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Bursars'	Association	of	Jamaica	Conference	2016	

“We	make	Accountability	Happen”		

																					Plenary:	Professor	Trevor	Munroe,	Executive	Director	
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November	24,	2016	

May	I	first	of	all	thank	you	for	your	kind	invitation	to	share	with	you	at	your	2016	Conference	

and	to	address	the	plenary	session	under	the	subject	“We	make	Accountability	Happen”.	May	I	

also	 congratulate	 you	 on	 the	 overall	 theme	 of	 this	 year’s	 Conference	 “Accountability…Our	

Responsibility.”	

In	the	same	breath,	I	wonder	and	commend	your	“crystal	ball”	vision;	for	what	could	be	

a	better	theme	than	“accountability”	or	“responsibility”	for	any	conference	following,	as	yours	

does,	the	Presidential	Elections	in	the	United	States	on	November	8th	and	preceding	the	Local	

Government	Elections	here	 in	 Jamaica	on	November	28.	 In	 this	 context,	 I	want	 to	apologize	

from	the	onset,	 I	 shall	address	you	more	 in	your	capacity	as	citizens,	as	professionals	with	a	

stake	 in	 Jamaica’s	 good	governance,	 rather	 than	 in	 your	 specific	 identities	 as	bursars.	Given	

your	 conference	 theme,	 allow	 me	 to	 indicate	 what	 I	 am	 sure	 you	 already	 know	 -		

Accountability	 and	 Responsibility	 are	 very	 often	 equated	 with	 one	 another,	 but	 are	 very	

definitely	not	 the	same	thing!	Accountability	means	the	obligation	to	answer,	and	to	report.	

Responsibility	means	 to	be	 in	 charge!	 Let	me	be	 concrete	 as	 I	 embark	on	our	 conversation,	

President	Elect	Trump,	on	 January	20,	2017	will	assume	responsibility;	at	 that	 time	he	 takes	

over;	he	is	in	charge	as	Commander	in	Chief.	Dear	Bursars,	it	remains	to	be	seen,	if,	and	how	

far,	 he	will	 be	accountable	 -	 that	 is	 answerable	 to	anyone	else	but	himself.	More	generally,	
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politicians	who	hold	office	 like	councilors,	ministers	and	MPs,	by	virtue	of	their	office,	are	 in	

charge	of	certain	functions;	they	are	therefore	responsible.	However,	that	does	not	mean	that	

they	 are	 answerable	 or	 accountable	 to	 anyone,	 except	 every	 five	 years,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 our	

General	Elections	or	every	four	years	as	is	the	case	of	our	local	Government	Elections.	But	we	

shall	return	to	this.	From	the	outset,	I	wanted	to	clarify	that	you	may	be	responsible	but	not	

accountable.	 Conversely	 you	 can	 accountable	 but	 not	 responsible.	 So	 a	 prime	minister	may	

wish	 to	 say,	 “I	 am	 accountable	 for	 the	 way	 work	 is	 distributed	 but	 I	 am	 not	 responsible	

because	I	am	not	in	charge!”	The	older	among	you	may	remember	the	hit	tune	by	Shaggy	“It	

wasn’t	me!”		

Not	 only	 is	 there	 an	 important	 distinction	 between	 accountability	 and	 responsibility.	

There	is	also	a	huge	divide	in	terms	of	history,	in	terms	of	the	practical	manifestation	of	these	

two	 concepts	 in	matters	 of	 governance	 and	 of	 ethics.	 Let	me	 be	 clear,	 for	 over	 460	 years,	

Jamaica	has	had	various	governors	 in	 charge	of	our	affairs	 -	 that	 is	 exercising	 responsibility.	

None	of	them	were	accountable	or	answerable	to	us	Jamaicans,	and	sometimes,	not	even	to	

the	monarch!	And	so,	our	experience	is	typical	of	peoples	everywhere	–	of	the	Europeans	who	

for	centuries	were	subjected	to	various	monarchs	with	responsibility	but	no	account	ability,	of	

the	 Africans	 under	 various	 chief	with	 responsibility	 but	 no	 accountability,	 of	 Chinese	 under	

various	emperors	with	responsibility	but	no	account	ability.	

