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Transforming government, empowering citizens.
A blueprint for transparency, accountability and change

As recent scandals have reminded us, Australia is facing a crisis of unaccountable and wasteful government spending. 
Numbers remain shielded behind bureaucratic red tape, and taxpayers’ fundamental right to know how their money is 
being spent is being abridged. After all, governments spend taxpayer money, taxpayers deserve to know how it is 
being spelt. Changing this culture of secrecy and back-room agreements, and opening the conduct of governments and 
their spending has been a priority of progressive governments throughout the world. In Britain, Europe, the United 
States, governments are succumbing to public pressure to become transparent and accountable in their dealings with 
public finance to deliver better outcomes for tax payers. In doing so, millions of dollars are being saved, and taxpayers 
have become truly empowered and the taxes that governments collect are being made to finally serve the people. 

These efficiencies have been achieved globally not through inquiries, not through additional bureaucracies, not 
through grand standing rhetoric, but with an altogether different, and simple, concept: utilising technology to 
empower citizens to scrutinise the government through ensuring all government and government agency spending is 
published online in an easily accessible format. Allowing all citizens to see just how their money is being spent. This 
simple concept can revolutionise political culture. The results unanimously show great benefits to taxpayers, at 
minimal cost. Such has been the success of government transparency that there pressure is mounting for non-
government organisations, particularly student unions but also trade unions, charities and businesses, to follow suit -
the principles of transparency delivering efficiency is still the same. 

What is a Transparency Website?

The concept of transparency websites is simple and easy to understand. Create an easily accessible website containing 
an easily searchable Google-like database of all government spending. 

Every dollar, every cheque paid for by taxes would be included, together with information like where money is going, 
what is it being used for, and whether it is meeting its objectives. 

In addition to a searchable website, budgetary plans can also be made available online including any fluctuations in 
conditions such as declining revenue, failing investments or decreasing spending.

Missouri Acountability Portal – Tax Credits Search - http://mapyourtaxes.mo.gov/MAP/TaxCredits/

Missouri Acountability Portal – Employees Result -  http://mapyourtaxes.mo.gov/MAP/Employees/Position/SearchPositions.aspx

Nabraska Spedning .com – Health Budget 2008-2009 - http://www.nebraskaspending.com/spent0809/0809_hhs.htm
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Some if not most of this information is provided currently in some form or another. If you wish to spend days (if not 
weeks) searching, you’d be able to find it. Few however are able to go through the hassle, leading to a culture of 
unaccountable spending. Without transparency, accountability is impossible; to quote the famous aphorism: "Sunshine 
is the best disinfectant." We live in an age where the internet can easily make all this information accessible to the 
public. 

Examples of Transparency Websites

The first legislation to create Google like financial transparency websites was passed by the United States Federal 
Government. The Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006 had broad bipartisan support. It was
co-sponsored by Senator Tom Coburn (R-OK), considered the most conservative members of the Senate, Senator
John McCain (R-AZ), and the current US President, then Senator Barack Obama (D-Il) 

The bill had widespread support from the community with the only opposition coming from special interests and 
those that have reasons to hide corruption. One of the two who placed (later discovered) ‘Secret Holds’ on the U.S. 
legislation was Republican Ted Stevesn of ‘bridge to nowhere’ fame who was recently found guilty of corruption. The 
transparency legislation ultimately passed unanimously both the House and Senate. 

Since the introduction federally, 30 U.S. States either have financial transparency websites, have passed legislation to 
create transparency websites or have legislation proposed to create transparency websites:

States with Financial 
Transparency Websites1

States with legislation passed or 
Executive Orders to create 
Transparency websites2

States with Legislation proposed to 
create Transparency websites3

Alaska Georgia Tennessee
Kansas Hawaii New Mexico 
Kentucky Maryland Illinois
Louisiana Minnesota Connecticut 
Missouri Nevada Kentucky
Nebraska Mississippi Nevada
Nevada Nevada Minnesota
New York Ohio Oklahoma
Oklahoma Utah
South Carolina
Texas
South Dakota 
Indiana (only contracts) 4

