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Can civil society help to reduce the extent of corruption in public life? This is a narrower version
of the question that the sociologist, John Gaventa, posed more than a decade ago about the
ability of civil society to shift power relations generally.

It is not merely an academic question. Civil society organisations have been mobilising against
corruption with fever heat in the last thirty years, turning out crowds numbering in the
hundreds of thousands and exposing theft of public funds on a mind-boggling scale. But does
all this civil society activism make a difference? Specifically, can it provide the support that
anti-corruption institutions require to be effective?

Just as one example, the ability of civil society in Sierra Leone to limit the power of corrupt
political actors is an urgent issue today, as it is in many countries. Indeed, Sierra Leone is a
useful test-case of the relationship between governmental and civil-society work against
corruption. In this paper, we explore this relationship as revealed through the reaction of
civil society to the suspension of Sierra Leone’s Auditor General in apparent violation of the
constitution on the eve of the Auditor General’s annual report to parliament in 2021, and the
subsequent developments in that country.?

1 John Gaventa, “Civil Society and Power” in Michael Edwards (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Civil Society (Oxford, 2012),
pages 416-427. The question he posed there is: “Can civil society transform power relations, and if so, how and under what
conditions?”

2 Every country has a “supreme audit institution” responsible for auditing the accounts of public-sector entities and report-
ing its audit results to the legislature and the public. The institution is usually known either as the National Audit Office or
Service under the leadership of an Auditor General or as the Court of Accounts or Audit under the leadership of a President;
but other terms are used in some countries. In the UK; it is known as the National Audit Office, headed by the Comptroller
and Auditor General. In the USA, it is known as the General Accountability Office, headed by the Comptroller General. For a
discussion of the current and potential roles of Auditors General in anti-corruption activities, see: TM Sharma and Christopher
Stone, Spotting Integrity Gaps: A Practical and Appropriate Role for Public Auditors in the Fight Against Corruption, April 2024,
available at https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/publications/thechandlerpapers.
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The term civil society has become increasingly popular over the last few decades as a
shorthand for organisations and associations that are part of neither the state nor the family;
and it is often used more narrowly to exclude businesses and other commercial organisations.
Here, we adopt that narrower definition.? Even excluding the commercial sector, civil

society encompasses an enormous range of formal and informal organisations: some highly
professional, others amateur; some rigorously independent, others manipulated by donors or
politicians; some with wide, grassroot constituencies, other representing narrow elites. We
return to these differences after describing the context in Sierra Leone and recounting the
relevant events.

Lara Taylor-Pearce, co-author of this paper, has served as Auditor General of Sierra Leone
since 2011. In November 2021, she and her deputy were suddenly suspended, and a tribunal
was impanelled to consider unspecified charges of misconduct against her. More than 24
months later, that tribunal has yet to make any findings or issues any report, effectively
removing the independent leadership of the office.”

We begin with a review of the events leading to the Auditor General’s suspension, then
discuss the reaction by those in civil society, and finally turn to a crucial pair of questions.
What choices confront leaders of civil society organisations when powerful people in
government attempt to subvert the very institutions constitutionally established to hold them
to account? And therefore, how can public officials most effectively work against corruption
in partnership with civil society?

The Auditor-General’s role regarding corruption in Sierra Leone

The office of the Auditor-General occupies a crucial position in the political architecture of
Sierra Leone, with its authority and independence clearly established in the Constitution.®
From her first year in office, Lara Taylor-Pearce routinely used her annual reports to
communicate to the Sierra Leone public as well as to Parliament “unambiguously all the
facts as | find them about the condition of public financial management in Sierra Leone and
what needs to be done about it”® In contrast with her predecessor who relied on technical

3 “Civil society is widely understood as the space outside the family, market and state. What constitutes civil society has devel-
oped and grown since the term first became popular in the 1980s and it now signifies a wide range of organised and organic
groups including non-governmental organisations (NGOs), trade unions, social movements, grassroots organisations, online
networks and communities, and faith groups.” Rachel Cooper, “What is Civil Society, its role and value in 2018” K4D Helpdesk
Report, available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/Scéc2e74e5274a72bc45240e/488 What is_Civil Society.
pdf (accessed 22 July 2023).

