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Structured abstract

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to look more closely, in the context of a given case study, at the role of civil society’s counter-accounts in facilitating democratic change in society, as an essential goal of an emancipatory and radical social accounting project.

Design/methodology/approach
A case study of a Canadian company's plans to open a gold mine in Western Romania is here analysed. Civil society’s opposition to the mining project gave rise to an unprecedented social movement contesting the project’s utility for Romanian society. The role played by counter-accounts produced by civil society groups is investigated.

Findings
Counter-accounts produced by civil society played multiple roles in the case study analysed. First, counter-accounts indicated the failure of corporate reports to present the gold mining project in a balanced manner. Second, counter-accounts were successful in problematizing the corporate approach to addressing the social, cultural and environmental impacts of the project, while also nurturing societal debate on these issues. Third, counter-accounts exposed the ideological inclinations of state institutions to favour economic interests over the social, cultural and environmental ones. As a result of these contributions, even if the counter-accounts were subjective, this study claims that they form a good basis for the development of emancipatory accounting. 

Research limitations/implications
Limitations associated with an interpretative approach and case study research apply.

Originality/value
The paper illustrates the potential of civil society’s counter accounts to enable societal debates, as means towards democratic, transformative change.
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Introduction
“[…] our Project represents the only chance of a sustainable future for the people of Roşia Montană” (Gabriel Resources 2008 Annual Report, p. 2).

“The ‘Roşia Montană’ project is not a project of current government, is not a project of current parliament, it is a project of Romania, which should interest us all and in which we should all get involved”. (Dan Ioan Popescu, Minister of Industry and Resources, 10 December 2002).

The idea of a social accounting project as an emancipatory and radical tool to facilitate democratic change in society has been long debated in the literature (Gray et al., 1996; Gray, 1998; Lehmann, 1999; Spence, 2007; Spence, 2009). It is assumed that a balanced and transparent account of a business organisation materialised in social and environmental reporting (SER) leads to a better informed society. Acting upon information disclosed by business entities, societal groups would be well equipped to democratically induce change in capitalist structures. However, overwhelming evidence accumulated in academic literature suggests that corporate SER largely fails to serve as a balanced, complete and transparent medium to inform society (Deegan and Rankin, 1996a; Gibson et al., 2001a, b; Deegan et al., 2002; Adams, 2004; Cho et al., 2010; Islam and Deegan, 2010). 

Given the deficiencies associated with contemporary forms of corporate-centred SER, alternatives are needed to address the informational needs of societal groups. Civil society organisations frequently complement and even challenge information delivered in corporate SER. These organisations produce documents known in literature under various labels, such as ‘external social audits’, ‘counter-accounts’ or ‘shadow accounts’. Information provided by civil society organisations function as alternative accounts to the official social and environmental reports of corporations. One of their aims is to create a more complete picture of company’s relationships with society and the natural environment. Such accounts are not new in Western countries. They emerged in the 1960s (Medawar, 1976; Geddes, 1992; Gray et al. 1996) and have been successful in problematizing social and environmental aspects overshadowed by companies in their quest for economic achievements (Medawar, 1976; Gallhofer and Haslam, 2003; Gallhofer et al., 2006; Spence, 2009).

This article aims to understand the role of civil society’s counter-accounts in enabling the development of emancipatory and radical accounting. If counter-accounts are indeed to make a contribution, then several expectations should be met. In order to facilitate the much desired change in business organisations, counter-accounts should be able to challenge and even re-narrate the official business story (Adams, 2004; Dey et al, 2010), provide a voice for the marginalised, oppressed or underrepresented groups (Harte and Owen, 1987; Cooper et al., 2005), create visibility and also generate democratic societal debate with respect to activities and issues that are problematic for society (Thompson and Bebbington, 2005; Spence, 2009). Only then would counter-accounts have the potential to meet the vision of a more enabling form of accounting.

With the aforementioned aim in mind, a case study of a highly contentious gold mining project, with numerous contradictions between its economic, social, cultural and environmental aspects is here analysed. A Canadian company has been long planning to open a gold mining project in Roşia Montană in Western Romania. The Roşia Montană Gold Corporation (RMGC) was established as a partnership between Canadian Gabriel Resources Ltd. and a Romanian state-owned company, Minvest S.A., in 1997, with its only aim to exploit gold ore in the Roşia Montană area. However, the intended plans generated intense debates about the various negative impacts of the mining project. The company has faced opposition and numerous legal trials initiated by civil society organisations. An unprecedented number of counter-accounts questioning the social, cultural and environmental information provided by RMGC have been produced. The hostility against the project has been driven inter alia by the extraction method (cyanide-based), the type of mine to be used (open-pit mine) and the need to relocate local population. In order to accomplish the research aim of this study, we look at how counter-accounts were used by civil society organisations in their endeavours to stop the project and the effects they had on RMGC and state institutions. To date, the future of the project remains uncertain. Given the controversial nature of the mining project, the case represents an appropriate empirical basis for our research. 

This study contributes to the scarcely researched area of counter-accounting. Despite the increasing production of counter-accounts by civil society organisations in recent years, especially due to the widespread use of the Internet (Gallhofer et al., 2006), academic research has yet to catch up. Such research endeavours are important because inducing change in capitalist structures appears to be difficult in contemporary society. Relying on business organisations to initiate meaningful change has thus far proven disappointing (e.g. King and Lenox, 2000, Livesey, 2002). The role of nation states and the power they wield in undertaking and accomplishing this task is also limited in a globalising world (Hertz, 2002; Archel et al., 2009). Consequently, we may need to look for alternative societal forces that are better able to represent the interests of the public. Hence, research into how such societal groups can succeed in their goal to achieve change is required. In this article, the focus is on using civil society’s counter-accounts, as a way to challenge the status quo.

The paper proceeds as follows. It starts with a discussion of corporate social and environmental reports and their (in)ability to represent an emancipatory tool for democratic change in contemporary society. It continues with an overview of counter-accounts and their role in SER literature. Then, the case study representing the empirical basis of the paper is introduced, followed by considerations on data and method. After that, the results of the analysis are presented, followed by a discussion section. Final remarks conclude the paper.

Corporate social and environmental reporting in a liberal social accounting framework
In order to facilitate structural change in society, social and environmental reporting should act as a transparent and balanced medium to disclose corporate information. It should also engage stakeholders in the reporting process and critically examine contradictions in business activities (Lehman, 1999; Adams, 2004; Thomson and Bebbington, 2005; Spence, 2007; Spence, 2009). The well-documented SER literature indicates, however, that such expectations are largely unfulfilled. Studies have illustrated the unreliability of corporate-produced reports to serve as transparent, complete and balanced sources of information to stakeholders (Deegan and Rankin, 1996a; Gibson et al., 2001a, b; Deegan et al., 2002; Adams, 2004; Cho et al., 2010; Islam and Deegan, 2010). Adams (2004), for instance, found that a gap exists between information publicly disclosed in reports and actual practices of the case company. There is also much evidence of the ‘optimist’ bias in corporate reports that are inclined to inform preponderantly about the positive aspects of the corporation and neglect issues damaging corporate image (Deegan and Rankin, 1996a; Cho et al., 2010; Deegan et al., 2002; Islam and Deegan, 2010). Likewise, some studies suggest that instead of exposing tensions in business, SER serves as a tool to obfuscate them and thus resist change (Arnold and Hammond, 1994; Adams, 2004; Spence, 2009). Indeed, the role of SER to function as a legitimating device advancing corporate interests at the expense of societal expectations have been much discussed in literature (e.g. Patten, 1992; Deegan et al., 2002; Moerman and Van Der Laan, 2005; Cho and Patten, 2007; Archel et al., 2009; but see Spence et al., 2010).

Due to the deficiencies mentioned above, scholars contend that social accounting does not achieve the emancipatory aim of societal change (Arnold and Hammond, 1994; Spence, 2007; Spence, 2009). Critical scholars attributed this failure to the liberal foundations in which social accounting was initially framed (Lehman, 1999; Shenkin and Coulson, 2007; Spence, 2009). A liberal social accounting approach prioritises and trusts business as agent of change in society (Gray et al., 1995a; Gray et al., 1996). It assumes that business accountability to stakeholders reached through a transparent and comprehensive informational flow provided in corporate reports suffices to induce organisational change. It also presupposes a mindful and sensitive civil society, able to act upon the information received and engage in democratic processes in order to produce change (Thomson and Bebbington, 2005). Such assumptions transcend the quote from Gray et al. (1996, p. 290): “belief in change lies in a faith about the effects of an increase in information”. 

However, both assumptions are disputed, putting at risk the final outcome of the social accounting project. Research indicates that the existence of social and environmental disclosures does not necessarily translate into change towards a more responsible organisation (Gray et al., 1995b; Larrinaga-González et al., 2001; Livesey, 2002). For instance, Gray et al. (1995b) found that no organisational change occurred as a result of environmental reports being produced. Likewise, the study of Arnold and Hammond (1994) indicates that social reports were not only unsuccessful in changing corporate investments in South Africa, but they were used to contest opposing views of the civil society. As to the second assumption, there is scepticism on the consumption of social and environmental information provided in corporate reports by the wider public (Ferguson, 2007). While there is some evidence on specific societal groups reading corporate reports (Blacconiere and Patten, 1994; Tilt, 1994; Deegan and Rankin, 1996b), the usefulness of these documents for the public remains yet unknown.

