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Indicators and World Governance 

Pierre Calame 


ISO norms and Greenpeace, the listing of Standard & Poors and the Centre Français sur l’Information des Entreprises, Amnesty International and organic-farming or fair-trade labels, mandatory labeling of beef with hormones or genetically modified organisms and prison watches, private-arbitrage quotations and structural-adjustment programs: all of these are among the new type of agents that are emerging in a great variety of fields of our economic, social and political life, generally acting on an international scale, and sometimes exercising a decisive influence. With but a few exceptions, they are not usually public, they involve the actors themselves in the definition of norms, they embody ethical principles, they use citizens as a source of information, and they operate on an international scale. 

We remember an American president once stating, in jest: “There is someone more powerful than the President of the United States, and that’s the President of Standard & Poors.” There are indeed private institutions that, like Standard & Poors or Moodys, have acquired international credibility in the assessment of the security of loans and play a decisive role in fixing the interest rate that will applied to loans. 

This is obviously a new and important element in world governance. We need to understand the reasons of this emergence and to see how far this form of operating can be theorized and extended. 



Why have such monitoring and assessment systems been increasing in number? 

It seems to me that their very development attests to the multiplicity of the reasons for their success. 

·	The first reason is that it is taking a long time to set up supranational governance mechanisms, in contrast with the fast development of new actors operating on a world scale. An elementary principle of governance would require that the level of control be identical to the level of action: a transnational company needs the authority of supranational control. Given, however, the slow establishment of world public authorities, civil society responds by setting up information and assessment systems. We can mention, for example, the Greenpeace campaign on the Shell oil platform and the ensuing boycott, or, for instance, much earlier, the campaign against Nestlé and its Third World crusade to dissuade women from nursing. In both cases, we were dealing with multinational businesses, and transnational information systems and action were what made it possible for these campaigns to have an impact. 

·	The impact of any information is directly related to the credibility of its issuer. In the past years we have been observing loss of credibility in the traditional political and economic actors. In most countries of the South, public authorities enjoy relatively low credibility. In the developed countries, there is a loss of credibility among political leaders, businesses and, even more remarkable, the media and scientific experts. Citizens are sensing, to varying degrees of certainty, that these various entities are not really free to tell the truth. Hence, public opinion tends to grant credibility, sometimes undeserved, to nongovernmental organizations and activists, which are assumed to have greater independence of information and judgment. 

·	Most economic and social acts are a matter of contract: this is just as true for relations between businesses as for relations between producers and consumers. The contract, trusting that all parties will comply with the contract, and knowledge of the terms of the contract constitute major foundations of economic and social life. However, many of the terms of the contract are based on information: ISO norms and organic-farming or fair-trade labels refer to information on forms of production that contracting businesses or consumers are not going to check systematically. They rely on a certification body and any business that wishes to carry a label accepts control over its activity. Contract and trust also characterize the issue of currency. Private currency used at a local scale relies on trust in the body that issues the currency. This information is all the more decisive that consumers are more “responsible,” that is to say, give importance not only to the intrinsic quality of the product that they buy but also to the very conditions of its production. The fair-trade principle and that of ethical investment funds have in turn given birth to the definitions (hence the indicators) and control mechanisms used for complying with these ethical norms. One could say that the more societies move toward contractual forms, the greater the importance is of organizing the development and verification of these norms. 

·	Codes of conduct are based on the same principle. In a way, the commitment of a business or any public or private institution to comply with norms of conduct calls for the development of indicators defining compliance with these codes of conduct and for independent bodies to verify these codes. 

·	Many observation and assessment systems are also linked to the compliance by public authorities with social and ethical rules or with their international commitments. Thus, the Social Watch was set up to monitor the implementation by the different governments of the commitments they made at the World Summit for Social Development in Copenhagen. Watchers, as they are called in English, or observatoires, to use the French word, can proliferate: the World Watch Institute, l’Obsevatoire des prisons, etc. A form of public-opinion magisterium can then settle in. The third line, very close, is that of the “internationals”: Amnesty International, Transparency International, and International Alert all constitute vigilance and prevention systems. The more societies are interdependent, the more sanctions – commercial by consumers or financial by investors – take on importance, and the more these monitoring bodies are likely to play a role in the way states are run. 

·	This movement is also facilitated by the progressive extension of the concept of responsibility. A purely legal concept – responsibility with respect to damages – is progressively moving toward a more political concept: the responsibility of acting, according to one’s power and one’s constraints, in a given direction. For example, states can be expected to do everything possible to reduce poverty or to ensure food security. This concept of responsibility was at first easily applied to macroeconomic policies and it is on the basis of this type of indicators that the World Bank and the IMF have often judged good governance and imposed structural adjustments. Such responsibility can neither be managed nor set up as an order and sanctioned by justice. It therefore refers to another logic, which is that of the appreciation of what can actually be done and of the direction that is taken. It requires the development, the measuring, and the monitoring of indicators relative to budgetary priorities, to the management of natural resources, to social and educational policies, etc. 

·	New forms of power are generated by the information society: the media are often qualified as the fourth power, and Internet is enabling new forms of world democracy founded on information sharing. Many monitoring bodies only have an impact insofar as they produce information that catches the interest of the media and is circulated extensively. This is for instance the case for Amnesty International. Internet allows very fast circulation of qualitative and quantitative information and is able to magnify in amazing proportions the impact of local alerts. Thus, at the same time that scientific and technological monitoring systems are being established that are derived from military intelligence and observation systems, such as climate monitoring via satellites or information networks, other world information systems can emerge that are more broadly focused on citizenship. The more a system is interdependent, the less it is possible to assign to such or such of its parts a single responsibility and the more the organization of the information system is decisive in its regulation. Hence the importance of the emergence of citizen-based alternatives to the technological monitoring systems that are built like the surveillance systems of authoritarian regimes. 

To see, to judge, and to act on a world scale. All indicators, even the simplest ones, rely implicitly on the construction of meaning. Let us take the case of the Financial Monitoring Center. Information on financial flows is infinitely abundant. The mechanisms that the Monitoring Center aims to build constitute both an observation system and a system for the representation and assessment of reality. This is what fundamentally distinguishes these observation-assessment-reaction systems from simple data banks and makes of them elements of future governance. 