4 On 28 November 2022, more than a year after the suspension of the AG and her deputy, the tribunal appointed by the Presi-
dent ruled that it had the legal authority to look into the alleged professional misconduct of both of them. See “Legal Setback
For Suspended Auditor General” in Global Times, 29 November 2022, available at https:/globaltimes-sl.com/2022/11/29/
Legal-Setback-For-S/, accessed 8 January 2023. For most of 2023, the tribunal made little substantive progress. See: Edi-
torial, “Reinstating Lara Taylor-Pearce: A Crucial Step towards Transparency and Good Governance in Sierra Leone” in Sierra
Eye Magazine, 20 July 2023, available at https://www.sierraeyemagazine.com/?p=2270 (accessed 22 July 2023). In October
2023, the tribunal began to hear from witnesses, concluding its public hearings in November. As of this writing (March
2024), the tribunal has yet to issue any report or announce any findings.

5 Section 119 of the Constitution of Sierra Leone creates the office of the Auditor-General, to be appointed by the President
in consultation with the Public Service Commission and subject to approval by Parliament. The Auditor-General is required
to report to Parliament annually on her audits of the accounts of all public offices, including the judiciary, both central and
local government, universities, and any entity created by Act of Parliament or set up even partly with public funds; and her
office is entitled both to establish the form of the accounts of all such entities and to have access to all books, records, and
other documents relevant to those accounts. The Auditor-General can be removed from office only because she is unable to
perform her duties because of “infirmity of body or mind or for stated misconduct,” and only if her removal is recommended
by a three-person tribunal appointed by the President to enquire into such allegations, and only if her removal is approved by
a two-thirds majority in Parliament.

6 Accounts of Sierra Leone for the financial year ended 31* December 2010, p.10; available at https:/www.auditservice.gov.
sl/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/assl-auditor-general-annual-report-2010.pdf, accessed 8 January 2023. There is equivalent
statement in the annual reports of the previous Audit-General.
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language in the annual reports to Parliament, making it unlikely that these reports would find a
public readership, Taylor-Pearce deliberately crafted her communications to reach the public

as well as MPs.

As a technical matter, the Auditor General’s annual report must state an “opinion” as to the
accuracy of the government’s financial accounts. In her first year in office, Taylor-Pearce
issued a “qualified opinion,” as had her predecessor in the three prior years, meaning that in
some specific areas she could not conclude that the accounts were a true representation

of the financial condition of the country, but in all other areas the accounts were materially
accurate. In her second year in office, however, she reached a more dire conclusion, issuing
“a disclaimer of opinion,” meaning that she had received so little information that she could
not form an opinion one way or another.” In her third year, she issued an even more dire
“adverse opinion,” meaning that she had sufficient evidence to conclude that the accounts
were materially inaccurate, and the inaccuracies were pervasive. “Put simply,” she wrote, “the

financial statements are misleading.”

As her tenure in the role grew, the Auditor-General began to write directly about the problem
of public corruption in Sierra Leone.” In her report of December 2014, she wrote that the
problems uncovered in her audits “further confirm the government’s widely held reputation
of being unable to decisively deal with poor public financial management” She then added her

first comments directly on corruption:

Parliamentarians, Ministers and public sector managers at all levels need to provide
leadership in not accepting petty and grand corruption as normative. Those in position
to do so should follow the money when things go wrong. As citizens, none of us
should ever accept fiduciary irresponsibility from those charged with holding the
strings of the public purse. To do so is morally corrosive, erodes our civic rights and
damages our hard-won young democracy.

Such direct language began to build popular support for the office. Not only did these reports
speak directly about the isolation and low morale among well-intentioned procurement
officers, but the reports related these problems directly to threats to public health from

the failures both of local councils to deal with solid waste and the Ministry of Agriculture to

provide farmers with basic necessities."

That report was followed just a few weeks later by a special audit report on funds donated
to the government to fight the Ebola epidemic in the period from May through October
2014, during which more than 2,900 had died in the country of approximately seven million."

