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Anticorruption Efforts in 
Latin America 

Lessons Learned 

Peter DeShazo 

Introduction 
The transition from authoritarian to democratic government that characterized 
Latin American politics during the 1980s and 1990s underscored a glaring need 
for greater ethics and transparency in government. The military dictatorships that 
presided over many countries in the region were reviled not only for their often 
gross violations of human and civil rights, but also discredited for the widespread 
official corruption they engendered. As democracy was consolidated, the issue of 
corruption rose to the surface, fostered by more active civil society and an 
emboldened media. Previously relegated to hushed rumor and kept under wraps, 
corruption as a key societal problem became a topic of growing public debate in 
the region during the 1990s. The first Summit of the Americas in 1994 
highlighted the problem of corruption and provided the impetus for the 
negotiation and approval in 1996 of the Inter-American Convention Against 
Corruption, a binding instrument by which the signatories committed themselves 
to take a broad array of measures to combat corruption, including making changes 
in their national laws coordinating anticorruption initiatives on a multilateral 
basis. The convention, now ratified by 33 of the 34 member states of the 
Organization of American States (OAS), established a follow-up mechanism to 
encourage and measure compliance. Subsequent OAS General Assemblies and 
meetings of heads of state under the Summit of the Americas process further 
underscored the political commitment of member states to counter corruption. At 
both a government and public level, the issue of countering corruption attained 
very high visibility. 

By all indications, however, at best very modest progress has been made since 
the reestablishment of democratic rule to improve transparency and government 
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ethics in the region. While country after country experimented with liberal 
economic reforms during the 1990s—which often resulted in the privatization of 
state corporations, with billions of dollars changing hands in the process—
unbridled executive power and populist politics opened the door to widespread 
corruption. Evaluations by international organizations tracking levels of 
corruption and perceived corruption indicate that, despite widespread public 
concern, official corruption remains persistent in the region. The World Bank’s 
Worldwide Governance Indicators for 2006, released in July 2007, show only 
four Latin American countries (Chile, Uruguay, Costa Rica, and El Salvador) in 
the top half of the 212 countries rated for “control of corruption,” with five 
(Ecuador, Nicaragua, Honduras, Paraguay, and Venezuela) in the lowest quartile. 
Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index for 2006 paints an 
even more discouraging picture: only Chile and Uruguay score above 5.0 (on a 
scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the least corrupt), while seven countries in the 
region are under 3.0. 

Persistently high levels of corruption in the region not only undermine 
confidence in democracy and economic development but also weaken the ability 
of societies to defend themselves against crime and international security threats. 
The poor record in combating corruption engenders growing public satisfaction 
with the status quo, a driving force for reform, but also encourages populist 
leaders of an authoritarian bent, who rail against the system but once in power do 
little to promote ethics or transparency in government. Police corruption 
undermines law enforcement capability in many parts of the region, leaving states 
more vulnerable to criminal elements and international terrorism while lack of 
transparency in the administration of justice has broadly discouraged foreign and 
domestic investment. 

Given the importance of countering official corruption as a core variable in 
strengthening democratic governance in Latin America, the CSIS Americas 
Program held a conference on July 10, 2007, to examine the degree to which there 
has been progress, the obstacles holding back advances, and the measures that 
need to be taken to bring a higher degree of ethics and transparency to governance 
in Latin America. The conference was structured around a scene-setting 
presentation by a senior World Bank official, followed by a panel discussion of 
case studies of anticorruption efforts in Chile, Colombia, and Mexico, an analysis 
of the role of the Inter-American and UN anticorruption conventions, and a third 
panel discussion drawing conclusions on a regional basis. The audience for the 
conference included U.S. government officials and third-country diplomats, OAS 
officials, and representatives of international financial institutions, civil society, 
academia, think tanks, the business community, and the media. 

The presentations and discussions that took place at the conference are 
summarized in this report, as well as conclusions and recommendations for 
policymakers. 