The	“Age	of	Accountability”	as	you	yourself	 termed	 it	 in	your	Standards	of	Conduct	 in	

the	Code	of	 Ethics,	 began	 relatively	 recently;	 by	 and	 large,	 in	 a	 very	 limited	way	 in	 the	19th	

century;	 expanded,	 but	 still	 only	 in	 a	 very	 limited	 sphere	 in	 the	 20th	 Century	with	Universal	

Adult	 Sufferage.	 For	 example,	 it	was	 only	 in	 1944	 that	 a	 small	 segment	 of	 public	 officials	 –	

namely,	the	elected	politicians	–	became	answerable,	and	then	only	at	general	elections.	No	

other	 public	 servants	 –	 not	 police	 officers,	 not	 judges,	 not	 civil	 servants,	 tax	 collectors,	 not	

teachers	 nor	 indeed	 bursars	 –	 were	 then	 answerable	 or	 accountable.	 But	 even	 this	 limited	

accountability	 applicability	 to	 the	 elected	 politicians	 had	 to	 be	 won	 and	 fought	 for	 by	

exemplary	leaders,	by	outstanding	team	work,	and	by	the	activism	of	the	people.	
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Which	 leads	 us	 to	 “Who	 makes	 accountability	 happen?”	 and	 “Who	 makes	

answerability	 spread	 among	 those	 with	 responsibility?”	 My	 answer	 is	 simple	 –	

transformational	leadership,	more	team	work	rather	than	individual	stars,	and	an	increasingly	

aware	and	conscious	followership.	But	if	you	think	about	it,	making	anything	happen	has	two	

steps;	first,	getting	agreement,	and	secondly,	getting	implementation.		

Let	us	take	a	look	at	each	step	in	term:	First,	getting	agreement	that	those	responsible	

should	 be	 accountable.	 For	 a	 long	 time,	 even	 in	 the	 age	 of	 accountability,	 responsibility	

trumped,	pardon	my	use	of	the	term…,	what	I	mean	is	supersede,	accountability.	For	example,	

the	 fundamental	 law	 of	 Jamaica,	 that	 is	 our	 1962	 Constitution	 frequently	 talks	 about	

responsibility,	 but	 rarely,	 if	 at	 all,	 mentions	 accountability.	 One	 example	 may	 suffice.	 The	

Constitution	tells	us	that	the	Cabinet	is	“collectively	responsible…	to	Parliament”.	But	who	are	

MPs	 accountable	 to?	 The	 Constitution	 provides	 no	 answer.	 Common	 sense	 and	 experience	

suggests	accountable	to	no	one	save	and	except	until	a	general	election.		

In	 the	 decades	 following	 1962	 however,	 the	 growing	 awareness	 of	 the	 people	 and	

elements	of	good	leadership	deepened	and	broadened	“the	age	of	accountability”,	both	here	

in	 Jamaica	and	elsewhere.	Particularly	as	 the	21stC	dawned	and	advanced,	 Jamaican	Law	 for	

the	first	 time	begins	to	 incorporate	“accountability”.	For	example,	 the	Access	to	 Information	

Act	(2004)	specifically	states	governmental	accountability	is	one	of	the	“fundamental	principles	

underlying	the	system	of	Constitutional	democracy.”		

Then,	 in	 that	 same	 year,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 a	Ministry	 Paper	 stipulates	 a	 code	 for	 the	

“Conduct	of	Ministers”	in	which	accountability	is	named	as	a	basic	principle.	The	Code	explains,	

“Holders	of	public	office	are	accountable	for	their	decisions	and	actions	to	the	public	and	must	

submit	 themselves	 to	 whatever	 scrutiny	 is	 appropriate	 to	 their	 office.”	 The	 Age	 of	

Accountability	 took	 a	 further	 step	 in	 2005	with	 the	 signing	of	 the	Code	of	 Political	 Conduct	

requiring	“officials	of	political	parties”	 to	be	answerable	or	accountable	 for	 compliance	with	

the	terms	of	the	Code.	
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Still	 later,	 the	 PSOJ	 also	 developed	 a	 “Code	 of	 Conduct”	 stipulating	 that	 those	 who	

exercise	 responsibility,	 such	 as	 senior	 managers,	 and	 boards,	 must	 be	 answerable	 and	

accountable,	 and	 hence	 must	 report	 to	 boards	 in	 the	 case	 of	 senior	 managers,	 and	 to	

members	and	shareholders	in	the	case	of	boards.	