Washington

The new Mayor of London Conservative Boris Johnson has also started to publish his spendings5, as has the E.U.6

Benefits

Transparency and Accountability

Transparency will hold the government accountable to the people. Citizens will be able to know how their money is 
being spent. This is taxpayers’ money: if it is being wasted, they have a fundamental right to know. Ultimately, every 
expenditure made by government is funded by taxpayers. Every publicly held company is required to disclose their 
expenditures to shareholders. In that sense, every taxpayer is a “shareholder” of the government, and as such, how 
much is spent on what should be disclosed.  Governor Rick Perry of Texas, who unilaterally posted his own office’s 

                                               
1 http://sunshinereview.org/index.php/States_with_spending_online   
2 http://sunshinereview.org/index.php/States_with_spending_online
3 http://www.atr.org/content/pdf/2007/march/030807ot-memo-transparency.pdf  
4 http://www.atr.org/content/pdf/2007/march/030807ot-memo-transparency.pdf
5 http://www.london.gov.uk/gla/expenditure/index.jsp
6http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/08/1444&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage
=en
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quarterly expenditures online in the winter of 2006 and in doing so set off a tremendously successful movement 
toward greater spending transparency in Texas, made it very clear: “I have a simple philosophy about transparency in 
government: if the taxpayers are picking up the bill, they ought to be able to look at every item on the receipt.”7

Inexpensive

Most of these websites used limited and/or existing resources to be created and maintained8.
cut back wasteful spending.

Furthermore, free open-source software is now available to create these websites, minimising the cost to taxpayers 
even further. As such, development of software would not be required and thus the outlay would be minimal.

When US Federal Transparency legislation was created, it was estimating that its implementation would cost $4 
million in 2007 and about $15 million over the 2007-2011 period. OMB was able to build the website for less than 
$1million. The purchase price for the software was $600,000 (now available free)
  
Missouri and South Carolina constructed their government spending websites at no cost to taxpayers, by reallocating 
existing resources and staff time. And while there has been a price tag associated with Comptroller Susan Combs's 
website in Texas ($310,000), this site, too, was built within existing revenues.

In Oklahoma, the fiscal note for the legislation that created the spending transparency website estimated a total cost of 
$300,000 - $40,000 for construction and $260,000 for maintenance and upgrades. The sponsor of the legislation has 
since reported, that the software was purchased for $8,000, and the website was built and loaded by reallocating staff 
time at no extra cost9.

Nebraska was able to create NebraskaSpending.gov for only $30,000 

Saving Governments Money

By allowing public scrutiny of government spending, governments will be largely prevented from funnelling money 
to special interest groups or pork-barrelling to marginal electorates. 
Secondly, it opens the government books up to an army of citizen-investigators, harnessing the fundamental 
grassroots nature of web 2.0. Hundreds if not thousands of citizens will be able to audit the government books.

As a practical example of this, the US State of Texas. In Texas, U.S.$300,00010 was allocated for the development of 
completely new software. Within a year has saved $8.7 million USD( $3.5 million AUD) – done by examining its 
own information from its transparency web site and then consolidating contracts and ending overlapping efforts 
across departments.11 These savings included  $318,000 on mail sorting, $73,000US through consolidation of five 
different toner contracts into one, $250,000US through not printing a duplicative study already done by another 
agency,  $130,000US  in postage and print cost savings by putting publications online, $457,000 through Elimination 
of several IT contracts $100,000 by eliminating microfilm no longer needed and $14,600 through disconnections12.

Bipartisan 

Of the twelve spending transparency laws that were passed in the US in the last two years, four were sponsored by 
Democrats, and eight by Republicans. Many of these bills passed with unanimous or almost unanimous consent. The 
bills were signed into law by five Democratic governors, and seven Republican governors (Gov. Lingle of Hawaii let 
the bill become law without her signature). The issue has been supported by political advocates as far apart as Grover 
Norquist from Americans for Tax Reform, to former Greens Party candidate Ralph Nadar.