The CSIS Americas Program wishes to acknowledge the generous support 
that the Open Society Institute provided to this project. 
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Opening Remarks 
Daniel Kaufmann, director for global programs and governance at the World 
Bank, opened the conference with introductory remarks about the challenge of 
fighting corruption in Latin America and the relationship between governance and 
development. 

Kaufmann prefaced his presentation by announcing that the World Bank’s 
annual report, Worldwide Governance Indicators for 2006, would be made public 
later in the day and that his references to it were embargoed until then. He 
stressed that any data on governance is subject to a margin of error and that a 
precise ranking of countries according to their levels of official corruption is 
fraught with problems—but that trends emerge to allow conclusions to be drawn. 
Corruption, he claimed, remains a key challenge to governance and democracy in 
the region. Democracy is “fragile but not endangered.” In general terms, progress 
in improving governance has been “stagnant—a sobering picture,” in contrast to 
improved macroeconomic conditions. But even on the economic side there should 
be no “irrational exuberance,” since the rate of job creation in the region has been 
slow, and little progress has been made in correcting the extremely high income 
inequality in Latin America. While the region has experienced strong growth 
since 2004, its rate of growth has lagged considerably behind the emerging 
markets of Asia. 

In terms of governance and progress against corruption, Kaufmann argued 
that there is no evidence of significant improvement, referring to the World Bank 
reports spanning the past 10 years. While there are important variations among 
the Latin America countries—with Chile, Costa Rica, and Uruguay scoring higher 
in the anticorruption and other key governance categories—a worrisome trend is 
emerging of lack of improvement in government effectiveness, regulatory quality, 
rules and practices governing procurement, accountability, the rule of law, and 
control of corruption. “Elite capture” by interest groups and the purchase of 
influence remain widespread, the result of the interface between financial and 
political elites. He also expressed concern that multilateral corporations behave 
differently in Latin America than they would in OECD countries, influenced by 
the local private sector. 

In terms of lessons learned from past experience, Kaufmann suggested that 
there is no “magic bullet” for fighting corruption, but what is instead needed is an 
integrated and multifaceted approach to institutional reform with careful 
monitoring efforts to assess whether progress is being made. Traditionally, 
anticorruption measures have focused only on the executive branch of 
government; greater attention needs to be spent on other branches of government, 
as well as on the institutions meant to track government performance. Demand-
side accountability stemming from the private sector, civil society and the media 
is essential. Good data is crucial in tracking anticorruption measures: if it cannot 
be measured, it cannot be controlled. 

Asked whether there is evidence of greater tolerance toward corruption in an 
environment of strong economic growth, Kaufmann suggested that there may be 
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some short-term links but that a much stronger linkage is between controlling 
corruption and longer-term investment and growth. Responding to another 
question about the World Bank’s data and methodology in measuring governance 
indicators, he responded that data comes from a wide variety of sources, services, 
experts, rating agencies, think tanks, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and 
stakeholders that reflect what is happening on the ground. These inputs are 
collated and conclusions drawn, always with the concern that implementation of 
regulations is essential because there are countries that have strong and 
manageable laws that go unenforced. Asked whether special commissions to fight 
corruption have been successful, Kaufmann responded that what often happens is 
that the special agencies created to fight corruption become the victim of elite 
capture themselves and that it is usually more effective to strengthen existing 
institutions rather than weaken government checks and balances by “balkanizing” 
regulatory bodies. The data, he stated, does not indicate that countries in the 
region have made significant improvements in their anticorruption efforts through 
the work of special commissions. 

For Kaufmann’s full report, see 
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/. 

Panel One: Case Studies—Colombia, Chile, Mexico 
The first panel, moderated by Gerald Hyman, senior adviser and president of the 
Hills Program on Governance at CSIS, examined anticorruption efforts in three of 
Latin America’s leading economies: Colombia, Chile, and Mexico. 

Colombia 
Rosa Inés Ospina, cofounder of Transparency International of Colombia, 
claimed that the case of Colombia is paradoxical: On the one hand, apparently an 
example of increasingly stronger state institutions; and on the other, persistent 
scandals involving government-related corruption. This seemingly contradictory 
situation, she claimed, stems from Colombia’s unique history as a democratic 
republic beset by unusual challenges to rule of law and security through the 
activities of violent extra-legal groups. 