You,	BAJ,	yourselves	were	a	part	of	this	accountability	revolution	impacting	those	with	

responsibility.	 Your	 Code	 of	 Ethics	 and	 Standards	 of	 Conduct	 states,	 “The	 bursar	 assumes	

responsibility	for	providing	professional	conduct.”	You	go	on	to	say	that	“the	bursar’s	actions	

will	be	approved	and	appraised	by	the	community,	professional	associates	and	students.”	The	

standards	 you	 then	 elaborate	 are	 highly	 commendable!	 But	 especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	

theme	 of	 your	 2016	 Conference,	 should	 you	 not	 explicitly	 say	 that	 you	 are	 “accountable,	

answerable,	and	obliged	to	report	to	an	appropriate	stakeholder?”		

So	 in	 all	 these	 ways,	 greater	 agreement	 on	 accountability	 is	 advancing	 but	 please	

remember	agreement	is	the	first	step,	implementation	is	the	next!	

It	is	in	regard	to	this	second	step,	ladies	and	gentlemen,	that	you	as	bursars,	but	more	

so	as	citizens,	need	to	put	your	shoulders	to	the	wheel	to	make	accountability	happen!	Look	

around	us	in	the	last	few	days,	in	the	course	of	this	local	government	election	campaign.	Can	it	

be	said	that	those	with	responsibility,	those	in	charge,	have	been	acting	with	“accountability”	

that	is	answerable	to	you	and	to	me?	Take	this	‘bushing’	exercise.	No	one	can	doubt	that	the	

verges,	gulleys,	and	hillsides,	especially	following	sustained	heavy	rains	in	our	country,	need	to	

be	 bushed,	 even	 to	 the	 extent,	 to	 give	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 doubt,	 to	 the	 tune	 of	 600million	

dollars.	But	some	of	those	with	responsibility	are	acting	with	complete	lack	of	accountability!	

By	apparently	bypassing	Opposition	MPs	and	councilors,	and	by	allocating	work,	apparently	to	

only	those	persons	of	the	ruling	party	persuasion.	On	the	face	of	it,	this	apparent	misconduct	

manifests	 lack	of	 accountability	 to	 the	Code	of	Political	Conduct,	 to	Government	of	 Jamaica	

Public	Procurement	Rules,	which	requires	sub-contracting	with	 impartiality,	and	to	 Jamaica’s	

Constitution,	which	obliges	government	and	citizens	not	to	discriminate	on	grounds	of	political	

opinion.		
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To	make	accountability	happen,	the	subject	on	which	you	asked	me	to	speak,	requires	

each	 citizen	 to	 speak	 out,	 and	 those	 in	 authority,	 including	members	 of	 the	 government	 to	

stand	up	against	 those	who	abuse	 the	 relevant	 codes	 and	disregard	 accountability.	Happily,	

officers	 charged	with	 relevant	 responsibility,	 that	 is	 the	Contractor	General	 and	 the	Political	

Ombudsman	 are	 requiring	 reports	 seeking	 to	 hold	 to	 account	 the	 Government	 and	 the	

National	Works	 Agency.	 I	 invite	 the	 Prime	Minister	 himself,	who	 has	 so	 often	 spoken	 in	 an	

exemplary	fashion	against	corruption	and	for	partnership	with	the	Opposition,	Private	Sector,	

and	Civil	Society	to	repudiate	this	unacceptable	conduct	to	uphold	accountability	and,	where	

appropriate,	to	discipline	those	responsible.		

