Executive Directors

IMF

700 19th St NW

Washington, D.C. 20431

26 June 2003

Dear Executive Director:

While the agenda of the IMF Board of Executive Directors is not public, we understand Executive Directors will meet in the next few days to discuss transparency at the Fund. We acknowledge that there has been some progress made in recent years in some areas of IMF transparency. Many IMF and country documents are now available on the IMF’s website. This is a welcome departure from a tradition of secrecy and opacity, and in this sense we understand why some IMF officials sometimes use the word ‘revolution’. 


However, we consider that issuing large quantities of documentation, often in a jargon incomprehensible to non-specialist audiences and in English, does not in itself guarantee transparency and accountability. It certainly cannot replace a much-needed commitment (as well as concrete actions) from IMF staff and management, and from member countries, to provide timely, accessible information to citizens affected by decisions and operations of the IMF, and to parliamentarians as their elected representatives. 

We urge the members of the Executive Board to consider adopting the following measures (a summary of recommendations is attached), which we think would constitute minimum steps towards a more transparent IMF. 

Country documents

While some progress has been made regarding the release of country documents, current practices are still not satisfactory, as they do not allow systematically informed public debate (including in parliaments) on policies and orientations actively encouraged or required by the Fund from its members. Civil society organisations and parliamentarians have a role to play in pressuring their own governments, but this should not be a substitute for IMF responsibility on timely disclosure of key documents.

In this respect, we consider the following measures as essential:

· Publication of Article IV staff reports and Use of Fund Resources staff reports should be made mandatory. Moving from voluntary publication to presumption of publication is insufficient


· As proposed in the September 2002 transparency review, draft letters of intent, memoranda of economic and financial policies, and technical memoranda of understanding, all signalling the intentions of a country seeking support from the IMF, should be made public in a timely and accessible fashion before Board approval. This would not necessarily “pre-empt approval” (the reason invoked to reject this measure in last year’s Board transparency review). Instead, this would allow borrowing governments to involve legislators and other stakeholders before an agreement is reached, rather than negotiate in secret and risk parliamentary or public protests rejecting the conditions of IMF assistance. Publication of the final letters of intent and memoranda should be made mandatory

· In the spirit of the ‘streamlining’ of IMF conditionality, the benefits of which are still unclear in terms of opening debate and allowing greater flexibility on core macroeconomic policies, loan agreements between a country and the IMF should also publicly state which policies and measures are considered explicit requirements by the IMF to secure and retain the capacity to draw on IMF resources. 

This includes confidential measures listed until now in side-letters. The existence of secret conditions or commitments to implement a measure in exchange for IMF loans is unacceptable, in particular when the reason invoked is the need to avert political opposition, and by extension, public debate
.

Similarly, while we understand that a more candid assessment by staff of the political context in their reports could constitute an improvement, we believe that allowing more room for deletion of politically sensitive information would limit public knowledge and understanding of IMF operations.

Executive Board

Progress in IMF transparency has hardly been extended to its main decision-making body, the Executive Board. Citizens and parliamentarians in IMF member countries have no systematic way to know when discussions of the Executive Board take place on a particular issue, or what is their country’s stance on issues discussed, unless their government agrees to disclose this voluntarily. Ironically and significantly, this includes the upcoming discussion on transparency.  

· Publication of a skeletal work programme for the Executive Board is not nearly sufficient. In this respect, the World Bank has shown more openness as it now publishes the Board schedule for the month to come. While no clear reason has been invoked, market sensitivity would not be a credible excuse

· Publication of Executive Board proceedings after 10 years rather than 20, or even after 5 years as it has been proposed, might be of interest to history students, but is absolutely not sufficient to allow accountability of member countries’ governments. Similarly, ‘anonymised’ summaries of discussions are useful but do not allow proper accountability. Minutes of Executive Board meetings should be made publicly available, including on the IMF’s website, after a short time lag (not more than a few months). Some NGOs have also suggested that IMF Executive Board meetings be open to the media and the public. The fact that decisions at the IMF are taken by consensus makes it all the more necessary to publish minutes of Board meetings as it will reveal the quality of discussions and whether all relevant interests are being taken into account