Scholars remind us that expecting corporations to be accountable for their impacts may be, after all, unreasonable, due to the limited capacity to account for the self or be critical to itself (see Messner, 2009). There is, thus, the need to counterbalance the business-centred accounts in order to enable better informed societal debates.

Civil society’s counter-accounts
Commonly, counter-accounts are documents that provide alternative and independent information on the social and environmental performance of a given company. They critically re-evaluate the accuracy of corporate social and environmental reports, either by adding information not included in reports or by questioning the quality of information (Spence, 2009). In addition to documents, various forms of protests, such as adbusters or culture jamming, could be broadly considered as counter-accounts (Spence, 2009).

Usually, the producers of counter-accounts are societal groups whose rights or interests have been or are likely to be impaired by corporate actions. Counter-accounts are part of societal responses to unsatisfactory business activities and constitute resources mobilised in the process of inducing change. They express the standpoints of oppressed or under-represented voices that are not commonly found in corporate-produced accounts. Disempowered or marginalised groups in society can thus use counter-accounts to advance their claims to actors in society who are more powerful, such as business organisations or the state (Dey et al., 2010; Dey and Gibbon, 2014). Counter-accounts have the potential to overcome the one-sided picture of organisation-centred accounts, thus providing a broader societal perspective on corporate disclosure. In doing so, they complement organisational accounts and provide a picture of an organisation in its social and political context. There have been frequent calls for such broader perspectives (Cooper et al., 2005; Archel et al., 2009; Gray et al. 2009; Spence et al., 2010; Ball and Craig, 2010).

Social movement organisations have been perhaps among the most dynamic civil society groups producing counter-accounts that successfully overcome some of the deficiencies of currently corporate-centred reports (Medawar, 1976; Arnold and Hammond, 1994; Gray et al., 1996, p. 265-291; Gallhofer et al., 2006).

Furthermore, counter-accounts have the potential to expose hegemonic societal groups, such as business actors and the state. The power of large business organisations in contemporary society is well acknowledged today. Due to corporations’ increasing role in national and global governance (Detomasi, 2007; Scherer and Palazzo, 2011), concerns have been expressed over corporations’ ability to manipulate societal agenda in order to protect their interests (Hertz, 2002). Corporate lobbying has been accepted as part of the policy-making process in the United States. Hertz (2002) also provides numerous means through which corporations can influence the legal framework as well as subtly achieve societal support for their actions. The biased nature of the state, inclined to support an economic worldview instead of being a representative of pluralistic interests, has been also discussed in literature (Banerjee, 2007; Archel et al., 2009). It is contended that, in today’s globalising world, the state’s attributes and power have become subordinated to business values and interests. The civil society and especially social movement organisations have increasingly become powerful in revealing corporate hegemony in the current society. In numerous cases, they have also unmasked the state’s preferential actions for economic rather than social or environmental goals, thus abolishing the myth of the state’s impartiality. The case study analysed in the present article substantiates the above-mentioned claims, as it indicates how civil society organisations have questioned state’s decisions. In doing so, the activists have voiced societal concerns and have considerably delayed the regulatory process for opening the mining operations for more than a decade.

Counter-accounts emanate from non-business groups, thus facilitating exposure of potential conflicting situations emerging from the pursuit of profit maximisation in capitalist business organisations. Counter-accounts can easily challenge the economic rationales of the targeted companies and offer a distinct worldview. Various examples illustrate the potential of counter-accounts to represent a ‘source of dissonance’ that may force companies to change (Adams and Whelan, 2009). For instance, counter information services operating in the UK in the 1970s exposed numerous corporate abuses in their social audits, such as workers’ exploitation and women's stress at work, constituting also a critique of business conduct in capitalism (Gallhhofer and Haslam, 2003). Medawar’s (1997) report on antidepressant treatments raises questions about the influence of economic drivers on facilitating abusive use of depression and antidepressants for the benefit of producing companies. His study suggests that financial interests may prevail over health objectives in the pharmaceutical industry (see also Abraham, 2002). Some studies also revealed the discriminatory practices against the black employees in multinational companies operating in the apartheid regime of the South-Africa (e.g. Dummett et al., 1982; Arnold and Hammond, 1994). In all these cases, civil society’s counter-accounts played a role in unmasking unacceptable social behaviours, and expose them for public scrutiny.

Limitations do, however, apply to counter-accounts. Undeniably, they advance the interests of non-business groups, as Medawar (1976), one of the exponents of social audit movements, openly admits. Thus, counter-accounts are selective in their nature, focusing on issues of interest to the exponent social group and providing only partial and subjective views on business organisations. One also needs to be vigilant in order to discern claims that intentionally and untruthfully intend to harm a company. Despite these deficiencies, counter-accounts remain a potent method for a society that wishes to express its desires.

The Roşia Montană case
Roşia Montană is a village located in the Apuseni Mountains in what is called the “Golden Quadrilateral” area in Western Romania. The region is particularly known for its richness in gold ore that was already being exploited in the pre-Roman and Roman period, 2,000 years ago. Exploitation works used the galleries method to extract gold. In recent history, a Romanian state-owned company was intensively mining gold for over 60 years but its inefficient activities finally led to its closure in 2006 and to the layoff of about 400 employees.

In 1997, Gabriel Resources Ltd., a Canadian-based company which was involved in the exploitation of mineral resources, made public its interest to build a new mine in Roşia Montană. It established the Roşia Montană Gold Corporation (RMGC) in partnership with a state-owned local company. A cyanide-based method requiring massive intervention in the local landscape was proposed to extract gold in an open-pit type of mine. RMGC intends to exploit an area covering the village itself, so about 2,150 of its inhabitants need to be relocated. Multiple concerns have been expressed about the potential damage to the surrounding community, in Romania as well as in its neighbouring country, Hungary. Three distinct aspects have been intensively debated in the media and seen as problematic for the implementation of the project: environmental impacts, cultural heritage and impacts on the local community.

First, environmental impacts on the local region, and potentially on Hungary, have been of concern. The cyanide-based extraction method is relatively new to the Romanian mining industry and it already generated an ecological disaster in Baia Mare in Northern Romania in 2000. The cyanide leaching process uses a cyanide solution to extract small particles of gold from host rocks. The cyanide is then collected in ponds and re-circulated. It has been claimed that cyanides, which have been used worldwide in the gold and silver mining industry mostly in the last 30 years, are extremely toxic chemicals persisting in the environment for a long period of time. Although technologies exist to handle and clean up the environmental harm, the process requires prolonged and carefully monitored procedures. It has been also contended that local biodiversity and local landscape will be lost irretrievably and that desolate heaps of waste will be left after mine closure. Furthermore, environmentalists fear ecological disasters caused by accidental spills of cyanide into local rivers, which can have devastating impacts on biodiversity and villages alongside the rivers.

Second, the project’s impact on cultural sites located in and around the Roşia Montană village has been feared. Intensive archaeological excavations were made in early 2000s, financially supported by the Canadian company as part of its legal obligations. A large area of historical vestiges including the ruins of former antic and medieval settlements and a network of old mine galleries dating back to the Roman times was then revealed. The most important archaeological findings have been included in the Protected Area of Roşia Montană and RMGC agreed to preserve them in situ. Moreover, the village of Roşia Montană is a cultural area with many protected settlements, old churches and prayer houses. The opponents of the project fear that the damaging effects of mining excavations on Romanian cultural inheritance prove irreversible.

Third, the negative impact of the mining activities on local communities has been also of concern. The need to resettle population generated resistance from some local inhabitants. Furthermore, the capacity of the mining project to provide long-term economic welfare to Roşia Montană inhabitants is much disputed, due to the short lifetime of the project [1]. One of the most important fears is that after the mine is closed, there will be no alternative means for Roşia Montană inhabitants to economically sustain the region. 

The case has received intense media coverage and debates have gone well beyond national borders. In Romania, there has been much disagreement about whether economic or social and environmental priorities should prevail in Roşia Montană. The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process for granting the environmental permission is still ongoing (as of September 2014).

Data and method
To gain a comprehensive understanding of the case, a broad range of written documents from various sources have been utilised (see Figure 1 for a summary). Corporate social and environmental disclosures comprise RMGC annual reports for the period 1997-2011 and responsibility reports for 2006-2009. Counter-accounts documents from civil society organisations were collected directly from their issuers. These documents consisted of press releases, public statements, reports, open letters, resolutions, text on the web pages of organisations and the like. In addition, official documents of various state institutions (Romanian, Hungarian and European Union) related to the Roşia Montană gold mining project were gathered. 

Articles related to the case that were published in two nationwide newspapers were collected for the period 2002-2012. The newspapers were Evenimentul Zilei (The Daily Event) and Curierul Naţional (The National Messenger) and each covered the subject in about 200 articles during the period. This material was used for background purposes only, i.e. to ensure that major actors, events or documents have not been omitted from the analysis. The newspapers’ standpoint in the debate has not been here analysed.