Proposed Model:

The model that would provide the greatest transparency and be the best tool to taxpayers is a website that:

                                               
7 http://www.reason.org/commentaries/hydro_20070705.shtml
8 http://www.tertiumquids.org/pdfs/state-by-state-analysis-of-budget-transparency.pdf
9 http://www.fiscalaccountability.org/index.php?content=aia_faq#wc
10 http://www.tertiumquids.org/pdfs/state-by-state-analysis-of-budget-transparency.pdf
11 http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2008/aug/11/financial-transparency-sweeps-across-nation/
12 http://www.atr.org/content/pdf/2008/jan/012808ot-lt-SusanCombs_trnsp.pdf
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 Provides complete details of government spending (directly and through agencies) and contracts in a single 
searchable website,

 Allows line item expenditures to be examined, 
 Includes the salary and benefits of bureaucrats, but not assistance to other individuals,
 The examination of performance benchmarks targeted and whether they have been reached
 Current and updated budget planning, 

Proposed model legislation is included as an appendix to this document of such is given in a model bill at the end of 
the document. 

Such a model would allow the public to know about the ‘long lunches’ enjoyed by Public Servants, the details of 
contracts handed out for major projects and any changes in budget situations such as black holes. Specifically it would 
allow the public to know whether projects and bureaucrats were reaching targets set for them. Are bureaucrats 
receiving pay rises at the expense of front line workers. The success of such a model would not be in what is found on 
the website, but rather what is prevented because of it. With greater transparency the government would seek to 
mitigate any embarrassing information by not committing the embarrassing action in the fully knowledge that the 
public, the opposition and media will know quickly and easily and will be able to hold them to account. 

If proposed in Parliaments, either by the West Australian Government, or as as a private members bill elsewhere, this 
is unlikely to be defeated. Whilst elements and vested interests within the Labor Party may oppose it, due to the 
popularity of transparency and accountability, the political reality will force them to accept it.  

Conclusion

Citizens overseas have shown that they are willing to search and hold to account their governments spending. An 
example of this is Missouri’s transparency website, a state with a slightly smaller population than New South Wales, 
receiving 15 million hits so since interception a year ago.13 This is shows that this tool can re-engage tax payers as 
they enquire what is being done with their money, particularly young people. It makes information available to a 
generation and a society that is unlikely to request a hard copy of the budget outlining each item of expenditures, and 
search through books of data with a magnifying glass and a highlighter to find information. It also serves to empower 
the fourth estate, both the traditional mainstream media and bloggers which will serve as a vital time and money 
saving device. It is undoubtable with such high levels of engagement and scrutiny of government spending this tool 
will be able to deliver amazing results. 

Experience has proven it is inexpensive and easy. There are no practical barriers to its implementation. The 
limited costs involved are a small price to pay for creating a new age of participatory, grassroots democracy 
and engaging a new generation of citizens. This policy is aimed at the twitter, Youtube, Facebook activist 
generation will bring about a new dawn of Public Affairs 2.0 to Australia. They give us an unprecedented 
opportunity to begin fostering participatory democracy and true representative government, eliminate wasteful 
spending and improve our political culture. These Transparency websites will show that individuals, working 
together, can achieve amazing things and can reclaim our governments and make them accountable for their 
decisions. If only we give them the information. 

As Grover Norquist Says, President of Americans for Tax Reform states, transparency websites are “almost 
impossible to publicly politically oppose”. Importantly Transparency in government spending is not a left –
right issue, it is a Right – Wrong issue, and the public supports it. And transparency websites ought be 
implemented as soon as possible. They are popular. They improve governance. They save money. They 
restore human accountability. They empower taxpayers.

In terms of the Liberal Part, for too long in opposition we have been the party of no, instead we must be the
party of new and innovative solutions. But most of all we must do this we believe it is the right thing to do, and 
while this may be easy, this must be the first step on a very difficult path towards a government truly for the people, 
not just their representatives. 