Ospina traced the development of governance in Colombia from the time of 
the 1958 Frente Nacional power-sharing agreement between the liberal and 
conservative parties. This arrangement brought peace and stability to the country 
and contributed to the development of stronger public institutions, including an 
effective government bureaucracy. On the other hand, the Frente Nacional 
favored external controls over the function of the state by crowding out political 
opposition and reducing representation by other players, which in turn gave rise to 
the formation of illegal armed groups—leftist guerillas, narco-trafficking drug 
cartels, and paramilitaries that put strong pressure on legitimate state authority. 
While the Frente Nacional regimes after 1958 made an effort to control 
corruption and strengthen institutions, these extra-legal players, above all the 

http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/
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narco-traffickers, began to penetrate and undermine the institutions of 
government. 

Colombian administrations during the 1980s and 1990s presented a mixed 
picture. The Turbay and Betancur governments made substantial progress in 
simplifying bureaucracy, while the Barco administration enhanced the 
independence of the justice system. The Constitution of 1991 established new 
principals of control and transparency, laying out a broader legal basis for 
controlling corruption, and the Gaviria administration promoted stronger internal 
controls and civil service reform. On the other hand, the Samper government was 
plagued by charges of political corruption, including having received campaign 
contributions from individuals linked to narco-trafficking. 

If the mid- to late-1990s marked a low point in terms of official corruption in 
Colombia, conditions have subsequently improved. Like no other country in the 
region, Colombia has opened criminal investigations against “big fish” on charges 
of corruption and linkages to paramilitary groups—including governors and 
mayors, as well as members of Congress. Colombia’s score on Transparency 
International’s Corruption Perception Index has improved from 2.2 in 1991 (on a 
scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the best rating) to 4.0 in 2006—a “dramatic 
improvement” according to Ospina, although still with great need for 
improvement. Civil society in Colombia is highly developed and carefully 
measures government activity, serving as a strong lobby for better governance. In 
general, the administration of Colombia’s executive branch at the national level is 
the most acceptable, but with the decentralization of political power and 
resources, narco-traffickers and other illegal groups have focused attention on 
local government, resulting in state capture at the subnational level. Bribery is not 
the most serious problem but rather the very high degree of influence trafficking 
in both local and national government. 

In terms of lessons learned and a pending agenda, Ospina stressed the need for 
greater access to government information, much closer auditing of public 
contracting and greater use of e-procurement, a much better effort against 
trafficking in influence, which opens the door to a strong degree of state capture, a 
greater commitment to meritocracy in the bureaucracy, more vigorous oversight 
of Congress and local government, and better cooperation from the private sector 
in eliminating influence trafficking. President Alvaro Uribe, she claimed, has 
been “timid” in his approach to fighting political corruption. In sum, Colombia 
has been carrying out a “traditional anticorruption agenda” that, while it has 
produced more effective and responsive government, has yet to tackle the 
challenges of influence trafficking, especially at the local level, and conflicts of 
interest. 

Chile 
Miguel Peñailillo López, international consultant and former adviser on state 
reform to Chile’s Ministry of the Presidency, began his presentation by 
contrasting that country’s strong and sustained economic growth and trade-based 
economy with a persistently high GINI index (57.1) of social inequality. 
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Likewise, he suggested that Chile’s record on fighting corruption reveals some 
interesting counterpoints. International indicators (Transparency International, 
World Bank, etc.) give Chile very favorable marks for low levels of corruption, 
but the local perception is much less positive, with a “high public perception of 
official corruption.” While public opinion rates crime and unemployment as top 
areas of concern, polls often show corruption in third place. In one poll, 
respondents viewed nearly 50 percent of Chilean public servants as corrupt, 
although only 8 percent claimed they had ever witnessed a corrupt act by a public 
official. Public perception notwithstanding, it was not until 2003 that any 
government document in Chile used the word “corruption” to describe official 
wrongdoing. 

