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One of the key buzzwords in government today is transparency.  So what is transparency?  Some argue it is the public’s ability to review all of the details of all of the government’s transactions from concept to execution.  Some see transparency as providing a level of information in which the average person can understand what government does, which may require changes in laws on how government operates.  Others see transparency as providing all the data government has and then allowing the public to have the tools to analyze the data however they want. 
Transparency has existed as a concept since the creation of the Federal Government.  Thomas Jefferson directed the Secretary of the Treasury to do the following:  “The accounts of the United States ought to be, and may be made, as simple as those of a common farmer, and capable of being understood by common farmers.”

Obviously, we have been looking for transparency since the days of Thomas Jefferson.  Many believe that with the internet, we may now truly have the means of achieving transparency.  Therefore, if we just make the data available, then the public will have the information to monitor and understand government.
Is government only the financial transactions or actions of today?  Clearly, across the board the answer is NO.  The financial community, especially bond holders and citizens, has said that government needs not only to show what it spends today, but what it is committing to in the future.  
Historically, governments have shown their future commitments for bond and other financial debt.  Starting some 40 years ago, we began showing the future cost of pensions and within the past five years, the Government Accounting Standards Board (GASB) has included Other Post Employment Benefits or OPEBs as a liability in government financial statements.
In addition, GASB has recognized that not only are there liabilities, there may also be greater risk with how governments invest their funds.  Governments purchase and own risk-based investments, like derivatives, just like private business entities.  In the past twenty-five years, these disclosures have swelled the Commonwealth’s Comprehensive Annual Financial Report from a mere 127 pages to 310 pages and proposed changes to required disclosures will continue to increase the size of the report.

Cash and debt management have also complicated the concept of transparency.  To increase interest earnings and reduce interest expense, we no longer issue checks to our regular vendors and we do not issue one bond series for each capital project.  We consolidate our payments to vendors across agencies and institutions and then pay vendors with one electronic payment on the due date.  We issue bonds to match our cash needs for construction, rather than paying interest waiting for building construction to progress. 

Our Office reviewed Budget Transparency and the use of common documents in that process and reached the following conclusion: 

Each document satisfies various statutes, but none achieves budget transparency.  Of these three documents, the Executive Budget Document comes the closest to providing transparent information on the Commonwealth’s budget; however, it is only relevant for a short time.  Citizens cannot easily understand either the Appropriation Act or the CAFR without some technical training and government experience.

A number of accounting, financial, and public administration professional groups have all recognized that government accounting and reporting is so complex, even for the smallest town, that a new simpler reporting model is necessary.  Some have recommended formats for a citizen-oriented report, but these attempts have come under criticism for being less than truthful; since preparers have no standards to follow or may focus on what the government thinks is important and not the citizens’ concerns.
Other groups have suggested using a performance measure model to report on government.  However, these reports do not achieve a total picture of the government, even with suggested guidelines, since not every department or function has commonly recognized performance measures.
We have not yet achieved Mr. Jefferson’s concept of transparency.  We are continuing to try with Commonwealth DataPoint, the Comprehensive Annual Financial Report, and Virginia Performs.  However, until we reach a common consensus this will continue to be a work in progress.
Read more about transparency in our report:

http://www.apa.state.va.us/reports/BudgetTransparency09.pdf
Previous topics are available at our website at http://www.apa.virginia.gov/articles.cfm
Contact information can be updated through e-mail to heather.barnes@apa.virginia.gov
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