How to Combat Corruption by Bolaji Akinyemi

Former Minister of External Affairs Prof. Bolaji Akinyemi, in this lecture delivered at the 10th anniversary of the Arewa Consultative Forum (ACF) on April 9, in Kaduna, proffers ways of combating corruption.
Transparency International has given a generic definition of corruption as "the abuse of entrusted power for private gain". According to Victor Dike in his article titled, "CORRUPTION IN NIGERIA: A NEW PARADIGM FOR EFFECTIVE CONTROL" Amartya Sen, in his own work, Development as Freedom, (1999) defines corruption as the violation of established rules for personal gain and profit. Seymour Lipset and Gabriel Lenz (Samuel Huntington, eds., 2000) defines corruption as efforts to secure wealth or power through illegal means, private gain at public expense; or a misuse of public power for private benefit. Victor Dike, paraphrasing J. S. Nye defines corruption as "a behavior which deviates from the formal duties of a public role, because of private [gains]-regarding (personal, close family, private clique, pecuniary or status gains. It is a behavior which violates rules against the exercise of certain types of [duties] for private [gains]-regarding influence." 

The definition is the easiest part of it. Corruption has been broken down into three main components. The first is Political Corruption which most political scientists, including Inge Amundsen from the Chr. Michelsen Institute have described as "any transaction between private and public sector actors through which collective goods are illegitimately converted into private-regarding payoff." It is the use of legislated powers by government officials for illegitimate private gain and "not only leads to the misallocation of resources but also affects the manner in which decisions are made." There are different forms of corruption and they include bribery, extortion, cronyism, nepotism, patronage, graft and embezzlement. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary "government by those who seek chiefly status and excessive personal gain at the expense of the governed" is know as a kleptocracy" which literally means "rule by thieves." It has been estimated (according to the United Nations Office on Drug and Crime) that $400 billion was stolen from the Nigerian Treasury between 1960 and 1999. I leave it to you to conclude whether Nigeria deserves to be called a Kleptocracy or not. The 2009 Corruption Perceptions Index released by Transparency International ranged Nigeria as130 out of 180 countries surveyed. Out of a possible score of 10, Nigeria scored 2.5. African countries which scored better than Nigeria included Mozambique, Mauritania, Libya, Tanzania, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Togo, SaoTome and Principe, Mali, Egypt, Djibouti, Algeria, Niger, Gambia, Gabon, Benin, Zambia, Senegal, Madagascar, Liberia, Rwanda, Lesoto just to mention a few. We should feel very sorry for ourselves. Before we raise the usual cry of neo-colonialism and travails of development, the following African countries came in highly rated Botswana at 37, Mauritious at 42, Cape Verde at 46, and Seychelles at 54.

Attempts have been made to give a more concrete legal definition to corruption. Article 3 of the Civil Law Convention on Corruption of the Council of Europe defines Corruption as "requesting, offering, giving or accepting, directly or indirectly, a bribe or any other undue advantage or prospect there of, which distorts the proper performance of any duty or behavior required of the recipient of the bribe, the undue advantage of the prospect thereof."

If we deconstruct the word, corruption, not as a mere academic exercise but in an attempt to shed light on its constituent elements, we will arrive at some very enlightening even if at times curious information. Obviously, bribery is the most common form of corruption. In article 2 of the Criminal Law Convention on corruption of the Council of Europe, bribery is defined as "the promising, offering or giving by any person, directly or indirectly, of any undue advantage (to any public official), for himself or herself or for anyone else, for him or her to act or refrain from acting in the exercise of his or her functions". 

The second element is called Trading in influence. According to United Nations Convention Against Corruption this is ‘the promise, offering or giving to a public official, directly or indirectly, of any undue advantage in order that the public official abuse his or her real or supposed influence with a view to obtaining from an administration or public authority of the State Party an undue advantage." This is a controversial issue. One thing is clear, if I approach my uncle to please speak to a Minister on my behalf, this is not corruption because no offer of money of any other benefit is involved. Where things get tricky, is in the case of lobbyists or consultants whether political, economic or legal. It is my view that consultants or lobbyists should not be regarded as being involved in corruption as long as they are not working as fronts for office holders or they are not offering kickbacks to office holders that they are seeking to influence. 

A third element of corruption is called GRAFT which is defined as something of large value to an official outside of his official pay. The emphasis is on the value. In most cultures in the world, it is a sign of good breeding to take something of a token value along when visiting. Into this class will fall, a calabash of colanut, a bottle of wine, a Christmas hamper and a Ramadan goat. Outside that norm will be a Ghana-must-go back full of millions of cash or a parcel of land which must qualify as graft. For example in the United States, any gift to the President valued at more than $200.00 goes to the state and not directly to the President. On leaving office, the President is allowed to buy them back at the current market value. Another example of graft is where an official, knowing government development plan in a new area, quickly acquires the land before the announcement at a pittance and sells the land after the announcement at a huge gain to himself. There is no other name but graft to describe the Tin can island scandal involving a former Head of State, Presidential Mansions and Libraries involving former Presidents, Foundations and Centres involving a lot of prominent Office holders. All these are in reference to Nigeria.