Peñailillo highlighted five key weaknesses related to corruption: 

 Political financing, where there is little transparency or control, 

 Influence trafficking, described as the “key factor” in Chile, far more 
prevalent than bribery, 

 Conflict of interest between public and private concerns, especially in the 
legislative branch of government, 

 Defense spending, which is conducted with little transparency, and 

 Hiring of public servants, without regard to transparent process. 

According to Peñailillo, there has been active discourse in Chile on the need 
for greater transparency in government, but concrete steps have only come in the 
wake of public scandals, with the government typically first denying that 
corruption has occurred and then letting the courts sort out the claims. Only when 
public outcry reaches a high level does the government take political steps, such 
as creating a special investigatory commission. Several forces have played an 
important role in promoting stronger anticorruption measures. Civil society is an 
important player, although Peñailillo judged it to be relatively weak overall. 
Political parties have been engaged, as well as congressional oversight on the 
executive branch. Chile’s important reform of the criminal justice system now 
fully in place nationwide has played an important role by empowering prosecutors 
as agents for anticorruption measures under the new accusatorial system. As a 
result, “kids are now going after big fish,” according to Peñailillo. In contrast, the 
private sector has not expressed much concern about corruption but rather 
engages in practices that lead to undue influence over public officials. 

While there is more transparency in government procurement and over 
government spending in general, several key areas require priority attention: 

 There is still no law providing access to public information. The Chilean 
government provides a great deal of information, but the public has no 
right to such information. 

 No effective regulations exist to govern political party financing. 

 Transparency is lacking in the contracting of public officials. 

 Standards for judicial ethics and transparency are lacking. 
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 The government needs to give greater emphasis to the anticorruption 
agenda. 

 Chile requires an entity responsible for government ethics. 

For Peñailillo’s full report, go to 
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/. 

Mexico 
José Octavio López Presa, former commission of the Federal Institute for 
Access to Public Information and former executive director of Transparency 
International of Mexico, argued that official corruption at the federal level has 
been combated fairly effectively. This process began during the 1980s, and with 
the 2000 election came a true turning point in terms of greater emphasis on the 
need for anticorruption measures. For the first time, President Vicente Fox put 
corruption at the forefront of his campaign platform, but the results of his 
presidency were “ambivalent.” Real progress was made in providing transparency 
in government activities and public access to information, but otherwise the 
administration oriented its anticorruption efforts in a manner little different than 
those of past regimes. The administration carried out an energetic media 
campaign to urge citizens not to pay bribes and put more teeth into punitive laws 
against corruption. The strong initial emphasis on fighting corruption produced a 
“catch 22” dilemma for Fox, however, because the topic received such high-
priority attention, shortcomings or corruption scandals had subsequently greater 
impact, making them more difficult to handle and even serving as a disincentive 
to “catch big fish.” 

Mexico’s freedom of information (FOI) law has worked well at the federal 
level, according to López Presa, with more than 200,000 requests for information 
filed since 2003. A key player in promoting freedom of information requests has 
been the media, which has been very active in using the law to denounce episodes 
of official corruption. However, there is little effective use of FOI laws at the state 
level, where there are no Internet-based systems, requiring those making FOI 
requests to do so in person. 

Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index reveals little 
change during the Fox administration, with Mexico scoring in the 3.5–3.6 range 
(on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the best). Transparencia Mexico conducted 
household surveys during the same period which estimated that corruption is a 
veritable tax on average Mexicans, costing the average household nearly 8 percent 
of its annual income. 

Looking forward, the administration of Felipe Calderón is focused on 
providing greater public safety, fighting crime, generating investment and 
employment to reduce poverty, and continuing to promote greater transparency in 
government and access to information. Key areas needing attention in countering 
corruption should are: 

 Political funding: The FOI should be used to better monitor spending by 
political parties. 

http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/
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 Government records: By law government entities in Mexico must store 
and make public its records, but there is no requirement to produce 
records. Without such rules, FOI requests have limited use. 

 Conflict of interest: This remains a difficult problem throughout 
government. 

 Government ethics: An ethics commission or office is needed to promote 
ethics standards in government. 

