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Corruption has many damaging effects:
weakened national institutions, inequitable
social services, and blatant injustice in the
courts – along with widespread economic
inefficiency and unchecked environmental
exploitation. And it hits hardest at the poor
– who often depend heavily on public services
and the natural environment and are least
able to pay bribes for essential services that
should be theirs by right.

Politicians in the region are starting to
respond. Nowadays most want to be asso-
ciated with fighting corruption. Indeed the
need to combat corruption has been used as a
justification for overthrowing elected govern-
ments, sometimes even with an element of
public support. Civil society groups too are
making greater efforts to hold public- and
private-sector organizations to account, and
the media are also focusing on this issue and
finding new ways to expose and publicize it.

There is also greater commitment at the
international level. By the end of 2007, 140
state parties had signed the first global anti-
corruption instrument, the 2005 United
Nations Convention Against Corruption. It

People across the Asia-Pacific region are becoming increasingly concerned about corruption, and
governments are starting to react. Hauling the rich and powerful before the courts may grab the
headlines, but the poor will benefit more from efforts to eliminate the corruption that plagues
their everyday lives.  Corruption has to be tackled from the top down and from the bottom up,
with vigorous support from the media and organizations of civil society. An international
response is needed to counter cross-border corruption in this increasingly globalized world
as well.

requires acceding and ratifying countries to
implement far-reaching reforms.

Corruption is an important development
issue – developing countries do not want to
follow the slow historical path of the now
developed countries, for corruption to be
better controlled. Just as they are putting in
place conscious policies for poverty reduction,
so too they would like to speed-up the process
of tackling corruption.

A Historical ProblemA Historical ProblemA Historical ProblemA Historical ProblemA Historical Problem

Corruption has plagued the world ever since
the emergence of organized forms of govern-
ment as people organized themselves for
group living. Until the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, many of the now deve-
loped countries were riddled with corruption
and it took many decades to bring the levels
down. Governments across the Asia-Pacific
region have also been preoccupied with this
issue. Some countries, Singapore and Hong
Kong, China (SAR), for example, have managed
to reduce corruption much more swiftly but
most other countries in the Asia-Pacific have
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generally made slow progress – they are larger
territories and their leadership has proved
less resolute.

Across the region, corruption comes in
many forms, but the commonest overall
distinction is between ‘grand’ and ‘petty’.
Grand corruption typically involves relatively
large bribes from contractors or other
corporations, generally associated with high-
level politicians or officials. Petty corruption
involves smaller amounts but more frequent
transactions – lower-level public officials
demanding ‘speed money’ to issue licenses, for
example, or to allow full access to schools,
hospitals or public utilities. It tends to affect
the daily lives of a very large number of
people, and more so the poor, and hence
calling it ‘petty’ is really a misnomer.

Though corruption is widespread it is
largely clandestine, and thus difficult to
measure. Most attempts have been indirect –
gauging people’s perceptions rather than
actual transactions of corruption. One of the
most widely cited is the ‘Corruption Percep-
tions Index’ (CPI) produced by the NGO
Transparency International. Another is the
‘Control of Corruption Index’ (CCI) produced
by the World Bank. They do offer some
relevant information and have spurred
countries into responding. They can also be
useful for cross-regional comparisons – for
which this Report uses the CCI. However,
since these measures are opinion-based they
are necessarily imprecise. The measurements
are generally oriented towards businesses and
make less of an attempt to express the impact
on the poor.

Political and Economic ImpactPolitical and Economic ImpactPolitical and Economic ImpactPolitical and Economic ImpactPolitical and Economic Impact

All forms of government are vulnerable to
corruption, but some are more vulnerable
than others. On the whole, corruption seems
lower in democracies than authoritarian

regimes, and lower within parliamentary
than presidential systems. Although in
democracies there is always the danger that
elected politicians will become beholden to
wealthy donors, citizens can always ‘vote the
rascals out’.

Within all forms of government, some
institutions are generally worse than others.
In the Asia-Pacific region the least trusted are
the police, followed by the judiciary and tax
offices. Education and medical services come
next, while the least corrupt sectors are
utilities and registry or permit services –
although even in these, levels of corruption
are still very high.

Corruption inevitably has an impact on
the economy and the society. It is sometimes
argued that by ‘greasing the wheels’ corrup-
tion speeds things up. But there is little evi-
dence for this from the aggregate standpoint;
indeed it seems more likely if businesses
readily pay bribes they will simply encourage
bureaucrats to unreel yet more red tape.