                                               
13 http://crystalcleargovernment.com/
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Useful Websites

http://www.usaspending.gov/ - the U.S. federal transparency website 
http://mapyourtaxes.mo.gov/MAP/Portal/ - Missouri’s transparency website 
http://www.window.state.tx.us/comptrol/expendlist/cashdrill.php - Texas transparency website
http://www.nebraskaspending.com/-Nebraskas Budgetary Plans 
http://www.london.gov.uk/gla/expenditure/index.jsp - London’s transparency website
http://www.fiscalaccountability.org/ - Center for Fiscal Accountability
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APPENDIX A

Responsible Spending and Governance through Transparency and 
Accountability (Empowering Citizens) Bill 20xx

A Bill for an Act to make available government spending, budgeting and other related 
matters online and easily accessible to the public so to create a culture of responsible 
governance and spending.

The Parliament of Australia/State Enacts:

1 Short Title 

The Act may be cited as the “Responsible Spending and Governance Act”

2 Commencement

This Act commences on July 1 20xx 

3 Objects of Act 

The Objects of this Act are to deliver transparency and accountability to governance by empowering citizens 
to scrutinize the Government, by creating and mandating the maintenance of a searchable website of all 
government spending and making public budgetary planning and any changes in it. This is to 

(a) limit and make ministers accountable for wasteful spending,
(b) make public any budgetary black holes through inefficient tax schemes or investment 

mismanagement,
(c) identify corruption in terms of links between government expenditure or contracts and rewards 

or assistance from entities to either Government, Government members, members of the 
Governments party or the Party in Government and to

(d) identify any pork barrelling or lack of investment in electoral divisions. 

4 Interpretation 

In this Act:

Agency means any entity or instrumentality of the Government. This includes individual government 
agencies and programs, as well as those programs and activities that cross agency lines.

Entity/and or recipients means:
a. a corporation,
b. an association,
c. a union,
d. a limited liability company,
e. a limited liability partnership,
f. a sole proprietorship
g. any other legal business entity including non-profits,
h. grantees,
i. contractors, 
j. Government employee and
k. any other tier of government.
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l. “Entity/and or recipients” does not include an individual recipient of state assistance.

Searchable website means a website that allows the public to: 

(a) Search and aggregate the information required in section (5)
(b) Ascertain through a single search the total amount of funding action or expenditure awarded to 
an entity in both a Financial Year and in total.
(c) download data included in section (5) included in the outcome from searches. 
(d) programmatically search and access all data in a serialized machine
readable format (such as XML) via a web-services application programming interface.

the Secretary means the Secretary to the Treasury 

5 Creation of the Searchable Website 

The Secretary must, for the purposes of this Act, create and operate a single searchable website, accessible by 
the public at no cost to access which details government expenditure after the date of commencement of this 
Act including, but not limited to;

(a) the name of the entity receiving the funds
(b)the  principal location of the entity/and or recipients of funds for the excluding Government 
employees,
(c) the amount of funds expended,
(d)the funding or expending agency,
(e) the budget program/activity of the expenditure,
(f) a descriptive purpose for the funding action or expenditure,
(g) the details of the type of Funding action or expenditure (grant, contract, appropriations, etc.). 
Including tax exemptions or credits. Where possible, a hyperlink to the actual grants or contracts 
must be provided in a form at least as searchable as searchable pdf
(h) the expected performance outcome for the funding action or expenditure,
(j) the past performance outcomes achieved for the funding action or
expenditure and 

Anything considered confidential by law is exempt. 

6. Online display of Budgetary Plans 

The Secretary must make available in addition to the data outline in section (5) online budgetary plans for the 
Treasury for the upcoming financial year including data on;

(a) the planned spending and the funds to which the budget it will be appropriated
(b) the planned income and its various sources 
(c) the breakdown of income and spending by each electoral division and 
the ratio between the two. 
(d) the status of treasuries investment portfolio including its balance and earned income. 

7 Guidelines for the maintenance of the Searchable Website 

(1) The Secretary must update the searchable website and the Budgetary plans
no later than 30 days after any Government Expenditure or changes in circumstances for data 
required in Section (5) and (6)

(2) The Secretary must maintain the website that is formatted for easy access to the general 
public, which includes but is not limited to, 

(a) clearly showing line-item expenditures,
(b) presenting data where able graphically (pie charts, bar graphs etc.)  and 
(c) where possible in an interactive way. 
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(3) All data on the website must be downloadable 


