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Some of the richest countries in the world have some of the poorest people. Their riches are in the form of oil and gas or valuable minerals. The poverty of the many is in stark contrast to the wealth of the few. Much is being done to increase the degree to which revenues from drilling and mining reach ordinary people in the form of schools, roads and healthcare. Major efforts are being made to reduce the proportion of this extracted wealth finding its way illicitly into the private bank accounts of national elites. In late 2002 Tony Blair launched the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI). It aims to bring into the open payments made by oil and mining companies to the governments of the countries where they operate, including licence fees, signature bonuses, taxes and royalties. It makes corporate responsibility more of a reality, and takes it beyond glossy brochures or philanthropic donations. Transparency holds both companies and public officials to account. Twenty countries have now signed up to the open publication of all revenues from their extractive industries. 

In a country implementing the transparency principles, companies report all payments to an independent consolidating body, such as a reputable audit firm, which then checks the amounts against what the government declares it has received and issues a publicly accessible report. For the first time people in those countries will be able to ask: Where has it gone? How has it been spent? It is easy for a government or an international company to sign up to something which might help boost its reputation. Delivering on the ground is a different matter, so a high-level international conference in London earlier this year agreed a set of criteria for meaningful implementation. These are now being worked up into a process for validating the claims of countries and companies implementing EITI. Although it owes its origin to the UK, EITI is now international, involving governments, companies, investors, multilateral financial institutions and civil society from around the globe, working together for change. Sixteen representatives of this diverse group now form the initiative's international advisory group, which I have the privilege of chairing. The advisory group is charged with mapping the way forward. The challenge of validating claims to be implementing the transparency principles is high on its agenda. EITI is not a panacea. It will not solve all the problems of resource-rich states, not even all the problems of fiscal transparency. It is only a first step, but it is a very important first step towards economic justice in countries which have seen so much of their potential wealth leak away by corruption. Countries which have signed up now need to follow through with implementation, bringing together government, industry and civil society at national level, as has been done so effectively already by Azerbaijan and Nigeria. Countries with new hydrocarbon or mineral discoveries need to put in place the processes and standards for transparency before the rot of corruption takes hold. An increasing number of oil, gas and mining companies are now publicly declaring their support for revenue transparency and collaborating in the development of country-level schemes to make it real. Industries which for decades have borne the stigma of being among the most corrupt in the world are showing prominent signs of recognising the business risk involved in such a reputation and are working hard to change it. EITI is one means of ensuring that this change is not only to reputation but also to reality. Peter Eigen is chair of the International Advisory Group of EITI and founder of Transparency International www.eitransparency.org

Copyright 2005 Guardian Newspapers Limited