· Policy papers should be published in a timely and accessible fashion before Board discussion to allow the debate to be informed by a broad range of external stakeholders, which could both help improve their content and allow the Board to have a better overview of how its decisions are likely to be received

The UK Parliament Treasury Select Committee has complained “we think it is unacceptable for the IMF to continue to make demands for greater openness and transparency on governments of member states who are in need of Fund help without undertaking similar reforms for itself.”
 This was in 2000, and while some initiatives have been taken, this statement remains valid when it comes to key country documents and Executive Board documents.

Denial of access has already led citizens in some countries to use legal avenues to ensure their right to information is fulfilled
. While transparency alone will not achieve change, it is essential to step up efforts, because by the nature of its operations the IMF cannot take refuge behind its statutes to avoid being accountable to a wider range of stakeholders. As a first, symbolic step, publishing the proceedings (not just an ‘anonymised’ summary of the discussion) of the upcoming meeting on transparency would send a strong positive signal to external stakeholders.

Sincerely,

Camille de Maissin 

Agir ici, France

David Eloy

Association Internationale de Techniciens, Experts et Chercheurs, France

Graham Saul

Bank Information Center, US

Fabien Lefrançois

Bretton Woods Project, UK

Ann De Jonghe

Broederlijk Delen, Belgium

Antonio Tricarico

Campagna per la riforma della Banca mondiale, Italy

Alain Saumon

Comité pour l’Annulation de la Dette du Tiers-Monde, France

Forum de Delphes, France

Carol Welch

Friends of the Earth, US

Roberto Bissio

Instituto del Tercer Mundo, Uruguay

Pamela Foster

Halifax Initiative, Canada

Simon Burall

One World Trust, UK

Flávia Barros

Rede Brasil, Brazil

Bruno Gurtner

Swiss Coalition, Switzerland

Knud Vöcking

Urgewald, Germany

Ann Kathrin Schneider

Weed, Germany

Summary of recommendations

· Publication of Article IV staff reports should be made mandatory 

· Draft letters of intent, memoranda of economic and financial policies, and technical memoranda of understanding should be made public in a timely and accessible fashion before Board approval. Publication of the final letters of intent and memoranda should be made mandatory

· Loan agreements should publicly state which policies and measures the Fund considers explicit requirements to secure and retain the capacity to draw on its resources. This includes measures until now kept secret and listed in side-letters

· Allowing more room for deletion of politically sensitive information would limit public knowledge and understanding of IMF operations

· The agenda of the Executive Board should be published in advance

· Minutes of Executive Board meetings should be made publicly available, including on the IMF’s website, after a short time lag (not more than a few months)
· Policy papers should be published in a timely and accessible fashion before Board discussion

� “The use of side letters to keep certain understandings confidential can be justified only if their publication would directly undermine the authorities' ability to implement the program or render implementation more costly. Accordingly, their use will normally be limited to cases in which the premature release of the information would cause adverse market reaction or undermine the authorities' efforts to prepare the domestic groundwork for a measure”. This includes “(i) exchange market intervention rules; (ii) bank closures; (iii) contingent fiscal measures; and (iv) measures affecting key prices” (Decision 12067 99/108, September 1999)


� In its 2001 report “The IMF: A Blueprint for Accountability”, the UK Treasury Select Committee of the House of Commons stated that: “We did not find officials' arguments against publication of the minutes or of the voting record convincing. We note that publishing the minutes and the votes of the [British] Monetary Policy Committee meetings has proved highly beneficial in enhancing the transparency of the monetary framework. We are concerned that, without a similar clear record of the proceedings and formal votes of the Executive Board, the ability of this Committee to hold our representative at the IMF to account is much reduced.”


� House of commons, Treasury Committee, Third Report, the International Monetary Fund, February 2000


� For example groups in Argentina recently filed a request under the Freedom of Information Act to gain access to the side letter to the latest IMF agreement, which is believed to include commitments related to the renegotiation of prices of public utilities. 