Similarly,	but	obviously,	not	as	 sustained	nor	on	 the	 same	nation-wide	 scale,	 to	make	

accountability	happen,	 the	Leader	of	 the	Opposition,	who	 is	also	 the	 former	prime	minister,	

must	 answer	 to	 widespread	 and	 legitimate	 concerns	 of	 the	 citizenry	 and	 of	 the	 Political	

Ombudsman	that	her	recent	remarks	in	SE	St.	Ann	constituted	a	breach	of	the	Code	of	Political	

Conduct,	 a	 Code	 to	 which	 she	 subscribes,	 which	 requires	 Party	 Officials	 “not	 to	 make	

statements,	which	are	inflammatory	or	likely	to	incite	others	to	confrontation	or	violence.”	

	So,	 to	 make	 accountability	 happen	 requires	 agreement	 that	 those	 exercising	

responsibility	must	be	answerable,	and	report	to	the	citizenry	and	to	local	authorities	on	their	

conduct,	but	 that	 it	also	demands	you	and	 I	 speak	out,	 stand	up	without	 fear	or	 favour	and	

demand	the	observance	of	the	Codes	and	the	Laws	relating	to	accountability.	

There	is	hope!	New	dimensions	of	accountability	are	now	being	legislated.	For	example,	

the	new	Local	Governance	Act	(2016),	(to	be	implemented,	hopefully	soon,	as	the	Regulations	

are	 now	 being	 drafted)	 incorporates	 two,	 shall	 I	 say,	 revolutionary	 clauses	 for	 Jamaica’s	

system	 of	 accountability:	 one	 is	 the	 statutory	 obligation	 imposed	 on	 Parish	 Councils	 to	

“conduct	 community	meetings	 at	 least	 once	 in	 each	 year	 to	 report	 to	 the	 Local	 Authorities	

inhabitants	on	the	Local	Authority’s	performance	and	plans”.	The	second	requirement,	the	first	

of	its	kind,	provides	for	“impeachment	of	an	elected	mayor”	on	“a	charge	of	gross	misconduct	

or	dereliction	of	duty”	and	allows	initiation	of	impeachment	by	a	“petition	signed	by	25%	of	the	
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electorate”	of	the	relevant	division.	I	would	like	to	suggest	that	the	same	statutory	obligations	

about	to	be	required	of	Parish	Councils	 to	report	annually	 to	enhance	accountability,	should	

be	required	of	Members	of	Parliament.	And	 likewise,	 to	make	accountability	happen	and	be	

more	meaningful,	 the	 long	 proposed,	 from	2008,	 legislation	 to	 provide	 for	 impeachment	 of	

public	officials,	including	Members	of	Parliament	and	other	high-ranking	public	servants,	to	be	

urgently	reintroduced	into	the	Parliament	or	debate,	passage,	and	for	implementation.	

May	 I	conclude	that	you	bursars,	both	 in	your	professional	capacity	and	your	ultimate	

responsibility	 as	 citizens,	 need	 to	 set	 an	 example	 in	 making	 accountability	 happen:	 by	

entrenching	accountability	explicitly	 in	your	Code	of	Ethics,	by	acting	together	as	a	 team,	by	

timely	reporting,	by	taking	into	account	feedback,	by	being	committed	to	continuous	learning,	

by	holding	yourself	accountable,	first,	to	yourself,	and	then	to	others,	for	ethical	conduct,	and	

appropriate	 standards	 of	 behaviour.	 In	 this	 regard,	may	 I	 commend	 you,	 and	 bring	 to	 your	

attention	an	outstanding	positive	note	on	Jamaica’s	Educational	System:	according	to	one	key	

indicator	 in	 the	 authoritative	Global	 Competitiveness	 Report	 2016-2017,	 the	 “the	 quality	 of	

management	of	schools”	in	Jamaica	very	near	the	top	quintile	of	the	138	countries	scored	and	

ranked.	 You	 are	 an	 integral	 component	 of	 that	 management,	 and	 you	 should	 be	 better	

recognized	 for	 this,	 even	 as	 you	 seek	 to	 enhance	 accountability	 in	 the	 exercise	 of	 your	

responsibility.	

	On	this	basis,	you	shall	become	citizens	more	qualified	and	empowered	to	speak	out,	to	

stand	up,	and	 to	ensure	 that	 those	who	are	 in	high	places	exercising	 responsibility,	 are	also	

held	to	high	standards	of	accountability.	