The entire set of corporate reports was available in the English language and inconsistently in the Romanian language. Thus, the analysis was performed directly on the documents written in English. The author did, however, ensure that no differences in content could be identified between the English and Romanian versions of the documents. Counter-account documents were written predominantly in the Romanian language, with the major exception of documents produced by international organisations. Thus, excerpts from these documents included in the empirical part of the study required author’s translation.

Methodologically, this study adopts a qualitative approach. The method is frequently referred to as discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1992; Phillips and Hardy, 2002) and it consists of the analysis of texts in close interconnection with the social context and social practices of which they are part. Hence, the analysis looks at discourses as “a practice not just of representing the world, but of signifying the world, constituting and constructing the world in meaning” (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 64). Particular attention was paid to the context in which texts occurred (van Dijk, 1997; Phillips and Hardy, 2002); thus the results section of the study continuously interconnects the documents to developments in wider society. The analysis was performed through a process of the close reading of documents and the interpretation was carried out by reading texts in the light of developments that had taken place in Romanian society. The initial coding process was followed, iteratively, by reflections on data and theoretical aspects, interpretations, re-readings and reinterpretations of data. 

The analysis process started in 2008 on a limited set of RMGC annual reports (1997, 2002 and 2006 annual reports). At that time, the author concentrated on rhetorical (discursive) legitimacy efforts of the case company, which was confronted with a major societal resistance to its intended business plans. Legitimacy gaps were identified in corporate disclosures but the analysis remained micro-textual, without a proper understanding of the broader societal context. The analysis was resumed in 2011, when the author became interested in the interconnections between the social and environmental reporting and the context in which they were produced. More specifically, the aim was to look closer at the role played by other societal groups (state institutions and civil society organisations) involved in the case. For this purpose, additional data (as presented in Figure 1) was collected. The entire set of reports and documents published by RMGC were gathered. Documents released by various societal actors involved in the case (as presented above) were also collected. At this stage, the analysis began with a reading of the multiple documents available in order to gain a broad understanding of the case. 

It then continued by scrutinising articles related to the Roşia Montană mining project in two national newspapers; these were collected in a separate Word file. Reading through these articles, the author collected further documents that were mentioned in the newspaper articles and included them in the analysis. In so doing, the author ensured that a comprehensive set of documents related to the case were collected and that no major event was omitted. After that, the author concentrated on analysing major controversies surrounding the mining project. The list of societal dissatisfactions arising from the project is long. Hence, the author classified them into three major concerns that had generated disputes in Romanian society and abroad: environmental problems, impacts on cultural heritage and the economic hardship of the Roşia Montană region. Problems with the project that fall into none of the above categories were also identified. However, the author concentrated on the three major problems areas identified above, since these were perceived as being the most problematic and provided the fuel for most of the disagreements that arose within society. Notes were made about the point of view held by each actor on the three controversies mentioned above and the actions they initiated for or against the mining project if they did act. Consequently, with a better understanding of the societal context, the author was able to return to the corporate reports and re-interpret their role in the case. The analysis looked more closely and examined how the Company discussed the issues raised by its opponents. 

In addition to what the Company stated in its reports, what it omitted was also examined. Silence on an issue in a corporate report also conveys information about a company’s strategy regarding the avoidance of problematic issues or attempts to manipulate its public image (Neu et al., 1998; Chwastiak and Young, 2003; Adams, 2004; Boiral, 2013). The analysis indicates how important aspects of the mining project were omitted in annual reports, while the assumed benefits from the exploitation of the gold mine were highly emphasised instead.

Iterative readings of the texts ensured that interpretations were further refined during the analysis. Corporate reports and civil society counter-reports were again revisited in late 2012, during the journal reviewing process. Some additional developments of the mining project that took place in late 2013 - early 2014 were also included in the analysis carried out during the review process.

Departing from RMGC reports and civil society’s documents, three major periods were identified in terms of the case developments in Romanian society. The periods provide a structured way to discuss the case over the longitudinal period analysed in the study.

While the SER literature rightly points out that expectations of public consumption of corporate reporting documents may be overstated (Ferguson, 2007), in this case there is clear evidence of societal actors engaging with information provided in RMGC disclosures. Due to space restrictions, only a limited account of events and actors’ interactions is provided in the results section. More details are, however, presented in Appendix 2.
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Results of the analysis
As already introduced in the section presenting the Roşia Montană case, three main contradictions affected the debate on the opportunity to open the gold mining project proposed by RMGC: disruption of local livelihood, environmental damage and destruction of cultural heritage. In corporate SER and in the counter-accounts made by civil society, the controversies were not discussed with the same intensity at all times but followed the developments of the case in Romanian society. As pointed out, corporate accounts of social and environmental issues are affected by changes in society (Laine, 2009). Next, the development of corporate accounts over time and their role in (non)exposure of contradictions associated with the mining project is analysed during all the three periods. Likewise, the counter-accounts produced by the activist organisations and their contribution to problematizing corporate planned operations are presented in a longitudinal perspective. The role of counter-accounts in exposing the biased role of the state is also discussed. 

1997–2000: Initiating a project in a peaceful society
During its early years in Romania, RMGC enjoyed a peaceful societal environment. RMGC interacted mostly with state institutions that played an important role in accepting and supporting the project at this stage. The state, represented here by a local state-owned firm, entered into legal relationships with RMGC and received the exploration [2] license from the Romanian Government (Romanian Government, 1999). The state served as a guarantor of future mining operations and provided legal legitimacy for RMGC.

No major opposition to the project was discernible during these early years either. Only in 2000 did some inhabitants of Roşia Montană create the local association Alburnus Maior to represent their interests as land owners resisting relocation for the purpose of constructing the mine. However, at this stage its actions remained local and only later attracted national support (Pop, 2012 [3]). The media was a passive actor during these years. Pop (2012) estimated the visibility of the debates related to the Roşia Montană case based on quantitative estimations in media articles in national newspapers. According to her findings, the topic gained publicity from dramatically increased media exposure in 2002, while, prior to this year, it had received little attention in the print media. Investigation of the two nationwide newspapers for the purposes of this study confirms Pop’s findings [4]. Thus, activist organisations were not yet mobilised and counter-accounts were nonexistent.

Since no resistance to the project was encountered, corporate reports mainly served shareholders’ informational needs about an incipient, risky project, conducted in a politically unsafe country, as shown below. 
Shareholder-centred legitimation efforts
Shareholders are significant users of annual reports (Zéghal and Ahmed, 1990) who need to be persuaded of the viability of their investment. Unsurprisingly, RMGC used annual reports as part of its efforts to construct an image of an economically strong organisation (e.g. McKinstry, 1996). The legitimation efforts were targeting shareholders and aimed at pacifying their discomfort with making investments in a politically insecure environment:

The risks of doing business in Romania are mitigated by the strong political connections Gabriel’s founder […] has with business and government officials (1997 Annual Report, p. 6).

In order to achieve shareholders’ benevolence, the company emphasised the financial benefits expected from a low-cost region:
 
In October 1999 the Government of Romania created a disadvantaged zone which encompasses the Roşia Montană project. This zone […] covers a specific geographical area where unemployment is high […]. The economic advantages conferred on companies […] include a 10-year exemption from corporate income tax, value added tax and customs duties. Any new mine development by Gabriel at Roşia Montană would benefit from this disadvantaged zone (1999 Annual Report, p. 8).

At this stage in the corporate reports, no particular interest in contributing to the surrounding community or to Romania as a nation was shown in the reports. On the contrary, the country was seen as a potential threat to the corporate mission and shareholders’ interests. Corporate reports, in their use of a distant tone and an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ distinction, positioned RMGC as an external actor to the country and its problems. At this stage, Romania was important from the perspective of RMGC’s profitability only. Thus, no tensions between the economic, social, cultural and environmental dimensions of the project were present in RMGC reports. 

The absence of opposing voices to the mining project explains why endeavours to legitimise the project were only targeted towards shareholders. The initiation of efforts to legitimise a project is often linked to the negative media exposure of a corporate activity or to threats to the existence of a company in a society (Patten, 1992; O’Donovan, 2002). Likewise, decisions to disclose social and environmental facts are commonly taken due to external pressures, either from the media or from various stakeholders (Tilt, 1994; Deegan et al, 2002). Such pressures did not yet exist for RMGC.
2001-2004: Debates around the project heated up
The early years of the 2000s witnessed changes in RMGC’s relationship to society. The company faced an increasing opposition to its planned project. Corporate intentions with regard to the mining method (open-pit mine using cyanide technology) and relocation plans for the population became then more clearly articulated. Likewise, civil society’s mobilisation was a gradually emerging process. Local activists slowly achieved public exposure of problematical environmental issues of the project in a country with no traditional interest in environmental protection (Pop, 2012; Oldson, 1996). Only when the efforts of local activists received the financial support and technical expertise from international activists in mid-2002 did the controversy become significant (Parau, 2009). International organisations, such as Greenpeace, brought the case beyond national borders. Prestigious international cultural organisations also became involved in the debate and greatly enhanced the awareness of the potential threat posed by the project to Romanian cultural inheritance. Street protests of activists took place in Romania’s capital city, Bucharest, far from Roşia Montană. Starting in 2002, mass media also played a key role in intensifying debates around the project (Pop, 2012).