Another element (and its inclusion is bound to be controversial) is PATRONAGE where incompetent persons, as a payment for supporting the government of the day, are selected for government employment before more credible ones. I don’t agree with this but I have included it because it is in the literature on corruption. If this definition were to stand, every government in the world will be found guilty of corruption. But I can understand the reasoning behind its inclusion especially if you are looking at the linkage between corruption and development. If an incompetent person is put in charge of a government parastatal involving road construction or port or airport development, the lack of competence can lead to either shoddy work or inflated contract sums or both.

The next element is termed NEPOTISM AND CRONYISM. This is quite significant and let me quote from the Wikipedia encyclopedia in full. "Favouring relatives (nepotism) or personal friends (cronyism) of an official is a form of illegitimate private gain. This may be combined with bribery, for example demanding that a business should employ a relative of an official controlling regulations affecting the business. The most extreme example is when the entire state is inherited, as in North Korea or Syria. (Here, I may add Togo, Gabon, and Congo where sons have succeeded fathers and of Libya and Egypt where the rumours are rife that such succession plans are in the works). A milder form of cronyism is an "old boy network", in which appointees to official positions are selected only from a closed and exclusive social network –such as the alumni of particular universities - instead of appointing the most competent candidate. Seeking to harm enemies becomes corruption when official powers are illegitimately used as means to this end. For example, trumped-up charges are often brought up against journalists or writers who bring up politically sensitive issues, such as a politician’s acceptance of bribes. In the Indian political system, leadership of national and regional parties are passed from generation to generation creating a system in which a family holds the centre of power, burning examples are most of the Dravidian parties of south India and the largest party in India – (the Indian) Congress (Party) – where the Nehru family has produced three Prime Ministers." 

I have quoted the encyclopedia in extenso because it throws an interesting light on happenings in Nigeria from 1999 up to now. Ambassadorial appointments were made from political families, Governors wives became Senators, Ministers wives became senators, godfathers ensured the selection of their sons and daughters as Senators; political opponents were hounded by all sorts of probes and other shenanigans. I am sure that if not for our rotational policies, the failure of the third term project might have resulted in son or daughter succeeding father.

Let me at this stage add the cankerworm of tribalism as a specie of nepotism. No better way to illustrate my point than by this quotation from the new Primate of the Anglican Church of Nigeria, the Most Reverend Nicholas Okoh, who incidentally is a retired Lt. Colonel of the Nigerian army. He said "If you grab everything and run to your tribe, no matter how bad you have been, they would say you are an illustrious son, you are a great man of the tribe. They would then accuse others of persecuting you.. We can’t develop this way…"( The Guardian, Sunday April 4, 2010, p1)

Another element of corruption is electoral and voter fraud which has been defined simply as "illegal interference with the process of an election" It takes several forms including but not limited to illegal voter registration, intimidation at the polls and improper vote counting.

Another element is sheer and outright embezzlement which can be defined as theft of government funds or property. It can be extended to include the use of government resources for private purposes. An elementary example from Nigerian experience is the presence of government vehicles in market, religious or social places whether during the week days or weekends.

Kickbacks are another element of corruption and can be defined as "an official’s share of misappropriated funds allocated from his or her organization to an organization involved in corrupt bidding." This needs no further elucidation except to add that even a situation where a professional such as a doctor or pharmacist promotes drug from a pharmaceutical company or an official recommends a law firm in exchange for monetary or other considerations also qualifies to be called a kickback.
Quoting the Encyclopedia Americana, 1999, Victor Dike defines another specie of corruption as " disguised payment in the form of gifts, legal fees, employment, favours to relatives, social influence, or any relationship that sacrifices the public interest and welfare, with or without the implied payment of money…" I am particularly fascinated by the inclusion of legal fees as part of the mechanism of corruption. This is an area least scrutinized in this country. Some years back, eye brows were raised at the fees paid a famous lawyer for some job. The eye lids were quietly lowered as the legal profession is a cult that does not like its veil being lifted. I would like to add to this category the spurious awards by all kinds of organizations, including the media. These awards are paid for to organizations whose existence depend solely to make these awards. Can you imagine the Nobel Committee selling its awards? If the Nigerian government were to ban civil and public servants and governmental organizations from taking part in those charades, the whole exercise would fizzle out.

Another specie of corruption has been termed the UNHOLLY ALLIANCE. This is best illustrated by the farewell address of President Ike Eisenhower, delivered to the American people on 17

th January 1961 when he said "This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is new in the American experience… We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet we must not fail to comprehend its grave implications… In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist." If this is extrapolated to Nigeria, obviously, we don’t have a military-industrial complex. But we do have a petrochemical complex or what in Nigeria lexicon is called cabal that has a monopoly for importation of refined petroleum products, kerosene, diesel, and other allied products who have a vested interest in refineries not working and petroleum price policies. We have a generator-importing cabal which is interested in PHCN not working, a sugar and cement cabal which drive prices up and not down. IF the United States as mighty as it is could be warned to be on its guard about business controlling its government, what should we say to Nigeria where a situation has been reached where a handful of billionaires control more money than the annual military budget. Just as we have the mosquito to thank for sparing Nigeria the fate of white colonial settlers, we may have that old bogey, tribalism, to thank for our own billionaire class not having the cohesion yet to decide who governs Nigeria.  

To be Continued…