7 Accounts of Sierra Leone for the financial year ended 31t December 2011, pp.5-6, available at https:/www.auditservice.gov.
sl/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/assl-auditor-general-annual-report-2011.pdf, accessed 8 January 2023.

8 Accounts of Sierra Leone for the financial year ended 31t December 2012, pp.5-6, available at https:/www.auditservice.gov.
sl/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/assl-auditor-general-annual-report-2012.pdf, issued in 2013 and accessed 8 January 2023.

9 The Audit Service is not the only public institution in Sierra Leone equipped to pursue corruption, but in these years it was
the only one operating under a direct constitutional mandate. The Sierra Leone Anti-Corruption Commission, which might be
imagined to play the primary role against corruption, has left it to investigative journalists to pursue corruption in the highest
offices. See: Abdul Rashid Thomas, “Fighting corruption in Sierra Leone: Are the real offenders in the dock?” in Sierra Leone
Telegraph, available at https://www.thesierraleonetelegraph.com/fighting-corruption-in-sierra-leone-are-the-real-offenders-
in-the-dock-op-ed/ (accessed 22 July 2023).

10 Accounts of Sierra Leone for the financial year ended 31t December 2013, p.vii, available at https://www.auditservice.gov.sl/
wp-content/uploads/2018/12/assl-auditor-general-annual-report-2013.pdf, issued in 2014 and accessed 8 January 2023.

11 1d, pp.viii-x.

12 Report on the audit of the Management of the Ebola Funds: May to October 2014, available at https://www.auditservice.gov.
sl/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/assl-report-on-ebola-funds-management-may-oct-2014.pdf (The report included, for exam-
ple, the finding that “There was a complete disregard for the law on public procurement in an emergency situation” at p.5).
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That report, drawing even more attention to the role of the Auditor-General in identifying
corruption risks, helped her obtain additional funding to begin to issue a graphical version
of her annual reports, summarising her annual findings in a more accessible format (see
examples in the Appendix to this paper).”

Throughout her tenure, the Auditor General herself was careful not to speak publicly more
than once a year when issuing her annual report, but from the very start she was eager to
strengthen public understanding of the office. Upon assuming her position, she recognised
that few people knew anything about the role of the Auditor General. Even anti-corruption
organisations seemed not to know much about it Determined to build that understanding
among ordinary citizens, she directed her communications officer to increase the agency’s
outreach to the public, going to schools, appearing on radio programmes. This activity
attracted the notice of civil society organisations, many of which approached the Auditor
General, asking how they could work together with the Audit Service.

In April 2018, there was a change of government. Although there had been wide praise for
the Auditor General’s 2015 report on spending during the Ebola crisis and for her work in
general, that enthusiasm began to fade. The Auditor General, consistent with her mandate,
commenced a real-time audit of COVID-19 response funds, reporting several procurements
at “highly inflated” costs.”® Then, after three consecutive years of unqualified (i.e., “clean”)
audit opinions, the report issued in December 2021 returned to the less favourable “qualified”
opinion. Just a month before that report was to be delivered to the legislature, the Auditor
General and her deputy were peremptorily suspended.”

The response of civil society

The suspension provoked a wave of protest. No Auditor General had ever been suspended
since the establishment of the office, and this suspension did not appear on its face to comply
with the constitutionally established process—the same process applicable to the removal of
judges.

13 The first of these graphical summaries, issued in 2016, summarised the report issued in December 2015 on the audit of the
2014 accounts. See: Audit Service of Sierra Leone, Graphical Representation of the Summary of the 2014 Auditor General’s
Report, accessible at https:/www.auditservice.gov.sl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Graphic-Summary-of-the-Auditor-Gen-
eral-Annual-Report-2014.pdf, accessed 8 January 2023. These were republished by various news media. See, for example,
the summary of the 2017 report reproduced in the Sierra Leone Telegraph, available at https:/www.thesierraleonetelegraph.
com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Graphic-Summary-on-the-Auditor-Generals-Report-2017.pdf (accessed 22 July 2023).

14 Lara Taylor-Pearce recalls receiving a letter from the local chapter of Transparency International in 2012 in which they
explained that they knew nothing about the activities of the office. By 2020, this and other civil society organisations were
pressing to participate in the drafting of the Auditor General’s strategic plan for 2021-2026.