On the other hand, there are many ways
in which corruption is likely to hamper
growth especially over the long term – for
example, if  talented people are tempted to
make an easy living as corrupt bureaucrats
rather than as entrepreneurs. Even those who
do run businesses, may prefer to remain in
the informal sector rather than expand and
be faced with greater demands from corrupt
officialdom. Corruption is also likely to
weaken infrastructure; not only does it drain
away funds, it also reduces the quality of
investment, producing inadequate transport,
power, or communications systems.

Corruption distorts both the national
economy and public investment through the
tax system. When governments apply high
tax rates, with complex rules that are inter-
preted by underpaid officials they can expect
to lose a lot of tax income – particularly if
there is little risk of being caught or punished.
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This, in turn, could reduce the capacity of
government to provide quality public services.

A number of studies have indeed
suggested that extensive corruption is
associated with lower levels of growth –
though the correlation is weaker in Asia than
elsewhere. Generally it does less damage in
larger countries, perhaps because investors
may be willing to tolerate a more difficult
working environment if they can recoup their
losses in large consumer markets. Another
factor is the way in which corruption is
organized: usually it is less harmful if it is
predictable, when, for example, a strong but
corrupt ruler demands for himself and his
entourage a standard percentage on all major
activities and works with a long time horizon,
delivering at least some benefits to bribe
payers.

Corruption and Human DevelopmentCorruption and Human DevelopmentCorruption and Human DevelopmentCorruption and Human DevelopmentCorruption and Human Development

Corruption undermines human development.
This can happen through various channels. It
is likely, for example, to corrode ideals of
public service, so that corrupt administra-
tions will tend to be less interested in
investing in health and education. Even if they
wish to, they will find that their activities
have hampered economic growth and
weakened tax collection, leaving them less to
spend on public service programmes.

Corruption also affects the quality and
composition of public investment. Corrupt
officials are less attracted to small-scale
projects that involve a large number of actors,
preferring large infrastructure projects that
offer greater opportunities for collecting
rents. This distorts the pattern of public
expenditure – away from key public goods
such as public health, education and
environmental protection, and towards new
roads or airports or military hardware.

Corruption is also likely to undermine

efforts at poverty reduction – by diverting
goods and services targeted for the poor to
well-off and well-connected households who
can afford to bribe officials. The poor also lose
out when they have to pay bribes, since they
can only afford small amounts, which
represent a high proportion of their income.

In turn, better human development condi-
tions – wider-spread education, an informed
citizenry with voice to influence decision
makers in government and businesses – can
help combat corruption.

Justice for SaleJustice for SaleJustice for SaleJustice for SaleJustice for Sale

In the Asia-Pacific region, corruption is often
at its worst in law enforcement, seriously
undermining justice. Many police officers are
honest and conscientious, but others have a
different agenda; rather than serving as
guarantors of rights and protection they are
sources of harassment and fear. In the rural
areas, they may, for example, be in the
pockets of rich landowners who use them to
control their workforces or their tenants. In
the cities, the police can be in the pay of
corrupt politicians and business interests, and
may be used, for example, to force poor
people off their land to make way for new
developments. Or police officers may simply
be working for themselves, extracting as
much income as they can from their position
of power. Poor salaries and working condi-
tions among the lower constabulary are
contributory factors.

Police corruption is especially pernicious
since it is often accompanied by violence.
Police may, after apprehending suspects,
choose not to arrest them but instead beat
them up or rape them, and force them to pay
for their freedom. Police can also seize
people they know to be innocent, threatening
them with arrest and demanding payment
for release. A survey in the Asia-Pacific
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region found that over the previous year,
18 per cent of respondents had paid a
police bribe.

The poor are the most exposed because
they lack the funds or influence needed to
defend themselves. In cities, among those
likely to be harassed are street vendors, who
have to pay up or see their goods confiscated
or destroyed. On the other hand, poor people
are less likely to receive any attention if they
want to register a complaint.

For tackling police corruption, one of the
most important steps is to ensure that com-
plaints against the police are dealt with, by a
truly independent body. Other solutions
involve changing police structures and opera-
tions to make them more efficient and
responsive – applying rigid recruitment
criteria, reallocating individuals across tasks,
modifying transfer patterns, and carrying out
ethical evaluations of those who are up for
promotion. The overall intention should be to
create more professional forces that enable
individual officers to take greater pride in
their work.

People tend to have fewer interactions
with the court system. But here too they may
find that justice has its price. A number of
studies across Asia have found that two-
thirds or more of the population consider the
routine court system to be corrupt, and admit
that they themselves, guilty or innocent, will
consider it wise to pay bribes. The poor will
suffer from a corrupt legal system that offers
them little protection – exposing them to
arbitrary judgements that may cause them to
lose their land, homes, or livelihoods.