 Protection of whistleblowers: Punishment of whistleblowers is common. 

Calderón’s term in office will be a key period for democratic governance in 
Mexico. State capture is a core challenge in fighting corruption, especially 
regarding influence trafficking, above all at the state and municipal levels. 
Progress in the anticorruption agenda will have a significant effect on citizen 
confidence in government and would promote investment and economic 
development. 

For López Presa’s full report, go to 
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/. 

Panel Two: The Regional Application of the Inter-American 
Convention Against Corruption and the UN Convention 
Against Corruption 
Moderated by Eduardo Bertoni, executive director of the Due Process of Law 
Foundation, this panel examined the role that the work of international 
organizations such as the OAS and UN can play in promoting ethics and 
transparency. 

Jorge García González, chief of the Office of Judicial Cooperation of the 
OAS, discussed progress in implementing the Inter-American Convention Against 
Corruption. The convention was signed in 1996, an initiative promoted by the 
1994 Summit of the Americas Process. At the time of the drafting of the 
convention, international cooperation against corruption was a novel idea. 
Member states to the convention approved a follow-up mechanism (MESICIC) 
for the implementation of the convention to promote adherence to its terms and 
facilitate and strengthen international cooperation. At present, 28 states are party 
to MESICIC, which comprises two bodies, the Conference of States Parties and a 
Committee of Experts appointed by each state party. The OAS is the Technical 
Secretariat for MESICIC. Preparations for the first round of the MESICIC review 
began in 2002, focused on analyzing the legal framework for combating 
corruption in individual countries and the adequacy of legislation in terms of the 
convention and the results achieved by these rules. Civil society organizations 
participated in the review process by providing information and offering 
observations and proposals to states parties. After preliminary reviews and 
observations, a final report on each country was issued, as well as a hemispheric 
report in 2006 of the results of the first round, as a “state of the region” regarding 
implementation of the convention. 

http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/
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The hemispheric report of the first round of MESICIC recommendations 
revealed some important conclusions regarding anticorruption measures: 

 Conflict of interest: While many states regulate conflict of interest, less 
than half are implementing these rules. 

 Proper use of state resources: Considerable need for oversight and 
enforcement. 

 Monitoring of public administration: Few mechanisms for civil society to 
participate in oversight. 

 Government oversight: Great need to strengthen government capacity to 
monitor and oversee compliance with anticorruption measures. 

 Access to information: Greater access to public information needed in 
more than half of countries. 

 Asset reporting of public officials: Broad need to improve reporting 
requirements, check declarations, and follow-up. 

For García González’s full report, go to 
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/. 

Richard Werksman, former U.S. representative on the Committee of Experts 
to the MESICIC, described the similarities and differences between the Inter-
American (OAS) and UN anticorruption conventions. The UN convention has 
been signed by 140 countries and ratified by 94, including 19 of the 33 signatories 
of the Inter-American convention. Venezuela, Canada, and Jamaica have signed 
but not ratified. According to Werksman, the key differences between the UN and 
OAS conventions are in coverage and detail: the UN convention has 71 articles 
and the OAS only 28, but these differences do not imply contradictions between 
the two. He postulated that the OAS convention, approved nine years earlier, 
paved the way for the 2005 UN convention. 

In terms of similarities, both conventions cover standards of conduct, financial 
disclosure, transnational bribery, bank secrecy, public procurement, and civil 
society participation. Both conventions contain mandatory provisions and others 
that only require states parties to consider measures or “endeavor to establish” 
mechanisms. In both cases, the secretariats of the OAS and the UN are the 
coordinating bodies for promoting implementation of the conventions. 

Major differences between the OAS and UN conventions include size and 
scope, with the UN far broader, as well as level of detail. The UN convention 
deals more substantively with civil society participation, requiring states parties to 
promote active civil society participation, while the OAS convention only calls on 
them “to consider the applicability of mechanisms” for such participation. 
According to Werksman, none of the language on civil society in the UN 
convention is incompatible with the OAS convention. The UN convention 
specifically mentions access to information, which the OAS does not, and also has 
direct language on combating corruption in the private sector, where there is no 
counterpart in the OAS document. The UN convention also establishes a 
conference of states parties to advance the objectives of the convention, implying 

http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/
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automatic participation in the review process, while the OAS convention has a 
separate mechanism for participation in MESICIC. 