15 “Opposition’s Maada Bio wins Sierra Leone presidency—certified tallies” in Thomson Reuters Foundation News, 4 April 2018,
available at https://news.trust.org/item/20180404214529-xdisf/, accessed 8 January 2023.

16 Report on the Audit of Funds managed by the National COVID-19 Emergency Response Centre and other Ministries Depart-
ments and Agencies: March to June 2020, available at https:/www.auditservice.gov.sl/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Report-
on-the-Audit-of-Funds-managed-by-NaCOVERC-and-other-MDAs.-March-June-2020-1.pdf, accessed 8 January 2023.

17 For the change in relationship between President Bio and Lara Taylor-Pearce, see: Abdul Rashid Thomas, “Mrs Lara Tay-
lor-Pearce—we’ve still got your back!” in Sierra Leone Telegraph, 17 November 2021, (describing the COVID-19 audit as
revealing “humongous corruption” and the government’s failed effort at shielding the President’s office from audit scrutiny)
available at https:/www.thesierraleonetelegraph.com/mrs-lara-taylor-pearce-weve-still-got-your-back/, accessed 8 January
2023.
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Public expressions of protest focused almost exclusively on the process, rather than the fact
of the suspension, even though the only reasons provided for the suspension were described
as the violation of unspecified “professional standards.” Adherence to constitutionally
prescribed process is, of course, vital to the rule of law, especially in the highest public offices;
but removing officials who are investigating malfeasance in the most powerful political offices
is potentially scandalous even when those removals comply with the constitution. In this case,
the protest was largely limited to the chimerical process.®

Among the civil-society organisations urging the President to proceed only in accordance
with the constitution were the Sierra Leone Bar Association, the Center for Accountability
and Rule of Law (CARL), the Institute for Governance Reforms, the 50-50 Group concerned
with women’s rights, the Sierra Leone Association of Journalists, and a coalition known as the
Budget Advocacy Network (BAN)."” The public protests from most groups faded quickly, but
BAN kept up its expressions of concern. On the first anniversary of the suspensions, BAN
noted that the government had brought its charges against the AG and her deputy only after
more than six months, and even since then the tribunal was continuing at a “snail pace.” The
government had promised the IMF that it would proceed in a transparent and time-bound
process on the AG’s suspension, but BAN pointed out that no timeline had been established.
Although BAN’s statement asserted that the AG had done much to uncover corruption and
hoped that the President would reverse the suspension, BAN’s members were “equally very
much concerned about the Tribunal’s slow pace.”?°

The pace remained slow. The tribunal commenced examination of witnesses only in

October 2023, and the few newspapers that reported on them included no mention of

civil society reaction. As of March 2024, after more than two years, the matter has largely
disappeared from the public discussion, save for a few occasional comments from individuals
on social media.

18 Among the most notorious examples in the 20 century was US President Richard Nixon’s removal of Archibald Cox, the
special prosecutor investigating the Watergate break-in and cover-up. The firing of Cox violated the special-prosecutor reg-
ulation but the President’s authority to fire him was widely seen as constitutionally permitted. Nonetheless, it provoked such
outrage that it shortly led to the commencement of impeachment procedings in the Congress. See: Kenneth Noble, “New
Views Emerge in Bork’s Role in Watergate Dismissals” in New York Times, 26 July 1987, sec.1 page 23, available at https:/
www.nytimes.com/1987/07/26/us/new-views-emerge-of-bork-s-role-in-watergate-dismissals.html?src=pm (accessed 22 July
2023).

19 See Abdul Rashid Thomas, cited above (quoting, among others, a leader from CARL calling on President Bio to “reverse the
suspension of the Auditor General and start the whole process again™). See also, Agence France Presse, “Outrage in Sierra
Leone After Suspension of Auditor General” in Barron’s, 12 November 2021 available at https:/www.barrons.com/news/
outrage-in-sierra-leone-after-suspension-of-auditor-general-01636727411 (accessed 22 July 2023), quoting Institute for
Governance Reforms and the Sierra Leone Association of Journalists (“The leadership of Lara Taylor-Pearce has a hitherto
unblemished track record of professionalism and integrity in the discharge of its duties spanning over ten years and two
political administrations”).