RMGC reacted to the new developments, but its actions were meant to restore its image in society rather than to initiate and support debate. An unwillingness to make significant changes in business operations, despite a threat to their legitimacy is frequently masked by the use of various persuasive textual strategies in corporate reports (Higgins and Walker, 2012; Brennan and Merkl-Davies, 2014). These aim at soothing public discontent by convincing dissatisfied stakeholders of the rightness of corporate activities (O’Donovan, 2002). In order to make sceptics change their negative perception of the mining project, RMGC has also initiated a number of actions. These included, inter alia, public consultation hearings, a local community information programme, establishment of a public information centre and a web page. A campaign promoting the project has been running for years on Romanian radio and TV channels. As RMGC openly states, such efforts have been made ”to communicate the Project’s many benefits”, “to ensure the actual facts are being disseminated and understood” and “to correct inaccuracies and misconceptions created by some Non-governmental Organizations” (2003 Annual Report, p. 5). Such statements express little willingness to support democratic debate and change. The findings of this study support extant literature that claims corporate social and environmental communication is frequently used for restoring corporate credentials and image enhancement rather than advancing societal dialogue (Neu et al., 1998; Ogden and Clarke, 2005; Cho et al, 2010). Next, the analysis concentrates on RMGC reports and their role in legitimating rather than exposing controversial issues of the mining project.
Emerging efforts to use corporate reports to offset the debates
Incipient efforts to construct a corporate identity in Romanian society can be observed from 2001, when RMGC began to talk about the multiple contributions with which it was expected to benefit Romanian society. Such endeavours aimed to change the prevailing negative perception of the Company into a positive one. RMGC’s use of its reports to create a positive identity, while avoiding problematic aspects, can be interpreted as part of its attempts to manipulate or manage its image (Neu et al., 1998; Ogden and Clarke, 2005).

At this stage, in order to present RMGC in a favourable light, corporate reports focused on economic matters of interest for the local community and, on a broader scale, Romanian society. The well-known economic difficulties of the region were exploited by RMGC in order to legitimise its own presence in the region. According to corporate accounts, there were multiple reasons that made the mining project not merely beneficial, but in fact desirable. The deteriorating status of the mining industry in transitional Romania was one such argument used to show that the project was much needed. RMGC appeared as an actor intending to “re-develop[ing] the mining industry such that Romania can once again stand shoulder to shoulder with the other great mineral producing countries of the world” (2002 Annual Report, p. 3). The reference to the mining industry as a source of pride intended to revive readers’ national values. Likewise, the company had the opportunity to rebuild an economically depressed community:

Today, Roşia Montană is a run-down mining community with few signs left of its once prosperous past. […] Gabriel, together with our Romanian joint venture partners, has a unique opportunity to develop a large scale state-of-the industry gold mine at Roşia Montană which will benefit all stakeholders (2004 Annual Report, p. 5).

RMGC’s positive image in annual reports was strengthened by discussions of RMGC’s role as a workplace provider to impoverished inhabitants in a region with high unemployment levels. RMGC also appeared as a significant foreign investor with a major input to Romania via contributions to the national budget and developments in local infrastructure. Hence, positive bias in disclosures is to be understood as a major strategy for deflecting attention away from problematic issues (Merkl-Davies and Brennan, 2007; Cho et al., 2010). 

Overall, RMGC constructed its image as a benefactor to the local community and Romanian society. However, the self-laudatory texts of RMGC analysed here omitted mention of the negative impacts on society. For instance, the issue of the long-term impact of the project after the mine closure was silenced. The irregular nature of workplaces to be created, varying across the lifetime of the mine, and offering little stability to local population was not discussed, either. Omissions in corporate reports frequently serve to camouflage actual problems, reinforcing the dominant business view of the world and silencing alternative ways of looking at how an economic activity could proceed (Boiral, 2013; Chwastiak and Young, 2003).

Social and environmental disclosures frequently resist attempts to expose tensions arising from business activities (Arnold and Hammond, 1994; Adams, 2004). In the case analysed here, this was discernible in corporate reports that addressed environmental issues, which were shown as manageable and completely unproblematic. Compliance with regulatory norms and international standards were presumed to be sufficient arguments with which to convince sceptics that the cyanide-based method of extracting ore is not harmful to the environment:

Gabriel’s corporate policy regarding the environmental aspects of the development of the Project is to fully comply with all relevant World Bank Group guidelines and policies, European Union directives and Romanian laws and regulations (2002 Annual Report, p. 16).

To fulfil the aims of emancipatory accounting, corporate reports are expected to provide a balanced exposition of corporate impacts, both, positive and negative. In the case analysed here there is little evidence that this actually happens. Significant omissions of the harmful effects of the planned project indicate little potential for corporate-led reports to act as catalysts for change. Instead they function as powerful ways to suppress alternative views of the world (Owen et al., 2001; Chwastiak and Young, 2003).

An active civil society producing counter-accounts
RMGC’s attempts to restore its credentials in society were insufficient to prevent resistance to the project. Opposition to the mining project increased steadily and various activists, both individuals and institutions, started producing counter-accounts taking different forms. Some activists were reputable institutions, nationally or internationally, and expressed their discontent with the project in the form of press releases. The Romanian Academy, as a distinguished scientific organisation, was particularly active. In its press releases (2003; 2004) Romanian Academy aimed to unmask the expected negative impacts of the mining project. The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS, 2002) also released a resolution expressing disagreement with the implementation of the project that would affect Romanian cultural history. 

Street protests, such as the ones organised by the Greenpeace, represent another form to engage with and re-interpret the information provided in corporate reports (Spence, 2009). Such actions aimed at questioning the official picture of the project. Moreover, counter-accounts were not limited to critiques, but also intended to enable change to occur (Medawar, 1976; Spence, 2009). For instance, calls to reject the RMGC mining project directly targeted state officials, with the purpose to prevent them from providing the archaeological and environmental permits for the project. Their success remained, at this stage, very limited.

An increasing number of activists produced counter-accounts during these years. Very commonly, counter-accounts addressed a single issue of great importance for the nature of activists’ activity, with the purpose to challenge its positive and unproblematic nature, as expressed in corporate reports. Environmental activists, for instance, condemned the environmental damages expected to be caused by the future project, while cultural or archaeological activists expressed concerns over the cultural heritage of the Romanian society. The counter-accounts of some activists, such as the Romanian Academy and NGO Alburnus Maior, were more comprehensive, discussing multiple issues related to the project.

The accounts produced by activists played an important role in problematizing issues that are seldom discussed in a balanced manner in corporate reports (Gallhofer et al., 2006; Dey and Gibbon, 2014). A number of claims made by RMGC in its disclosures were contradicted by the project’s opponents. For instance, RMGC’s contention that it would revive an economically depressed community was questioned. The activists made reference to well-known facts on which RMGC had not elaborated much. One such fact, the short lifetime of the gold mine, was explored in the opponents’ documents. The activists examined the potential of the local community to be economically sustainable when mining operations would cease:

The exploitation planned for a 17 years period does not represent a sustainable solution for development on the long-run. The social and economic problems of the region would remain unsolved or even worsen when this period ends (The Romanian Academy, 2004, p. 1).

The counter-accounts exposed the limited possibilities of the region to develop after mine closure, due to destruction of two important resources: land and culture. The activists argued that alternative occupations, such as touristic and agricultural activities, as the basis for long-term development would no longer be possible. In their view, improper quality of land would make agriculture impracticable and the surviving cultural and natural sites would be insufficient to attract tourists. Such arguments were put forward inter alia by the Romanian Academy (2004) and the Commission of the Academy of Economic Studies in Bucharest (2003). In examining the economic perspectives of the region after the closure of the mine, counter-accounts repositioned the company firmly within its social and economic context in Romania and created a picture of the organisation in its societal context. Taking such broad perspective has been long called for in SER literature (e.g. Cooper et al., 2005; Archel et al., 2009; Gray et al. 2009).

Moreover, in order to better contextualise the mining project, the counter-accounts also looked at archaeological and environmental impacts. In its reports, RMGC claimed to allocate funds for archaeological discoveries and the restoration of historical buildings, thus contributing to Romanian cultural heritage. This assertion was also problematized and largely refuted. Local representatives of cultural institutions, such as the director of National History Museum of Transylvania, contested the adequacy of archaeological works. The Romanian Academy also reported the inadequate clearance of archaeological sites. The Academy claimed that only three hectares were investigated, while the clearance was given for 100 hectares. The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS, 2002) called for urgent intervention that would stop the imminent destruction of archaeological sites. While part of the historical buildings entered a rehabilitation program conducted by RMGC, activists revealed other aspects not discussed in corporate accounts. Activists expressed concerns for the inevitable impact on buildings to be relocated or reconstructed, as well as for the adequacy of buildings restoration. Due to expected negative effects on cultural buildings and cemeteries’ relocation, church officials declined their support for the project (Romanian Orthodox Church, 2003).

