produce results if leaders are not held accountable to follow it. 

Keith Henderson, International Foundations for Election Systems (IFES)

To start off the discussion, Mr. Henderson asserted that a pressing question is how to promote an accountable and transparent monitoring process. There is no doubt that enhancing civil society capacity for monitoring the implementation of Summit commitments is an essential component, but how can we do that. Donors, governments, businesses, and civil society itself, have not stepped to the plate in answering these questions -- they can do more. Is it possible for stakeholders to provide the resources so civil society can effectively participate in the monitoring process? What else can we do to promote civil society’s participation in the process? 

Discussion

Answering Mr. Henderson’s question, Mrs. Hamman asserted that the US government does as much as it can to promote civil society’s involvement. US officials have also spoke with governments to promote information sharing with civil society. She explained that the US is following the Canadian model to encourage governments to disclose reports. 

Mrs. Kohn asserted that site visits to monitor are crucial to track real progress. She had positive experiences doing this with the OAS but they are severely understaffed. Mrs. Kohn explained that the slowness in the monitoring mechanisms is not unique to the Summit process. The OECD and other Inter-American initiatives have the same problem. For small countries keeping up with all this monitoring becomes a burden, thus it is necessary to integrate reporting mechanisms.  

Amb. Maisto explained that it is important to promote the engagement at the country level of local groups (i.e., professional associations, universities, etc) in the monitoring process. He asserted that Uruguay is very interested in the corruption theme and they want to make it central to the Summit process. Engaging effectively with this theme requires time and country involvement. Related to Amb. Maisto’s remarks, Mr. Daubon asserted that holding meetings at the country level does not require a lot of money, but it does require the commitment and effort of each country. 

A participant raised his concern about the relationship between drugs and corruption. He stated that drug trafficking is very difficult to deal with and there is a failure to recognize that drugs are a very important part of corruption. Mrs. Hamman explained that you should not conceptualize corruption in stovepipes. Corruption is interrelated to a number of variables and it also crosses national borders.  This conceptualization requires a whole new approach to fight corruption that the US is trying to bring about. 

Another participant was interested in knowing more about how integrity pacts function and other measures to prevent corruption. Mrs. Kohn explained that transparency pacts ensure transparency in procurement. Corporations sign a document committing to not provide bribes and that they will report if any corporation is providing bribes to win contracts. This commitment builds accountability in the procurement process. She asserted that Chile’s Free Trade Agreement and the Central America Free Trade Agreement have excellent procurement chapters. Mrs. Kohn added that there are some preventive measures that will bring about results. Mexico, for instance, has an ethical enforcer program where they are educating citizens on how they contribute in creating an atmosphere that condones corruption. Other programs promote a culture of lawfulness and raise awareness on the societal costs of corruption. These programs that make a culture of lawfulness an integral part of citizens’ values will make a difference in the long run. 

Mr. Daubon thanked participants, Deputy Summit Coordinator Steve Liston for organizing the panel and IFES as the host, and the meeting was adjourned at 10:30am. 