20 The Budget Advocacy Network is a coalition of several civil society groups, including Christian Aid (CA), Campaign for Good
Governance (CGG), Network Movement for Justice and Development (NMJD), Western Area Budget Education Advoca-
cy Network (WABEAN), ActionAid Sierra Leone (AASL), Talking Drum Studio (TDS) and Transparency International Sierra
Leone (TISL). See: Amin Kef, “Auditor General’s Suspension & Trial on Snail Pace” in The Calabash Newspaper, 14 November
2022, available at https://thecalabashnewspaper.com/auditor-generals-suspension-trial-on-snail-pace/, accessed 8 January
2023. See also: Budget Advocacy Network, “Auditor General’s Suspension--One Year Gone but Still No Pathway to the End”
11 November 2022, available at https://ban-sl.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/BAN-PRESS-STATEMENT-ON-AG-11TH-
NOV-2022-.pdf (accessed 22 July 2023). The IMF staff report as part of the review of Sierra Leone’s extended credit facility
in June 2022 noted that “A broad spectrum of stakeholders have called for a timebound and transparent conclusion to the
domestic legal process that is hearing the case of the suspended Auditor General and her Deputy, with a process that is con-
sistent with the laws of Sierra Leone” paragraph 27, available at https://www.imf.org/-/media/Files/Publications/CR/2022/
English/1SLEEA2022001.ashx (accessed 22 July 2023).
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Even a few weeks into the suspension, despite occasional comments in the press, there was
no obvious civil society mobilisation nor expression of continuing anger at the attack on
the independence of the Auditor General. Despite the Auditor General’s unusual degree of
engagement with the public over many years, civil society chose to be cautiously watchful
rather than taking any action, yet there was little to watch.

The limits of popular support for anti-corruption institutions and their leaders

At least one journalist in Sierra Leone has speculated in print about the possibility that

the government has bought the muted response from some civil society groups, while
intimidating others.? We cannot know the reasons that individual organisations in Sierra
Leone have not been more vocal, or campaigned more forcefully or for a longer period, but
the public speculation raises questions that go far beyond this one story. To start with: What
choices confront leaders of civil society organisations when powerful people in government
attempt to subvert the very institutions constitutionally established to hold them to account?

First, however strong the trust and respect between civil society leaders and officials under
attack, civil society organisations are better able to defend the independence of public
institutions than to protect the jobs of individual leaders. When the head of government has
suspended (but not finally removed) a highly respected official, there remains a possibility
that strong, determined protests by civil society and unequivocal editorial statements in the
mainstream media may lead to a fair process that results in the reinstatement of that official.
Once an official is finally removed, however, the most that protest can realistically achieve

is greater independence for the institution in the future, the appointment of a respected
replacement, and concessions on the underlying matters that led to the official’s removal.

The main choice facing civil society leaders, therefore, is whether to dial up the protest to its
maximum level demanding immediate concessions at the time of suspension, or alternatively
insist only that procedural requirements be scrupulously obeyed. In the case of the Auditor
General in Sierra Leone, we see civil society leaders taking the second option. Why might they
make that choice?

Perhaps, as the journalist suggested, the government has used some combination of carrots
and sticks to keep their protest tepid.?? Or perhaps the organisations have other priorities,
some of which require that they remain in constructive dialogue with the government, and
therefore take a moderate stance in cases like this. Or perhaps the organisations depend on
funding from donors (bilateral, multilateral, or philanthropic) who are uncomfortable with
maximum protest or have downgraded their commitment to civil society in Sierra Leone.?

These several possibilities underscore a crucial distinction between formal civil society
organisations and the people of the society themselves. Even if their leaders are not
intimidated or bought-off by powerful officials, organisations have strategies to advance and
revenue streams to preserve, so they frequently find it necessary to compromise on one
commitment for the sake of another.

21 See Abdul Rashid Thomas, cited above (“could it be that all of them have condoned too much from this government since
2018 and have thus either become extensively compromised or intimidated into silence...or been recompensed with Jobs
Placements, Projects Surveys and Public Relations Consultancies and perks too tempting to resist”).