Environmental compliance with legal regulations, as presented in corporate reports, was not sufficient to pacify the opponents of the project, either. Counter-accounts exposed issues on which RMGC remained silent or presented as unproblematic. The cyanide use is described in corporate accounts as a safe procedure performed on strict standards and norms. Counter-accounts, however, raised the problem of societal disavowal to use cyanides for extracting gold. Despite the legality of cyanide procedure in gold industry, activists revealed their controversial nature worldwide and voiced the right of Romanian society to refuse cyanide in gold extraction. Counter-accounts also discussed the inevitable impacts of cyanide procedure on landscape and biodiversity that no legislative compliance can eradicate:

The ore would be processed using cyanide method, which is very controversial because it leads, over time, to rivers and lakes contamination and death of aquatic fauna (Alburnus Maior et al., 2004, p. 12).

RMGC’s reliance on the legal argument to force the project to begin can thus be interpreted as an attempt to avoid societal requests. 

To sum up this section, counter-accounts accomplished their aim of revealing the tensions emerging between corporate interests and societal wishes (Gallhofer et al., 2006; Dey et al., 2010). They made visible the negative aspects that were neglected by the Company in its reports and exposed them to the public domain. As Dey et al. (2010) comment, reflecting on the hidden factors oppressing specific groups is essential if counter-accounts are to produce emancipatory change. Creating visibilities plays a role in generating dissonance in the first place and, in so doing, assists in mobilising other societal constituents to debate the different values and ideologies related to the controversial issue (see Georgakopoulos and Thomson, 2008). This is important, especially when the state does not involve itself in mediating the conflict and, in actual fact, proves to be biased towards supporting economic interests, as demonstrated in the following section.
State’s role in the case and its connections to the activists
The state is not a homogeneous actor and in this case, too, it spoke with multiple voices through its representatives at the local or national level. While generally supportive of the planned project of RMGC, some state officials also took an opposing or at least cautious approach. For instance, the prime minister of that time overtly opposed the project, while different state institutions were prudent in assuming responsibilities. The Ministry of Environment [5] avoided any clear statements on the future of the project and avoided taking the responsibility for the EIA permission.

Overall, however, the actions initiated by the state institutions were favourable to the project. Local authorities openly declared their support, expecting the project to alleviate the severe social and economic problems of the region. The Roşia Montană Local Council and the Alba Iulia Council provided RMGC with certificates needed to change Roşia Montană’s legal status from a residential to an industrial area. The urbanism certificate was released in 2002, prohibiting any other activities but mining operations to be carried out in the region. The Ministry of Culture, through its National Commission for Archaeology, while not voicing its support, provided RMGC with the discharge certificates for archaeological clearance needed for the project to begin. The Commission’s official standpoint, expressed in a document issued by the European Parliament, was favourable to the project. The Commission aimed to allow mining activities as soon as all archaeological sites were discharged. A special commission of the Romanian Parliament investigating the case returned a positive report on the opportunity of the project for Romanian society. The report highlighted the economic benefits, such as financial returns for the state and workplaces to be created. Two initiatives of PRM political party (Partidul Romania Mare – The Party of Big Romania) discussed in the Parliament were eventually discarded. The initiatives included a censure motion (2004) against the project and a legal proposal (2003) to change the status of Roşia Montană into a protected region (thus limiting industrial activities).

The favourable decisions taken in the Parliament over these legislative proposals reasserted the political support the project enjoyed at that time, despite the various resisting political actors, such as PRM. The project also benefited from the political support of the President of Romania, whose first mandate had started in late 2004. In their capacity of supra-national legislative bodies, the European Union and the Council of Europe paid visits to the site. Their reports (European Parliament, 2004; Council of Europe, 2004) were encouraging in terms of the opportunity to develop the mine. The overwhelming evidence of state institutions being favourable to the project is indicative of a bias towards advocating business goals rather than balancing the economic and non-economic aspects related to the project. Such bias is not new; see e.g. Hertz, 2002; Banerjee, 2007; Archel et al., 2009 for similar evidence.

Despite the evident support given by the state to the project, activists’ role in these years was still weak in exposing the vested interests of the state. Although activists attempted to engage with the state, their actions remained limited. They initiated numerous calls to state officials to stop the project but did not succeed in diminishing the state’s supportive actions for RMGC. This may be indicative for a yet weak civil society, in a country undergoing profound transformations towards democratic institutions (Parau, 2009). Activists’ insufficient pressure on state officials resulted in a failure to substantially disturb the project’s advancement. RMGC was able to continue its exploratory drilling operations and optimistically reported growing estimations of gold ore.

2005 onwards: Challenging times for RMGC
In addition to growing societal resistance, legal problems impeded RMGC’s implementation of the project. Legal actions initiated against RMGC were now more successful in preventing the company from commencing its operations. The subsequent years, up to September 2010, were a period of continuous legal struggle with the Ministry of Environment, which interrupted EIA procedure and was sued in court by RMGC. Various other legal trials initiated by the NGOs (especially Alburnus Maior) produced additional legal endeavours for RMGC. Unsurprisingly, RMGC intensified its efforts to legitimise the project in order to gain societal acceptance.

Intensified corporate endeavours to resist change
An essential purpose of social and environmental corporate accounts is to problematize conflicting situations that corporate activities generate, as a basis for societal dialogue (Lehman, 1999; Spence, 2007; Spence, 2009; Thomson and Bebbington, 2005). To this end, a fair account would include a balanced report of corporate impacts that would discuss various standpoints on how negative effects could be alleviated. The recent years of the case study analysed here provide a good example of how corporate reports fail to achieve the above stated aim, serving instead to advance business purposes. Indeed, RMGC’s disclosures were remarkable in terms of the intensive and persuasive use of positively biased texts and pictures aiming to reshape societal perceptions of the project. Instead of a balanced discussion of project’s negative impacts on nature, cultural heritage and economic development of the Roşia Montană region, the reader encounters a broadly favourable exposition of project’s contributions. For instance, in terms of economic contributions, RMGC used arguments related to economic hardship of the region (high unemployment rate, poverty, poor infrastructure) to justify the need for the project to be implemented, as the only viable solution:

[…] our Project represents the only chance of a sustainable future for the people of Roşia Montană (2008 Annual Report, p. 2).

Corporate reports exploited various similar difficulties for the local and national economy in its attempt to deflect the attention from the negative sides of the project. The declining status of the mining industry in Romania represented one resource to utilise for avoiding a comprehensive discussion of the proposed project. The mining project was presented as the only possibility to preserve the mining spirit in a country where the well-established mining tradition was threatened by the recent closure of state-owned mines:

With a modern mining project developing in a traditional mining community – where mining is central to its value system – RMGC and the community have the shared objective of keeping mining traditions alive (2009 Responsibility Report, p. 12).

Likewise, the worldwide economic crisis that started in 2008 gave RMGC a good opportunity to renew its statements on the project’s input to Romanian economy. For Romania, facing “slowing activity” and “widening deficits”, the project meant “an infusion of foreign direct investment” (2008 Annual Report, p. 2), bringing “critically needed economic benefits” (2008 Annual Report, p. 4).

The same strategy was used in relation to the environmental and cultural impacts of the project. The reader’s attention was deflected from expected impacts of the mining project to problems currently faced by the local community, such as the pollution produced by previous mining activities and the degradation of cultural sites. In either case, RMGC positioned itself as a vital rescuer, “a mine to clean up a mess” (2005 Annual Report, p. 5; 2006 Annual Report, p. 13) in a country with scarce financial resources available to remedy these problems:

Without Gabriel’s proposed reclamation, the lands, waters, and abandoned mining sites in the Roşia Montană region would remain as they are, a source of pollution and a constant danger to the public (2005 Annual Report, p. 10).

We are making a significant investment in archaeological rescue and preservation of patrimony (2006 Annual Report, p. 14).

The analysis above indicates how corporate reports were not used as means to encourage societal dialogue but rather to pacify conflicts emerging between the company and society (see Adams, 2004; Arnold and Hammond, 1994 for similar evidence). Corporate reports attempted to mitigate the existence of negative impacts emerging from project’s implementation, while constructing a broadly positive image of RMGC in Romanian society.

More action-oriented counter-accounts
In young democracies like Romania, civil societies are weak but social movements around highly controversial cases have the potential to empower citizens and strengthen civil society (Parau, 2009). Indeed, in recent years, Roşia Montană became one of the most significant social movements in Romania, eventually managing to take concrete action against the project. First, it has further engaged with the information provided in RMGC’s disclosures and questioned its accuracy and completeness. One of the key issues challenged by activists has been the exclusive and privileged role RMGC attributes to itself in its relation with the local community. The alleged vital role of RMGC in strengthening local economy, saving cultural patrimony of the region from disappearance and cleaning past pollution has been closely examined. Activists have introduced in debates the argument of a pluralistic society, with multiple options at its disposal to resolve problems. In addition to the role of the state as a provider of funds and guarantor of a clean, safe environment, a number of other options have been discussed. Second, some of the more active organisations have taken the lead and made concrete proposals of alternatives available to the mining project, e.g. Olaru-Zăinescu, 2006; Albu et al., 2007. Among the alternatives, these organisations elaborated on the possibility for the region to benefit from cultural and rural tourism, agricultural activities, wood procession, traditional handicrafts and other small entrepreneurships:

The presence of Canadian investors in the region resulted in an unfavourable approach to developing alternative occupations to mining, such as agro-touristic, eco-touristic activities, agriculture or traditional handicrafts (Olaru-Zăinescu, 2006, p. 5).