Beyond the UN/OAS convention comparison, Werksman outlined several 
areas requiring priority attention in order to more effectively combat corruption 
and promote greater transparency in the Americas: 

 Governments and civil society should place greater emphasis on 
generating political will among citizens to implement domestic laws and 
the terms of the conventions. In this regard, far greater emphasis should be 
placed on the benefits of transparency and good governance rather than 
the punitive aspects of fighting corruption. 

 There should be coordination between the work of MESICIC and the 
follow-up work of the UN convention, including coordination of topics for 
follow-up review. 

 Governments in the Americas must balance their growing legal 
commitments under the OAS and UN mechanisms with the need for 
practical plans to implement and enforce legislation. This leads to 
dilemmas when resources are limited; states parties should, therefore, take 
advantage of technical assistance from the World Bank and Inter-
American Development Bank to make best use of such resources. 

 Governments must consider civil society and nongovernment 
organizations as allies in their efforts to implement the OAS and UN 
conventions. The private sector, including chambers of commerce, need to 
participate in this process as it broadens to include private-sector 
corruption and public-private links. 

 Care should be taken not to exaggerate the scope of anticorruption efforts 
that would lead to raising public expectations unfairly. 

For Werksman’s full report, go to 
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/. 

Panel Three: Regional Analysis and Conclusions 
Moderated by Peter DeShazo, director of the CSIS Americas Program, the third 
panel provided regional analysis on anticorruption efforts and drew conclusions 
on needed future action. 

Nancy Boswell, president of Transparency International, USA, suggested 
“lessons learned” from anticorruption efforts in the Americas since the 1994 
Summit of the Americas and emphasized the role of civil society in this process. 
She postulated, as a starting point, that “we know what is needed” but that 
sufficient action has not been taken in the hemisphere. Key factors in moving 
ahead include government transparency, access to information, a free media that 
can assure such information, and broad citizen participation and public oversight 
of government. More information is required for citizens to be able to hold 
governments accountable; there should be greater emphasis on private-sector 
ethics; and the issue of “government capture” through influence trafficking should 

http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/
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be a larger concern. In general, the role of the UN and OAS conventions should 
be strengthened in the region. 

Boswell drew conclusions about the Inter-American convention: 

 There is scant evidence that the terms of the convention have been 
implemented. 

 The existence of the convention is not well known, and therefore few 
citizens in the region consider it to be of value. 

 The peer-review process of the follow-up mechanisms (MESICIC) is 
essential in putting the terms of the convention into practice. That requires 
that experts in the process be knowledgeable professionals free of 
government influence and that their recommendations be implemented. 

 Civil society needs to be present in the MESICIC review process. The 
recent case of the exclusion of Transparency International’s Venezuela 
affiliate from the review process underscores this weakness. 

 To be more effective in monitoring compliance with the convention, civil 
society needs more technical expertise, which international organizations 
can help provide. 

 If the convention is to be effective, international donors need to integrate 
MESICIC recommendations into their assistance strategies toward states 
parties. “New donors,” such as China, that are not focused on transparency 
issues, can weaken the will for reform. 

 “Patience is wearing thin” because the MESICIC review process is 
moving slowly and has examined only limited aspects of the convention. 

Roberto de Michele, senior policy adviser in the Office of Institutional 
Integrity, Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) drew several broad 
conclusions on regional anticorruption efforts and described the role of the IDB in 
assisting the process: 

 Policymakers often lack sufficient information on corrupt practices to be 
able to make informed decisions on anticorruption measures. 

 Reliable information is fundamental. Corruption itself is not always the 
problem but is rather a manifestation of other problems related to poor 
governance and state capture. 

 Structural problems that are the causes of corruption are often overlooked 
in the midst of reacting to “scandals,” the typical triggers for action. 

