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Seeing through the pledge on transparency

I

t has been five years since the left
took over the reins of government in Catalonia but we are still
waiting to see any action on the
issue of transparency. Nor has
the return of the Socialists to power in
Madrid had any positive effect on this
issue and in fact this lack of movement
by of the government presided over by
José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero is entirely
in keeping with the 14 years of opacity
that marked the successive administrations of Felipe González. It appears
that the pledge in the Socialist manifesto
before the last elections to develop legislation that will ensure "free access" for
the public to any "official document or
information" does not guarantee any
move towards transparency from the
governing classes in Spain.
Yet, the secrecy in Catalan politics is
even worse, not least because the parties
now in power grew tired of denouncing
the government of Jordi Pujol for its
opacity over a period of 20 years. The
current government is made up of the
same parties that solemnly signed the
groundbreaking agreement that has become known as the Pacte de Tinell,
which included a commitment to make
public all of the contracts, assets and
funding related to personnel, services
and companies with which the Generalitat might be involved. So far, it appears that this call for "transparency and
clean hands,"which received such emphasis from the tripartite coalition government in the early days of its first
term. There is no reason to think that the
current government under president
Montilla is any more transparent than
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those of Maragall or Pujol.
It is true that transparency in public
affairs is one of the surest ways of tackling corruption, but the fight against
corruption is not the only, nor the main,
consequence to be desired by lifting the
secrecy that surrounds the actions of the
government. Transparency is not the
soap that can clean the hands of wayward politicians or public servants; the
best thing for that is the Penal Code. The
main aim of transparency is to provide
the public with its right of access to all

public documents, a right that can only
be limited in three specific circumstances: to protect the security of the
state, individual privacy or a criminal
investigation.
That is the limit and it is hard to see
how making public the contractual conditions of executives in charge of public
companies or the extent of the contracts
signed by the government in the building of the City of Justice or the details of
the more than a thousand reports commissioned by the government, for ex-

ample, might be beyond that limit.
What we do not have, because those in
government – now and in the past –
have no interest in it, is legislation that
regulates how, and in what sense, these
documents have to be made public. Information is power and it seems that no
one, whatever their political colour, is
truly interested in sharing it especially
with the public. This might be understandable but it cannot be construed in
any way as democratic.
The fact that many documents are
made public does nothing to contradict
the accusation of opacity, as many
politicians attempt to argue. On the
contrary, it brings to the fore the vice
that is always associated with the absence of transparency and makes it all
the worse: the selective filtering of information into the public domain on
the behalf of unidentified parties and for
their particular benefit, whether personal or political. This is something that
is least to be expected from a government that claims its objectives as
national understanding and progress.
The media’s response to this is surprising and offensive, given the way a
large section of the media have defended
their right in court to information when
it comes to keeping tabs on Telma Ortiz,
the sister-in-law of Prince Felipe. It is
surprising and offensive because these
same media have never fought in the
courts against the opacity of the institutions. Nor have politicians, when in opposition, exhausted the range of possibilities provided by the law to achieve
that which they, when in government,
supply in such a miserly manner.
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s part of the US push for technological supremacy, President Kennedy had promised
American people to send a
man to the moon and –very important—to return him safely back to earth.
This became especially urgent after the
news that the Russians had sent Yuri Gagarin around the earth in a spacecraft on
April 1961. Now the race for conquest of
space was on, and in the summer of
1969, one of the biggest adventures of
the century finally became a stunning
reality. Three men, Neil Armstrong,
Edwin Aldrin and Michael Collins
landed on the moon and two of them
walked on its desolated rocky surface for
more than two hours. It was a techno-

logical wonder and it happened in the
full view of millions of people around
the globe, glued to their television sets
for hours. And the famous words of
Armstrong -feeble, metallic- were
heard: "That’s one small step for man;
one giant leap for mankind." From then
on, the moon would never be as distant,
mysterious and out of reach as it had
been before, but its romantic lure would
not diminish, only increase.
The New York Times, a newspaper of
renown, never famous for sensationalist
headlines, deemed fit this time to print a
huge banner headline. And the first sentence of the lead story on the front page
told it all: "Men have landed and walked
on the moon".

In his lengthy editorial, and after celebrating the previously unimagined
achievement, the paper said: "For all his
resplendent glory as he steps forth on
another planet, man is still a pathetic
creature, able to master outer space and
yet unable to control his inner self; able
to conquer new worlds yet unable to live
in peace on this one, able to create miracles of science and yet unable properly
to house and clothe and feed all his fellow men, able eventually to colonize an
alien and hostile environment and yet
increasingly unable to come to terms
with the nurturing environment that is
his home".
A dreadful reality that has not
changed since 1969.