We believe that […] only local entrepreneurial initiative can provide Roşia Montană a future without mining explorations (Albu et al., 2007).

While RMGC claimed to be the only available source of funding in a period of economic hardship for the country, activists pointed out various other means to finance alternative projects. Among them, European structural funds, aid from international NGOs, private investors or small entrepreneurships have been mentioned.

Such counter-actions have problematized RMGC’s claims that it plays the role of a rescuer in the Roşia Montană region. They have also indicated the misleading nature of corporate reports that promoted a one-sided perspective on developing the region, while alternatives threatening the project’s existence were omitted. 

Third, activists’ counter-actions have no longer been limited to press releases and calls for governmental intervention. A wide range of actions have been initiated, aiming to stop the project and to assist the alternative development of the region.

Legal actions have been particularly challenging for RMGC. The NGO Alburnus Maior initiated actions against RMGC and the state, looking for various legal flaws of the project. In 2005, the NGO managed to persuade a court to suspend the urbanism certificate issued by local authorities and the discharge certificate for archaeological clearance issued by the Ministry of Culture. Legal trials posed procedural problems to the company, which announced delays and also adopted a cautious approach to the project’s future. Legal challenges to RMGC culminated in September 2007, when the Romanian Ministry of Environment suspended the EIA process because a new urbanism certificate was declared invalid in court.

In 2007, the Architecture, Restoration and Archaeology Association (ARA) association also initiated legal procedures to change the status of some buildings in Roşia Montană region in order to protect them as historic settlements. In 2009 and 2010, the same association started legal actions to transform Roşia Montană into a UNESCO-protected site. If the latter initiative were successful, it would severely limit any activity mutilating the local landscape. It would force RMGC to reconsider the methods used for extracting gold, which would possibly threaten the viability of its project. Further legal pressures came from the international foundation Soros (2006; 2007; 2009) that requested officials to publicly disclose the exploration licence, suspected of containing unfavourable terms and conditions for Romanian society. However, none of these legal actions has been successful so far. 

Projects of regional development have been initiated to show the possibility of diminishing local unemployment and poverty through alternative means. The Alburnus Maior association has been particularly active in commencing such projects in partnership with other non-governmental organisations (see Olaru-Zăinescu, 2006). One project, named the Golden Way (see www.drumulaurului.ro), implemented as early as 2005, aimed at empowering locals to use their local values and traditions as sources to generate alternative incomes, thus promoting touristic activities. The project’s organisers denied RMGC’s claims of being the unique contributor to the region’s development:

Implementing the first stage of the project has demonstrated that Roşia Montană is not a mono-industrial region and the potential for alternative development exists and needs to be exploited (Olaru-Zăinescu, 2006, p. 61)

Criticism has played its role in challenging the corporate vision of the project and in exposing the unreliable nature of corporate reports. In addition, an increasingly diverse portfolio of action for countering an undesired project has been mobilised by activists in order to initiate change.

Activists’ role in exposing the state’s inclination to favour the project
Political support for the project has persisted, as numerous actions to provide RMGC with needed legal certificates prove. However, under continuous pressures from the civil society, some state institutions have adopted a cautious approach, declining to assume responsibilities (e.g. the Ministry of Environment, Chamber of Deputies). While political initiatives intended to harm the project have constantly been rejected (e.g. PRM Party initiatives to forbid cyanide use in mining, in 2005, and to change the status of Roşia Montană into an archaeological and natural reservation, in 2008), officials have been apparently reluctant to make a final decision. The project benefits from the overt support of the current President of Romania, who urged the Ministry of Environment to give a final (positive) verdict: 

Due to the Romanian officials’ demagogy and cowardice, the Roşia Montană investment has been obstructed since 1997 (press release, 10 April 2012).

Moreover, recently, an attempt was made to speed up the legal procedures aiming at approving the project. The Romanian Government initiated a law project (L475/2013) that would have given RMGC the exclusive right to exploit gold in Roşia Montană and would have declared its project to be of high public utility and national interest. However, an active civil society protesting on the streets made Parliament establish another special commission to examine the legislative project. In late 2013, the commission recommended the law project to be rejected and the Chamber of Deputies did that in June 2014.

Following a tendency towards a strengthening civil society in Eastern Europe (Parau, 2009), the civil society has increasingly questioned the state’s role as a representative of public interests. Revealing the state’s tendency to favour an economic one-sided perspective to solve the problems of the Roşia Montană region has emerged as an important role for activists. The state’s support for the project has been frequently incriminated in activists’ accounts, which exposed the private interests state institutions serve:

The absence of actions for patrimony preservation is the result of disastrous policy of the city hall, articulated in the favour of a private investor, not of citizens (Haiduc et al., 2011).

Furthermore, as the President of Romania himself appeared to believe, when stating that “Romania has no other resources left to create workplaces but to responsibly revive mining activities” (press release, 10 April 2012), Roşia Montană has been perceived on the political arena as a dilemma with two solutions only: approving the project as a way to prosperity or rejecting the project as a sentence to poverty. Polarising the discussion around the two choices, political actors paid scarce attention to other means to develop the region. Activists extended the debate to include alternative solutions to be considered for the case of project’s rejection, as previously discussed. Their counter-accounts exposed the complicity of state institutions in supporting the project as the only viable solution to region’s problems:

The only solution offered to inhabitants has been and continues to be a choice between the mining project and forced impoverishment (ARA, 2009).

Officials’ indifference for identifying solutions of local durable development […] supports investors’ position, who, using the argument of creating a few hundreds workplaces […] have no other purpose but an extremely profitable business for the shareholders […] (Soros Foundation Romania,2006).

The state’s vested economic interests have also been made visible in numerous legal trials initiated against RMGC and the state (see ARA, 2007; OPUS, 2006; 2007). As already mentioned, a number of certificates issued by authorities in RMGC’s favour have been contested in court and some of them have been annulled. Likewise, the accuracy and validity of documents included in EIA procedure has been disputed. These actions indicate that state’s conduct related to the project has been considered illegitimate, violating public expectations of state impartiality.

Discussion
Emancipatory accounting is expected to facilitate societal dialogue and in so doing, to be a catalyst for structural changes in society (Gallhofer and Haslam, 1997; Lehman, 1999; Spence, 2009). There is much evidence to suggest that current forms of corporate-driven social and environmental accounts fail to achieve these aims (e.g. Arnold and Hammond, 1994; Gallhofer and Haslam, 2003; Adams, 2004; Cho et al., 2010), which is largely due to its liberal underpinnings (Lehman, 1999; Shenkin and Coulson, 2007; Spence, 2009). Scholars suggest that alternative forms of social and environmental accounts - as a basis for societal dialogue - may deliver a more complete picture of businesses within the societal context in which they intend to operate (Gray, 2002; Gallhofer et al., 2006; Spence, 2009; Dey and Gibbon, 2014). Counter-accounts that are produced by civil-society organisations are considered to be particularly well-suited to the purposes of emancipatory accounting.

In this study, the case of a gold mining project planned by a Canadian company in Western Romania has been used in order to examine the potential of civil society counter-accounts in contributing to emancipatory accounting. The findings are discussed below.

Exposing contradictions in business operations is a major expectation of emancipatory accounting (Lehmann, 1999; Thomson and Bebbington, 2005; Spence, 2007; Spence, 2009). A merit of the counter-accounts produced to challenge the RMGC reports consisted of problematizing the official picture of the mining project that was provided by the Company. They contested the much promoted benefits to be delivered by the gold mine and revealed incompatibilities between the economic goals, on the one side, and social and environmental impacts of the project, on the other side. In so doing, counter-accounts illustrated how the controversies associated with the project have been re-storied in RMGC reports in order to make them compatible. For instance, RMGC claimed to make significant contributions to the cultural heritage through its restoration works, thus denying any conflict between cultural and economic aspects of the project. It also contended that it would assist in solving local unemployment problems and clean post pollution. Counter-accounts, however, pointed out how corporate narratives sidestepped and denied public concerns, such as the damaging impacts on mountain landscape (destruction of local mountains), negative effects on cultural heritage and the long-term prospects of the region. Thus, exposing contradictions in business structures and activities, as a basis for societal dialogue, appears to be better served by counter-accounts than corporate-produced social and environmental information.

