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In his book, The political economy of government auditing: financial governance 
and the rule of law in Latin America and beyond (Routledge 2009), Carlos Santiso 
addresses the elusive quest for greater accountability, openness, transparency and 
integrity from financial and audit institutions and their collective leadership. As 
the title suggests, Santiso’s focus is on the management of public finances in Latin 
America (with special reference to Argentina, Brazil and Chile). These principles 
are the ingredients of good value governance, and also serve as key instruments 
that governments can use to fight against corruption, which leads to poor delivery 
of public services. 

In this book, Santiso concurs with statements made by Charles de Montesquieu 
and James Madison in the 18th century. Montesquieu (1748) wrote that ‘constant 
experience shows us that every man invested with power is apt to abuse it … it is 
necessary from the very nature of things that [there] … should be a check to power’. 
In line with this statement, Madison (1788) wrote that 

in framing a government, which is to be administered by men over men, the great 
difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed, 
and in the next place, oblige it to control itself. A dependence on the people is no 
doubt the primary control on the government, but experience has taught mankind 
the necessity of auxiliary precautions. 

The view here is that corruption and poor governance exist in government, but there 
are mixed feelings when the same government checks itself. It is in this regard 
that Santiso examines the contribution of autonomous audit agencies (AAAs) in 
fighting against corruption, poor governance and mismanagement of public funds. 
In determining what would make the AAAs perform effectively,  efficiently, and 
successfully in the fight against corruption and poor governance or management 
of public finances, he pursues a political economy perspective and a comparative 
approach by studying the AAAs of Brazil, Argentina and Chile which makes his 
manuscript of interest to scholars in Public Administration, Political Science, 
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Developmental Sciences/studies and to policy-makers and practitioners in legislative 
and autonomous audit institutions. 

In the first three chapters of his book, Santiso starts by discussing budget 
institutions and financial governance. He then goes on to examine the political 
economy of budget oversight and external auditing. The focus here is on the 
following: modernising government through budget reforms; restraining government 
in order to be able to control corruption; improving good governance and thus 
management processes and systems in public finances; juxtaposing government 
auditing and budget politics; government accountability and public finances; and 
reforming external audit agencies to effectively respond to globalisation and a 
country’s legal environment. Thirdly, Santiso discusses institutional arrangements 
for external auditing – here he examines the conceptualisation of government 
auditing, typologies of audit agencies and audit methods, measuring effectiveness, 
and assessing the impact of AAAs. In the above discussion, the reader learns that it 
is not necessary to have the same government officials handle large sums of money 
and also adjudicate when and if there is mismanagement; instead, it is important 
to have other officials from independent audit institutions receive and examine the 
accounts (Day and Klein 1987). 

In chapters 4 to 6, there is a case study of the three selected countries of 
Latin America (i.e. Argentina, Brazil and Chile). What is of note here is that the 
three countries use different models to strengthen their AAAs in their pursuit of 
accountability, integrity, openness and transparency, and upholding the rule of law. 
The AAAs in Brazil use the court model, whereas Argentina and Chile use the board 
and monocratic models. The variables used to study the effectiveness of these models 
are: institutional profile, effectiveness, trajectory, failure of institutional transplants, 
and external auditing reforms. An assessment of AAAs using these variables makes 
the book an interesting read. 

In chapter 7, the key findings from the comparative analysis of the three 
countries are discussed, together with their policy implications. Policy-makers in 
other developed or developing countries, who are trying to reform their AAAs, can 
note what does and does not work, and why. Common to countries with emerging 
economies and markets is the hegemonic character of their political system to the 
detriment of the administrative and electoral systems (Adsera, Boix and Payne 
2003; Santiso 2005): this requires their government’s attention in its commitment 
to creating an enabling and holding environment for effective audit agencies – an 
environment in which corruption, poor governance, and a lack of accountability, 
openness and transparency and integrity will be taboo. Countries which do not 
want their AAAs to resemble a ‘tiger in chains’ can learn from Argentina, whose 
constitution (Article 85) allows the main opposition party to appoint the President 
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of the AAA. Unlike countries such as South Africa (and other African countries), 
Brazil and China, the constitution of Argentina allows the State President, from the 
ruling party, to appoint the Auditor-General or Director-General or Governor  of the 
government’s audit agency. 

Chapter 8 of the book puts forward the main finding, namely that the AAAs 
are not as effective as they could be. For example, Brazil’s court model reveals 
that an effective and efficient AAA remains an elusive wish, as is the case in many 
developing countries. In Brazil, it seems that the fight against corruption has been 
met with limited success: the slogan of one former mayor of Sao Paulo was ‘Rouba, 
mas faz’ which means ‘He steals, but gets things done’ (chapter 5). 

In conclusion, Santiso’s book may help reformers in Africa to re-engineer their 
AAAs so that they can effectively fight corruption, and improve good governance 
by improving accountability, integrity, openness and transparency, and by upholding 
the rule of law. Other institutions, such as the United Nations and the International 
Organisation of Supreme Audit Institutions, have started to reflect on the value and 
benefit of strengthening the audit institutions of member countries (United Nations 
2009). The insight offered in this book and the findings of international institutions 
is that AAAs must lead by example, and make government uphold the rule of law in 
its attempts to fight corruption and poor governance. 
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