 In reacting to such scandals, decisions for change are often not taken 
rationally or in a deliberated fashion. 

 The decentralization of government taking place in many countries 
underscores the need to refocus anticorruption and transparency activities 
on local government. 

 Governments that sign on to and ratify international conventions such as 
the OAS and UN documents must recognize they have assumed a state 
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commitment to take measures against corruption. They should see these 
conventions as helping them to avoid a political debate on action and use 
them to strengthen political will for reform. 

The Inter-American Development Bank is committed to helping states parties 
implement the terms of the OAS convention. For starters, the IDB itself must 
demonstrate the highest ethical standards in carrying out its own activities, setting 
an example of transparency and avoidance of conflict of interest. The bank 
carefully monitors the use of bank funds to prevent fraud and augment 
transparency in its operations. Another key issue is helping the “contralorías” 
(general accounting offices) of member states in their monitoring activities, 
providing technical cooperation to civil society organizations to track 
implementation of the OAS convention and also support for the investigative 
capabilities of civil society in their watchdog role against corruption. In this 
regard, the bank has signed a memorandum of understanding with the OAS in 
support of more effective follow-up by MESICIC. 

Nathaniel Heller, executive director of Global Integrity, focused his 
presentation on the need for developing “tools and toolkits” to counter corruption. 
In this regard, Global Integrity aims not at measuring corruption in a given 
country but at analyzing the anticorruption mechanisms in place. In its 2006 
annual report, Global Integrity analyzed 43 countries around the world, five of 
which were in Latin America (Argentina, Brazil, Guatemala, Mexico, and 
Nicaragua). Reports were based on data first generated by a lead researcher in 
each country (usually a journalist) that was subsequently reviewed in country and 
by external experts. Input was grouped according to “integrity indicators” (some 
290 in total) that were grouped into key areas, including legal framework, strength 
of civil society, availability of information, government accountability, 
administration and civil service, and oversight and regulation. Analysts looked for 
methods of standardizing scoring to enhance comparability. 

According to Heller, a number of particularly significant trends emerged from 
Global Integrity’s analysis of the five countries in Latin America: 

 Strong voting integrity and citizen participation 

 Growing strength of civil society 

 Particularly weak civil service systems in the region 

 Poor law enforcement, with scant resources devoted 

 Weak whistleblower protection 

 Political financing a significant problem 

 Major gap between strong anticorruption laws and implementation 

For Heller’s full report, go to 
http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/. 

http://www.csis.org/component/option,com_csis_events/task,view/id,1283/
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Conclusions 

Regional Progress against Corruption 
 Official corruption remains a serious problem in Latin America, weakening 

governance, limiting economic growth, and hampering security. 

 As a region, Latin America continues to score poorly on worldwide corruption 
and governance studies conducted by international organizations, despite 
significant progress in some countries, such as Colombia and Mexico. 

 Where progress has been made in countering official corruption, it has 
normally taken place at the national or federal level, while corruption at the 
state and local level may even be increasing. 

 Although 33 of the 34 member states of the OAS are signatories of the Inter-
American Convention Against Corruption and 19 have signed the UN 
Convention Against Corruption, implementation of the terms of these 
conventions is highly sporadic. 

 Little attention is being paid to private-sector corruption in the region. 

 What is often referred to as “elite capture” or “state capture,” to describe the 
exercise of undue influence over government by interest groups, is widespread 
in the region, even in countries where overall corruption levels are low, such 
as Chile. 

Priority Areas of Concern 
 Although the legal framework for controlling corruption is adequate and 

manageable in most Latin American countries, these laws often go 
unenforced. Governments lack practical plans to put laws into effect, and 
entities that would be expected to track compliance, both within government 
and in civil society, frequently lack the capability to perform that function. 

 Anticorruption measures in most countries traditionally focus on the executive 
branch of government. Greater attention needs to be given to other branches 
of government, including the legislative, and to strengthening regulatory and 
control institutions. 

 Government administration and the distribution of fiscal resources have been 
decentralized in many countries in Latin America, but little effort has been 
made to monitor and control the activities of state and local government 
regarding transparency and probity. 