Engaging with corporate SER, counter-accounts played a key role in revealing the project’s deficiencies. They exposed the incomplete and imprecise information in RMGC’s reports to public scrutiny. Different claims from RMGC reports were problematized and additional information on the project challenged the official vision created by the company in its reports. Hence, counter-accounts provided evidence on corporate information selectivity and showed how corporate reports focused on positive information related to the project, while silencing detrimental issues. Only by “breaking the silences and adding alternative voices” (Chwastiak and Young, 2003: 535) can the prevailing business discourse be questioned and eventually changed, which is what emancipatory accounting aims to bring about.

Despite ample debates occurring in society, there is no evidence that RMGC’s social and environmental information has improved due to counter-accounts. The intensification of counter-accounting activity resulted in increased efforts by RMGC to publicly manage the (positive) image of the project. Thus, it appears that counter-accounts lack the ability to change SER practices within the current model of accountability as grounded in liberal thinking. Since SER contribution to emancipatory accounting is subject to failure, replacing corporate-centred reports with multiple and alternative accounts provided by various marginalised voices has greater potential for serving societal debate and change (Gray, 2002; Brown and Dillard, 2013). Lehman (1999) also claims that a new model of accountability is necessary, one that would rebalance the participation of societal groups when debating the role, contribution and outcomes of business activities.

Emancipatory accounting is also expected to challenge regulatory institutions that are expected to secure justice and wellbeing in society (Cooper et al., 2005; Paisey and Paisey, 2006; Sikka, 2008). In addition to highlighting RMGC’s business, its activities and reporting practices, the counter-accounts exposed the ideologically flawed role of the state. The state-centric contemporary societies (Hay and Lister, 2006) attribute to the state a significant responsibility for governance and decision-making. For this reason, the state has historically assumed the role of an impartial actor seeking to balance various interests. Despite that, the evidence of the state’s inclinations towards supporting an economic worldview was brought forth in the literature (Tinker et al., 1990; Hertz, 2002; Banerjee, 2007; Archel et al., 2009). In order to support the economic viability of the political system, contemporary governments are tempted to give prevalence to economic values at the expense of the social and environmental ones (Hay et al., 2006).

Civil society’s counter-accounts analysed in this study illustrated how the mining project received political support throughout its lifetime, despite a challenging period during which the EIA process was suspended. In legitimating the project, the state was not a pluralistic representation of societal mandates. The official survey conducted over the internet by the Chamber of the Parliament to test public opinion showed an overwhelming majority of citizens (95.88%) opposing the project. Likewise, a local referendum conducted in December 2012 regarding the recommencement of gold mining activities failed to reach minimum required voter turnout and was rejected. Political support, as seen in the analysis, has been, however, high. Political actors adopted legitimacy-granting behaviour in a number of ways. Providing certificates needed for the project to be implemented was a tacit approval of the adequacy of mining activities. Lobbying for the company, as local authorities did in their call to central officials to accelerate the authorisation process, represents an overt attempt to intervene and shape regulatory processes from a business perspective. An interesting means of supporting the project was the elimination of immediate threats to the project, such as various legislative initiatives that did not pass in the Parliament. Although such actions did not facilitate the implementation of the project, they sent important signals as to the priority of economic issues. Thus, in questioning all the supportive actions of the state institutions, the civil society organisations have played a key role in exposing state’s partiality in conflict resolution.

Moreover, emancipatory accounting is expected to empower various societal groups (Gallhofer and Haslam’s, 1997; Dey et al., 2010). In Shearer’s (2002: 541) words, it should act as an “accounting for-the-other”. Counter-accounts, as a potential form of emancipatory accounting, would then play a role in enhancing the wellbeing of those “on the margins” (McNicholas and Barrett, 2005: 391). In our case study, counter-accounts allowed the voice of marginalised societal groups to be heard (e.g. locals opposing the location of the mine). It also succeeded in mobilising a large enough portion of civil society for the purpose of initiating change, i.e. blocking an undesired project. Although the aim of this Romanian civil society’s endeavours has not yet been reached, important achievements have been made. The delay in implementing the project and the state officials’ reluctance to make a final decision are encouraging signs.

The vision for emancipatory accounting would imply that counter-accounting is able to meet expectations such as: making business practices visible, exposing and criticising negative aspects of business structures, giving a voice to marginalised and underrepresented groups, facilitating democratic dialogue and being a catalyst for societal change (see Gallhofer and Haslam’s, 1997). This article shows that civil society’s counter-accounts have the potential to accomplish all these expectations and that it can be considered as a more enabling form of accounting.

Counter-accounts are not without limitations. The reliability of information included in counter-accounts represents a major concern. Unverified information obtained from untrustworthy sources can easily discredit a corporation. Attributing wrongdoing to corporations implies a responsibility on the part of civil society organisations for rigorous documentation. Given the potentially major negative impacts on a corporation, some scholars suggested the idea of ‘auditing’ counter-accounts in a similar manner to which corporate reports are externally verified (Gray et al., 1996). This process would ensure that counter-accounts are balanced and unbiased. Likewise, to make sure that the actions of civil society organisations are credible and represent the voices of their stakeholders, there have been discussions in literature on the need to hold these organisations accountable (Ebrahim, 2003; Unerman and O’Dwyer, 2006; O’Dwyer and Unerman, 2008). Despite all these arguments, it is here contended that the truthfulness of information contained in counter-accounts is of less significance than their potential to generate social dialogue. Counter-accounts commonly emerge from dissatisfaction of marginalised groups with some of the corporate activities. Their aim is to articulate people’s interests and make visible how business goals infringe upon them. By problematizing the official business story, counter-accounts generate debate in society as a basis for democratic change. By contesting business operations that can harm society a ‘more authentic conversation’ emerges, according to Dillard and Roslender (2011: 145). Such conversations can reduce the supremacy of business interests in contemporary capitalism to just another alternative.

Final remarks
At the time of finalising this research report (autumn 2014), the future of the project still remains unknown. As 2014 is an election year, it is probably not a good time for legislators to give their final vote for the project. Year after year of constantly high pressure from an active civil society has meant that state decision-makers prefer to leave the decision for future governments. The implications of the case study analysed here go well beyond Romanian borders. It provides hope that similar projects that are undesired by a local community can be rejected if civil society is powerful, mobilised and active. Moreover, this is a lesson to learn for countries with weak civil societies, whose governments poorly represent their interests. The case of Roşia Montană social movement is an example that a weak civil society, such as the one in post-communist Romania, can strengthen significantly once it receives the financial and mentor support of international organisations.

Notes
[1] RMGC currently estimates 16 years for gold exploitation and 9 years for rehabilitating the environment.
[2] NB: Exploration and exploitation refer to different stages of a mining project. Exploration includes operations of drilling and ore estimation, while exploitation represents the actual process of extraction.
[3] The research conducted by Pop (2012) is a PhD thesis and covers extensively the Roşia Montană case. It adopts the theoretical framework of ‘social representations’ to explain how the case is framed in media and people’s minds in two opposite ways. The study has proven valuable for this article, especially for numerous details of the societal context in which the project occurs.
[4] Newspapers investigated by Pop were different than the ones examined here. The choice of different newspapers resulted from the researcher’s desire to inspect whether Pop’s claims apply to other important newspapers with national coverage and large audience but which were excluded from Pop’s study, due to unavailability of electronic archives at the time of conducting her research. 
[5] The Ministry of Environment has changed its name over the years. For the sake of simplicity, it is here referred to as the Ministry of Environment. The same applies to the Ministry of Culture.
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Figure 1: Summary of data and data analysis process


