
Accountability & Transparency 

Some concluding reflections by Reinier de Man at the end of the sessions in the 

context of the Global Soil Conference, Berlin,19 – 20 November 2012 

1. First a personal remark, not on the conference session itself, but on my own character. This 

may explain the focus of some of the following remarks. What is systematically missing in my 

personality is patience. If I conceive a project, I’d like to start tomorrow and see results 

within six month. I realise that this is not always possible. Nevertheless, I will stress speed 

and results in the remarks that follow. 

2. A second remark is on my (limited) competency on the issue. I am not an expert on land, land 

rights, land contracts, food security issues, etc. However, I have been involved in leading and 

structuring many discussions and setting up several initiatives, including the Roundtable on 

Sustainable Palm Oil. Therefore may of my remarks relate to the style of the discussion and 

the way initiatives on Accountability and Transparency on Land deals are being set up. 

3. Although I am positively impressed by the many initiatives that are being set up now, I fear 

that many initiatives are far too broad in scope and overambitious in their goals. As long as 

ideas for new initiatives are mainly judged on the quality and completeness of their goals and 

not on the likelihood of effective implementation, initiatives tend to be far too broad and, 

unfortunately as a result, far too shallow as well.  

4. The underlying mechanism is something I call the ‘multi-stakeholder trap’. As many initiatives 

are emerging very much as a bottom-up process in multi-stakeholder settings and all 

stakeholders have their interest to add their perspective to the working agenda, the overall 

agenda tends to be an addition of many agendas.  

5. We saw this mechanism at work at the sessions on accountability and transparency as well. 

Proposals for creating transparency as an element in improving the rights of those 

communities that are affected by large-scale land transactions were criticised on many 

occasions pointing at the many problems such transparency will never be able to solve. For 

example, one can be transparent about completely unacceptable (or even illegal) practices. 

Transparency as such will not be sufficient to empower the affected people. Much more is 

needed for that. 

6. Transparency is only one part of the whole package needed to empower people and to 

change practices. Roughly speaking the package can be divided into three spheres: a very 

general sphere including human rights issues, land rights issues, food security issues, etc. A 

second sphere (inside the first sphere) specifically dealing with accountability. Accountability 

as an important element (but not the only element) needed for strengthening land rights, etc.  

The third sphere, inside the second one) deals with transparency issues. Transparency is a 

necessary (but not sufficient) element needed for creating accountability. Trying to explain 

my unease with the discussion in Berlin, I made the comparison with a high simplified 

example: a bus with many essential part. It won’t come far without good wheels, but you 

cannot criticise the wheels for problems related to steering. For steering, we need a steering 

wheel and the parts that connect it to the front wheels. Similarly, you can’t criticise 

transparency proposals for not securing the rights of affected populations.  



7. That being said: all concrete proposals presented during the sessions contain highly useful 

elements, without exception: 

a. The open contracting process can become a powerful tool, but needs to be 

developed further; 

b. GIZ’s proposal contains many useful elements, but there is still a risk to try to cover 

the whole world instead of developing an essential tool needed for creating 

accountability. 

c. The Dutch proposal to develop a Dispute Resolution Facility can be highly welcome, 

but needs to be made far more specific. At this moment, there are many open 

questions about the Facility’s clients, the services to be provided and, last but not 

least, its governance structure.  

d. The Land Matrix is a major contribution towards creating transparency about land 

deals. In its present form it will not solve all problems and will even create some new 

ones, but its value as a start cannot be overestimated. 

e. Oxfam’s experiences provide highly useful inputs into the discussion. They address a 

very concrete level and they point at real problems rather than being lost in abstract 

discussions about principles. 

8. The questions proposed as a guidance for the discussion on Tuesday were good questions, 

but – looking at them a bit more closely – risk at promoting general discussions rather than 

focusing on specific issues. If priority setting is our problem – which I believe – the second 

question (“what should be added to proposed initiatives …”) could better be replace by: 

“What elements could be skipped, left out, left to others?”.  

9. Having heard the presentations during the sessions, my general advice to initiatives on 

accountability and transparency from my side would be: 

a. To identify a maximum of 7 centrally pieces of information that are needed to 

disclosed by both governments and private sector before, during and after large 

scale land transactions; 

b. A first choice of potential entry points can best be based on Global Witness’s study 

that was recently reported. It is the best available approach to use as a start. There is 

no need to start from scratch again. Do not try to re-invent the wheel; 

c. Identify requirements for Public Private Partnerships needed to create transparency 

on the issues identified. Public Private Partnerships because accountability without 

involving both the public sector and the private sector players in the country where 

the land transaction/agricultural development is taking place will not produce any 

lasting results and may even be counter-productive. See my presentation; 

d. Start from the EITI philosophy/methodology. That does not mean that EITI can play a 

role here, but the same principles and structures underlying EITI should be used here. 

Absolutely important to create a system that, although it starts with a voluntary 

initiative, leads to binding obligations for all public and private partners that become 

signatories to it.  

e. The question was asked: what if the public sector is not interested? We cannot 

impose anything on them. What can we do? The answer is straightforward: without 

public sector involvement, chances for accountability are bleak. But the question 

should be re-formulated to focus on activities needed: “What can we do to get the 

public sector on board?”. The answer will be different for different governments in 



different countries dealing with different land related issues. Not unlike the business 

case for transparency – needed to convince private sector players – we need a 

similar government case for transparency  showing their advantages of being 

transparent. This may not be easy in case of systemic corruption and nepotism, but 

even there may be opportunities such as working with private sector – NGO 

coalitions and roundtables. Examples can be found in RSPO’s discussions with South 

East Asian governments or IDH The Sustainable Trade Initiative (Netherlands) role in 

seeking access to governments in production countries for major commodities.  

f. Maximally include existing elements of existing systems and initiatives, including the 

commodity roundtables (FSC, RSPO, etc.), the World Bank / IFC related mechanisms 

(CAO) and the The Hague Initiative where appropriate.  

10. There are many initiatives being developed now by governments, multilateral institutions, 

NGOs, private sector players and academic institutions. Each initiative should, in my opinion, 

much more ask the question:  

a. what is the element of the many things that are needed for respecting formal and 

informal land rights, to empower local communities, etc. that my initiative could 

offer? In what niche can I play an effective role. Modesty is more useful than 

exaggerated ambitions. No single initiative, no single organisation will be in a 

position to create justice or to secure rights on its own.  

b. Therefore my criticism of the second question posed at the session. An important 

question is: what can I do less, what can I leave to others? But this requires some 

courage: to give the general interest more weight than the vested interests of you 

own organisation.  

c. It is also about scarce resources. If others have developed systems, procedures, 

standards, etc. that satisfy your needs for, say, 80%, use them and do not try to re-

invent them, losing valuable time and money, at the expense of those who need 

solutions, not endless discussions.  