22 Abdul, Rashid Thomas, cited above.

23 As one former official with the UK’s international development department explained to the authors about the role of inter-
national development funding, “it’s a purposeful machine that generates what is hot and what is not in civil society. It can be
domestic, but often it’s international. | think that may also help explain the ups and downs of interest.”



Some parts of civil society are closer to the people themselves and less dependent on
institutional donors, so there may be popular associations still willing to make the loudest
of noises when the more professional, bureaucratic elements of civil society hold back.
Still, there may be other reasons for moderating protest. The grassroots associations may
be less expert in their understanding of the constitutional issues at stake, or they may be
more persuaded by the explanations that the officials give for their actions. In either case,
any popular support that a corruption fighter enjoys may disappear quickly when it is most
needed. Even the strongest popular support can prove ephemeral.

In light of all these reasons that support from civil society can be weak and short-lived, how
should public officials build their public partnerships against corruption with civil society
organisations and with the people directly? To succeed in any meaningful and lasting
campaign against corruption, popular support and civil-society partnership are probably
essential. Yet no public institution working against corruption can afford to be overly reliant
on that support for survival when holding the most senior officials to account. How should
public officials find the right balance?

At one end of the scale, public officials can build communications channels and routines to
keep professional, expert civil society organisations informed about their findings, actions, and
decisions. By frequently briefing those who understand the issues about all aspects of their
work—whether in civil society roundtable meetings or luncheons with news-media editors—
they can hope for some degree of support when controversies arise. This is an approach taken
by the Auditor General of Ghana, who found himself forced out of office by the president who
appointed him, only a year before the suspension of the Auditor General in Sierra Leone.*

At the other end of the scale, public officials leading anti-corruption institutions can include
members of civil society, including representatives of professional organisations or even
community volunteers for whom the institutions provide training, within their operational
units or decision-making committees. In Nigeria, for example, the Independent Corrupt
Practices Commission (ICPC) has recruited civil society representatives onto its group that
sells the assets that it seizes, building public confidence that there is no corruption in the
disposal of the assets of corruption. In Nepal, for another example, the Auditor General
conducts participatory audits especially of local government units, recruiting and training
citizen auditors in partnership with grassroots civil society organisations.?

24 An example of a strong relationship of this kind with civil society comes from Ghana, where the Auditor General was forced
out of office by a president who had earlier supported him. See: Manasseh Azure Awuni, “How Ghana’s President Hounded
the Auditor-General Out of Office” in ZAM Magazine, 2 December 2020, available at https://www.zammagazine.com/poli-
tics-opinion/1326-how-ghana-s-president-hounded-the-auditor-general-out-of-office (accessed 22 July 2023).

25 The experience of the Auditor General of Nepal between 2017 and 2023 is instructive on several points. Immediately after
delivering his first report to the president in 2018, the newly appointed AG held a press briefing and conducted follow-up
interviews that generated a month of heavy press attention. The AG encouraged the media to rely on his report and organ-
ised regular interactions and orientations to disseminate audit findings. When this pattern of media attention was repeated
in 2019, this made many government leaders and bureaucratic high-level officials unhappy, accusing him of exceeding his
mandate and complaining to him about the “over-visibility of the Auditor General.” While the AG defended his performance
in terms of his constitutional role, the dispute led to a narrowing of the AG’s responsibilities in legislation and the withdraw-
al of cooperation by the executive on several matters. In response, the AG lowered the profile of his reports and office,
reducing the frequency of media briefings and adopting a much quieter approach while public attention was focused on
the COVID-19 pandemic. Simultaneously, he expanded the active participation of civil society in the conduct of the audits
themselves. Only when elections resulted in a change of government and a new parliament did he return with his sixth and
final report to his original public dissemination strategy, this time greeted with greater acceptance. (Account of Tanka Mani
Sharma Dangal, Auditor General of Nepal, 2017-2023, on file with the authors.
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In Sierra Leone, the Auditor General took a strategy midway along this continuum. She did
not rely on civil society operationally, but she did more than keep the professional NGOs
informed of her work. She engaged with ordinary citizens, using multiple devices to overcome
the great divide between the expert and the popular parts of civil society. The outreach to
schools and other institutions in the communities, the radio interviews, and—most creatively—
the graphic reports illustrating how corruption was operating and how the Auditor General
was working to uncover and prevent it, all built a relationship with civil society that was wider,
and reached more deeply into the public, than simply briefing the professional organisations.