Appendix 1: Data sources referred to in the empirical analysis

Albu, A., Satmari, A., Despi, A., Albu, B., Satmari, L. and Cengher, P. (2007), “Strategic alternative for sustainable development at Roşia Montană” (in English: Strategie alternativă pentru o dezvoltare durabilă în Roşia Montană), study made for Cultours Foundation.
Alburnus Maior et al. (2004), “Anticipating the surprise – Evaluating the risk. Investors’ guide related to the Gabriel Resources mine project proposal” (in English: Anticiparea surprizei – Evaluarea riscului. Ghidul investitorilor cu privire la propunerea de proiect minier a companiei Gabriel Resources”).
ARA (2007), Press release – Cultural patrimony of the historical site Roşia Montană, 27 June.
ARA (2009), Open letter to the Prime Minister and the Minister of Culture concerning the historical site Roşia Montană, 23 December.
Chamber of Deputies, official survey on Roşia Montană mining project, available at http://www.cdep.ro/informatii_publice/forum.dispPost?subid=1 (accessed 5 May 2011).
Commission of the Academy of Economic Studies (2003), “The report of the Academy of Economic Studies commission, Bucharest, concerning economic, financial, social, environmental and durability of Roşia Montană project” (in English: Raportul comisiei din Academia de Studii Economice, Bucuresti privitor la problem economice, financiare, sociale, de mediu si de durabilitate ale proiectului minier Roşia Montană).
Council of Europe, Committee on Culture, Science and Education (2004), “Information report”.
Draft bill L475/2013 - actions to be initiated for exploiting gold and silver ore in Roşia Montană region and facilitating mine activities in Romania
European Parliament, Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Consumer Policy (2004), “Summary note on the environment committee delegation fact-finding visit to Romania on 7-9 December 2003 on the proposed new Roşia Montană gold mining project”.
Gabriel Resources Annual Reports 1997-2010.
Gabriel Resources Responsibility Reports 2006-2009.
Haiduc, I., Cantacuzino, Ş, Nistor, S., Ţigănaş, Ş and Derer, P. (2011), Open letter to the Roşia Montană mayor, 11 March.
International Council on Monuments and Sites – ICOMOS (2002), The Resolution No. 20 of the 13th General Assembly of ICOMOS.
Olaru-Zăinescu (2006), “Sustainable development that is an alternative to mining at Roşia Montană” (in English: Dezvoltare durabilă alternativă mineritului la Roşia Montană), study made for Alburnus Maior association.
OPUS (2006), Letter to the Minister of Environment and Water Management, 12 August.
OPUS (2007), Letter to the Minister of Environment and Sustainable Development.
Partidul Romania Mare (in Romanian: the Party of Big Romania) (2003), Legislative proposal 200/2003 for giving Roşia Montană-Bucium-Zlatna area the status of a protected area and natural monument.
Partidul Romania Mare (2004), “Roşia Montană” censure motion.
Partidul Romania Mare (2005), Legislative proposal 541/2005 to forbid cyanide use in gold and silver mining industry at Roşia Montană.
Partidul Romania Mare (2008), Legislative proposal 301/2008 for establishing Roşia Montană archaeological and natural reservation.
The President of Romania (2012), press release 10 April 2012, available at http://www.presidency.ro/?_RID=det&tb=date&id=13674&_PRID=lazi, accessed 11 April 2012.
The Romanian Academy (2003), “The standpoint of the Romanian Academy related to the Roşia Montană mining project” (in English: Punctul de vedere al Academiei Române privind proiectul de dezvoltare minieră Roşia Montană).
The Romanian Academy (2004), “Statement of the Romanian Academy concerning the Roşia Montană mining project” (In English: Declaraţia Academiei Române în legătură cu proiectul de exploatare minieră de la Roşia Montană).
Romanian Orthodox Church (2003), press release 4457/12.11.2003, “The standpoint of Romanian Orthodox Church against the mining project”.
Romanian Government (1999), Governmental Decision 458/1999 approving the concession license to explore gold and silver ore in Roşia Montană (in English: Hotărâre 458/1999 privind aprobarea Licenţei de concesiune pentru exploatarea minereurilor auro-argentifere din perimetrul Roşia Montană).
Roşia Montană special commission (2013), Report on draft bill L475/2013.
Soros Foundation Romania (2006), Open letter to Romanian government, 25 July.
Soros Foundation Romania (2007), “Declassify the Roşia Montană project!”, Press release, 13 December.
Soros Foundation Romania (2009), “Declassify the Roşia Montană project!”, Open letter to Prime Minister and Minister of National Agency for Mineral Resources, 9 February.
www.alburnusmaior.ro – the website of the Alburnus Maior Association.
www.cdep.ro – the webpage of Chamber of Deputies
www.mmediu.ro – the webpage of Ministry of Environment


Appendix 2 - Actors involved in the case and their actions
	Period
	Societal actors involved in the case
	Actions/statements

	1997–2000
	Romanian state:
- Minvest Deva SA (state-owned company)


- Government & ANRM (National Agency for Mineral Resources)

	
- Minvest and Gabriel Resources Ltd. created RMGC (1997)

- the governmental decision (1999) providing the exploration license to Minvest (transferred in 2000 to RMGC) is adopted

	2001–2004
	Romanian state:
- President of Romania (elected 2004)

- Ministry of Culture (National Commission for Archaeology)

- Ministry of Environment


- Parliamentary Special Commission for Roşia Montană project

- Local authorities (Primary and Local Council)

- PRM (Party for Big Romania)


	
- was supportive to the project

- provided discharge certificates for archaeological clearance (2002)

- adopted a cautious approach; declared that EIA is needed before taking decision

- positively evaluated the project as an investment opportunity (2003)

- considered that the project was needed for solving social problems (unemployment)

- initiated a censure motion against project (2002)
- made a law proposal to make Roşia Montană a protected area and natural monument (2003)

	
	External state bodies:
- Hungarian state


- European Parliament:
Commission on Culture, Science and Education

Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Consumer Policy (2004)
	
- expressed fears for potentially environmental destructive events


- had a positive standpoint: considered the project as a unique chance for the region to develop (2004)
- declared that the project had to conform to the EU acquis (2004)

	
	Civil society:
- Romanian Academy and representatives of other academic institutions


- NGO Alburnus Maior

- Church officials




- ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites)


- Greenpeace

- other opposing NGOs,
e.g. the Chamber of Architects of Romania, OTUS Association

- numerous collaborative actions between opponents
	
- made reports negatively evaluating the project’s impacts (economic, environmental and cultural)

- Ibid.

- opposed the project; Orthodox and other minority religious churches made press releases calling for primacy of cultural values 


- released resolutions calling national and international institutions for protection of Roşia Montană area (2002; 2003)

- made numerous street protests

- expressed public standpoints against the project


- made common press releases & calls for officials to stop the project

	2005–
	Romanian state:
- President of Romania (elected 2004)



- ANRM







- Presidential Administration (Commission for patrimony, historical and natural sites) 
- Ministry of Culture




- Ministry of Environment










- Parliament (Chamber of Deputies)


- Government



- Local authorities







- PRM


	
- softened his statements; was more cautious in expressing his support (2005)
- reasserted his support (2012)

- on Parliament’s (Chamber of Deputies) request, refused to publicly disclose the content of exploitation license due to confidentiality contractual clauses and company’s refusal (2007)
- confirmed validity of exploration license and RMGC as its owner (2007)

- released two reports criticizing the project (2008 and 2009)
- conducted archaeological works in collaboration with the company
- adopted a cautious approach: refused to take decisions before EIA is completed (2007)

- suspended the EIA process due to annulment of urbanism certificate in court (2007)
- supported legislative proposal to forbid cyanide-based mining (2007)
- resumed the EIA process (2010)
- made cautious statements: no standpoint was to be made prior to completing the EIA process
- had meetings with NGOs, local community (2010)

- had meetings with NGOs, local community, the Company (2006-2007)

- initiated draft bill L475/2013 to approve the project and declare it of national interest (2013)

- included the project in the strategic development plan of Roşia Montană (2008)
- publicly called central authorities to approve the project (2009)
- opposed initiatives to include Roşia Montană site on the UNESCO list of protected cultural patrimony (2010; 2011)

- made a law proposal to forbid cyanide-based mining (2005)
- made a law proposal to make Roşia Montană an archaeological and natural reservation (2008)

	
	External state bodies:
- the Hungarian state
	
- considered EIA documents to be  inadequate and insufficient for evaluating the project’s impacts (2006)
- considered the project unacceptable due to cyanide use and improper EIA process (2011)

	
	Civil society:
- Alburnus Maior







- ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites)





- Arhitectura, Restauraresi Arheologie ARA (Architecture, Restoration and Archaeology Association)










- SC OPUS – Atelier de Arhitectura SRL (architecture company)





- Greenpeace


- Cultours Foundation


- Soros Foundation







- NGO Pro Roşia Montană 








- Europa Nostra





- Other opposing NGOs
e.g. Pro Patrimonio Association, Ad Astra, Cyanide Free Romania Association, Roşia Montană Cultural Foundation

- Other supporting NGOs, e.g. Mining Patronal Association, Patronal Confederation in Industry, Services and Trade
	
- initiated various legal trials on certificates and approval procedure, part of which was successful
- released a report exploring alternative means of development and describing alternative projects of development already initiated (2006)

- released resolutions calling national and international institutions to protect Roşia Montană (2005; 2008)
- released an open letter to Romanian Prime Minister calling to stop the project


- contested validity of EIA conclusions in terms of cultural values (cultural information manipulated or eliminated) (2007; 2009)
- initiated legal procedures to protect historical buildings (2007) – apparently remained unanswered by Ministry of Culture
- called for action against abusive destruction of cultural buildings by the Company (2008)
- initiated legal procedures to make Roşia Montană a UNESCO-protected site (2009; 2010) – apparently remained unanswered by Ministry of Culture

- conducted a management plan for cultural patrimony to be included in EIA documents for the company 
- contested accuracy of information included in EIA (information produced by OPUS was included only selectively) (2006; 2007)

- had street protests, press releases & calls to government to stop the project

- made a detailed report exploring alternative development strategies (2007)

- requested officials to publicly disclose the exploration licence (2007-2009)
- had press releases & called officials to improve legislation, law enforcement, accuracy of the EIA process
- protested against support of local authorities for the project (open letters)

- released open letters to the project’s opponents
- called authorities to approve the project
- conducted local collaborative projects (educational, cultural) with the Company
- opposed initiatives to include Roşia Montană site on the UNESCO list of protected cultural patrimony (2010)

- called the Minister of Culture to protect cultural heritage; proposed cultural tourism as alternative means of development (2010)
- called to Prime Minister to protect cultural heritage (2012)

- made public statements against the project




- made public statements supporting the project
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