Judicial corruption is another aspect of a
weakly functioning state. In many countries,
judges are appointed or promoted by
politically motivated bodies and even judges
who want to uphold ethical principles may
find themselves subject to heavy political
pressure in high-profile cases. Low salaries

make it tempting for weak judges to buckle to
other pressures too.  Some may, for example,
consider it more important to support a
relative or associate than to uphold the rule
of law. They may also fear retribution.

Much of the responsibility for reducing
judicial corruption lies with the judges and
lawyers – acting individually and through
associations or professional bodies. But
governments can also minimize judicial
corruption. They can, for example, ensure
that judges are appointed by independent
bodies, serve fixed terms, have salaries that
match their experience and qualifications,
and are offered all necessary protection. The
judicial system should also  require judges to
give written reasons for their judgements –
making greater use of information technology
to offer easier access to court documents.

Keeping Public Services HonestKeeping Public Services HonestKeeping Public Services HonestKeeping Public Services HonestKeeping Public Services Honest

Corruption is also widespread in social
services such as health and education, as well
as in public utilities that provide electricity
and water. As a result, poor people find
themselves excluded from schools or hospitals
that they cannot afford, or asked to pay extra
simply to gain access to services to which they
already have a right.

Health ServicesHealth ServicesHealth ServicesHealth ServicesHealth Services

Corruption can occur within health services
at all levels – from grand corruption, as funds
are siphoned off during the construction of
new hospitals or health centres, to petty
corruption as health workers or administra-
tors demand bribes just to perform their
routine duties. Corruption can also take
various forms within health service staffing.
This may involve, for example, buying
positions at the time of hiring, or excessive
absenteeism: across the region reported
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absenteeism rates cluster around 35 per cent
to 40 per cent. Corruption also creeps in via
the pharmaceuticals business – at all stages
of drug development and supply. For the drug
companies, one of the main priorities is to
ensure that their products are prescribed, so
they are profligate with generous ‘perks’ for
doctors.

One might expect corruption to result in
poorer standards of health. Some cross-
national studies have indeed suggested that
in countries where levels of corruption are
higher immunization rates are lower and
levels of child mortality are higher.

Reducing corruption in health and other
government services will require action from
below and above. From below, users can work
together to resist demands for bribes. In
India, teams of semi-literate rural people
working as amateur reporters have exposed
doctors illegally charging for delivering babies
at a community health centre. From above,
governments will need to ensure more trans-
parent and better managed services. In the
Mekong sub-region, for example, the regula-
tory authorities have been improving commu-
nications and cooperation across borders, so
they have been able to notify each other of the
circulation of fake drugs and remove them
more quickly.

EducationEducationEducationEducationEducation

Corruption is also widespread in education
systems. This can start in the procurement of
material and labour for school construction,
as corrupt officials siphon off funds for
school buildings – which can increase costs
between two and eight times. There can also
be corruption in the purchase of textbooks,
desks, blackboards, and other supplies, as
well as in contracts for cleaning services and
meals. In many countries, there are
irregularities in the hiring of teachers, which

in the most extreme form, results in the
recruitment of ‘ghost teachers’ or even in the
creation of entire ‘ghost institutions’ – with
the allocated salaries and other expenses
channelled into the pockets of officials. Just
as families may need to pay bribes to get into
hospitals, they may also have to pay extra to
get their children into schools.

If governments do not address these
problems, schools will continue to transmit a
culture of corruption to succeeding genera-
tions. The main priority should be closer
supervision, especially by allowing commu-
nities more control over schools through
parent-teacher associations and other local
organizations. In the Philippines, for example,
a range of civil society groups, from NGOs to
churches to Girl and Boy Scout groups, have
come together to monitor the delivery of
school books. In India, one NGO uses
cameras to register the attendance of teachers
by taking digital photos that record the date
and time.

Public UtilitiesPublic UtilitiesPublic UtilitiesPublic UtilitiesPublic Utilities

For electricity and water supplies, across the
region the standard kickback for infrastruc-
ture projects is often quoted as 10 per cent of
the value of the contract. Corrupt officials
regularly demand bribes to accept bids or to
approve the completion of the work. But
construction companies themselves often take
the initiative – colluding with officials or
other bidders.

Once the systems are in place, corruption
continues in day-to-day operations. Since
water supplies and sanitation and electricity
supplies are generally delivered by monopoly
providers, officials can take advantage of the
fact that consumers have nowhere else to
turn. Staff might, for example, supplement
their salaries by colluding with clients to
provide services ‘informally’ – by carrying out
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repairs for side-payments, falsifying meter
readings, or making illegal connections. The
ensuing losses can be huge: it has been
estimated that, if corruption in water
supplies were eliminated, 20 per cent to
70 per cent of resources could be saved.