At this writing, it does not appear that the approach was sufficient to generate the maximum
protest when she was removed, nor protest sustained long enough to matter. As we have
seen, there are many reasons that civil society mutes its voice and contains its anger at
powerful officials. Could Taylor-Pearce have structured her partnership with civil society
differently? Could civil society itself have taken on a larger role in reinforcing the principles
and commitments explicit in the Auditor General’s reports with the new government after
the elections of 20187 Those are questions worth consideration by others who face similar
situations in the future.

The example of Sierra Leone might usefully inspire the public leaders of anti-corruption
institutions to be more creative in bridging the expert divide in their public communications,
engaging both popular and professional constituencies. The example might also encourage
public leaders to consider a second phase to their relations with civil society, including

the media. Once you have their attention and they are amplifying your work, what further
collaborations are possible that might strengthen the relationships in anticipation of future
stress and tensions? But the example is mostly a cautionary tale: even the most creative
communication with the public and the most heartfelt trust with civil-society advocates may
not protect you from powerful officials under threat.

Promoters of civil society engagement sometimes equate civil society with democracy

itself, but that idealism may distract us from the often-contradictory motives at play. The
sociologist, John Gaventa, whose question began this paper, points out that civil society is not
necessarily a force for social justice:

The assumption is often that such civil society organizations will serve as a
counterforce to the unchecked power of state or market actors. Such organizations
are seen as agents of empowerment through which citizens develop their

capacities to become aware of their rights and agency, mobilize to act, and pursue
democratizing or social justice aims. While there are many examples of such roles in
practice, the literature is also filled with examples of the opposite behavior—pointing
to the role that civil society organizations may play in legitimating, rather than
challenging the status quo....”*

26 John Gaventa, “Civil Society and Power,” page 416. For an example of a civil society supporter equating it with democracy
itself, see: “Priorities: Civil Society Power” from Concord: European confederation of NGOs working on sustainable devel-
opment and international cooperation, (“Civil society is a key agent of change....If civil society is challenged, so are democ-
racy, equality, social cohesion, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability”), available at https:/concordeurope.
org/cross-cutting-priorities/civil-society-power/, accessed 8 January 2023. For a more cautionary assessment, see Rachel
Cooper, “What is Civil Society, its role and value in 2018?” a K4D Helpdesk Report, (“Civil society has created positive social
change in numerous places throughout the world..[but] questions about civil society’s value, legitimacy and accountability
are increasing™), available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c6c2e74e5274a72bc45240e/488 _What _is_
Civil_Society.pdf, accessed 8 January 2023.
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Just as independent anti-corruption institutions within government need to work in
partnership with each other, they need to work in partnership with civil society and the
public as well. Yet it is not obvious how that partnership can be built, on what terms, and with
whom. For civil society organisations, too, partnerships with independent institutions within
the state are crucial, but the commitment to those partnerships necessarily extends only so
far. There is no reversing the events in Sierra Leone described here, but the time is ripe for
Auditors General more widely and the leadership of civil society organisations concerned
with corruption to sit together to deepen their mutual understanding. The overlap between
protecting public money and protecting citizens’ interests are quite broad, so there ought to
be a strong basis for collaboration and mutual commitment.

When the authorities are supporting transparency and open government, civil society
partnerships come easily; but when the fair skies grow dark, will the partnerships and
coalitions against corruption remain intact or be scattered by the wind? With what
preparation and what kind of collaboration will they be able to stand the gale?
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APPENDIX 1

A popular approach to audit reporting

Below we provide four pages from the 2017 report as examples of the graphic summaries of
the annual audit reports issued by the Auditor General of Sierra Leone until the suspension of
Lara Taylor-Pearce in November 2021.
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