 The role of civil society in holding governments accountable is essential, but 
in many countries civil society does not adequately perform that role, for a 
number of reasons: generally poor access to government information; lack of 
technical expertise in monitoring and analyzing data; weak whistleblower 
protection; few mechanisms to participate in the monitoring process. 

 There is very little transparency or control in the financing of political parties. 
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 Conflict of interest between public and private concerns is widespread in the 
region. Trafficking of influence at both the national and local government 
levels leads to state capture. 

 Anticorruption efforts in the region are seldom conducted in a systematic or 
rational fashion but rather are taken in response to scandals. Consequently, the 
structural problems causing corruption are often not addressed as governments 
attempt to mitigate the political damage resulting from these episodes. 

 Hiring of public servants is conducted with little transparency or concern for 
meritocracy, opening the door to influence trafficking. 

 Good quality government data that can be used to monitor and track 
transactions and activities is frequently lacking. If corruption cannot be 
measured, it cannot be controlled. 

 Law enforcement authorities in the region often lack the resources or technical 
expertise to effectively monitor, investigate, and prosecute cases of 
corruption. 

 The follow-up mechanism (MESICIC) to the Inter-American Convention 
Against Corruption needs more input from participants who are both expert in 
their fields and independent of government control. 

Recommendations 
 Governments in Latin America need to develop practical plans of action in 

order to put into practice the commitments they made to fight corruption by 
signing and ratifying the Inter-American and UN Conventions Against 
Corruption. Domestic legislation aimed at compliance with the terms of these 
conventions needs to be enforced. 

 Because success in the overall anticorruption agenda at the national level is 
closely linked to the quality of governance, government in the region must 
give priority attention to the nuts-and-bolts agenda of improving regulatory 
quality, the selection and administration of civil service, rules and practices, 
government effectiveness, transparent and sound budget management, 
accountable public procurement, access to public information, and effective 
and transparent judicial procedures. 

 Special attention needs to be refocused on countering corruption in local 
government, where transparency and accountability are even more lacking 
than at the national level. Political and economic decentralization requires a 
priority effort to improve governance and institutional oversight at the local 
level. 

 Governments need to be more aware of the widespread conflict of interest 
problem in the region. While many states regulate conflict of interest, these 
rules are not implemented. Government ethics offices capable of monitoring 
and implementing regulations must be in place and protection given to 
whistleblowers. 
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 Greater attention needs to be paid by governments in producing records of 
official proceedings and transactions and making these records available to the 
public. Good data is crucial in tracking anticorruption measures and 
evaluating effectiveness. 

 Particular emphasis must be placed on ensuring the proper use of state 
resources, with closer auditing of public contracting and strengthening of 
oversight and enforcement mechanisms. 

 Civil society must play a more prominent role in anticorruption efforts in the 
region. The OAS should enhance dissemination of the convention and 
MESICIC reports to civil society and encourage greater participation by civil 
society in MESICIC review process. The participation of experts free from 
government influence in the MESICIC review process should be encouraged. 

 OAS member states should augment their material support to the efforts of 
MESICIC to promote compliance with the Inter-American convention. 

 Civil society organizations already dedicated to monitoring anticorruption 
efforts should reach out to bar associations, chambers of commerce, civic 
clubs, universities, and professional associations in coordinating activities. 

 In conformance with the terms of the Inter-American and UN Conventions 
Against Corruption, mechanisms must be developed to address the 
responsibilities of the private sector in the area of enhanced transparency and 
reduction of corruption. Domestic civil society and business organizations in 
the regions should participate in this process, with further assistance from the 
international community. 

 International financial institutions and other international organizations 
promoting good governance and transparency in the region should provide 
technical training and support, not only to governments but also to civil 
society in anticorruption efforts. Special attention should be paid to efforts to 
comply with the recommendations of the MESICIC Committee of Experts. 

 International funding organizations need to encourage compliance with the 
terms of the UN and Inter-American Conventions Against Corruption in the 
execution of their programs and projects in Latin America. 
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