But the most damaging effect is on the
lives of poor people through high prices. As
one consumer said to a researcher for this
Report: ‘It is really tough for a day labourer
to pay a high price for electricity and water.
You know it is not possible to get electricity
and water connections without bribes or extra
money. So our budget is strained and we
cannot afford to meet our needs. We cannot
save anything for our future either.’ Others
said that they had been deprived of basic
foodstuffs and medical facilities, incurred
business losses, and interrupted their
children’s education because they had to
spend money on bribes.

Many of the strategies for uprooting
corruption involve greater investment in
services, to minimize the shortages that
encourage people to pay bribes. Public corpo-
rations will also need to improve standards
of management and operate in a more trans-
parent fashion. But consumers too can take
direct action to get better services. In
Bangladesh, for example, the board of rural
electric cooperatives is selected by consumers
who then negotiate an agreement that
includes targets for system losses, collection
efficiency, and the cost of supply per kilo-
metre of line. They also hire meter readers on
fixed contracts – after that they have to seek
different careers. Another example comes
from the Local Government and Rural Deve-
lopment Department in Azad Jammu and
Kashmir which has largely eliminated the use
of private contractors. Instead, its technical
staff work with community members who
themselves provide labour and organize the
purchase of supplies – limiting the opportu-
nities for ‘cream skimming’ and collusion.

Stopping LeakagStopping LeakagStopping LeakagStopping LeakagStopping Leakages in Fes in Fes in Fes in Fes in Financialinancialinancialinancialinancial
and Material Aidand Material Aidand Material Aidand Material Aidand Material Aid

Emergencies such as conflict, natural dis-
asters, or sudden changes in political configu-
ration –  ‘special development situations’ –
often show human beings at their best.
Nevertheless, there are also people who take
advantage of opportunities to enrich them-
selves at a time when large amounts of cash
and goods have to be transferred rapidly with
few administrative controls.

To some extent, corruption can even lead
to emergencies. Corruption tends to break the
trust between the governing and the governed,
as well as sow dissension among communities
that can degenerate into destructive or violent
conflict. Corruption can even exacerbate the
impact of natural disasters, such as earth-
quakes, if it leads to uncontrolled develop-
ment and compromises building inspection
practices. The links between corruption and
disasters are even clearer with landslides that
result from illegal logging.

When responding to emergencies, aid
agencies are under pressure to spend fast, and
move quickly with flagship projects in an
unfamiliar environment and have to relax or
set aside normal procedures – which may
cause damage in terms of community practice
and expectation.

Many of the same issues arise with longer-
term processes in the aftermath of conflict.
In this case, there is a temptation to buy a
temporary peace by allowing antagonistic
groups to share out the spoils. This is dange-
rous since it allows corrupt elites to entrench
themselves in politics and set up predatory
schemes that later will be very difficult to
eliminate.

As elsewhere, corruption in special
development situations needs to be addressed
through greater transparency in governance
and closer monitoring. But there are also more
specific measures. One is for agencies to
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reduce the pressure to spend ‘fast and
furious’ by operating with more rational
deadlines; and rather than aiming at unrea-
listic fiduciary standards, they should try to
ensure that their activities and the prices they
pay are ‘reasonable’ under the circumstances.
When responding to natural disasters they
can also establish long-term contracts with
prime international contractors – who should
be required to engage and build the capacity
of local businesses. In addition, governments
and aid agencies also need to work closely
with local NGOs and establish effective
systems for dealing with complaints.

Social Safety Net ProgrammesSocial Safety Net ProgrammesSocial Safety Net ProgrammesSocial Safety Net ProgrammesSocial Safety Net Programmes

Social safety net programmes are an impor-
tant part of anti-poverty programmes but
they are also vulnerable to corruption. Those
organizing the schemes may, for example,
demand payments to register the names of
recipients, or they can also enrol non-existent
workers or falsify the number of hours
worked or underpay workers or give them
less food or materials than they are entitled
to. Contractors who are supposed to be selling
subsidized grains for the poor, sometimes sell
much of this on the open market at inflated
prices.

Government have tried to reduce these
leakages with more targeted programmes, but
even these are susceptible to corruption
during the selection of beneficiaries. An
alternative form of targeting is to encourage
‘self-selection’; for example, by offering work
or wages that only the very poor will accept.
Similarly, for food distribution, rather than
distributing expensive grains, such as highly
processed rice and wheat, safety net
programmes can distribute cheaper but
nutritious staples such as sorghum.

A number of countries have also
improved the efficiency of such schemes by

ensuring greater community control and
social audits. To be sustainable, however,
community-driven approaches have to be
backed by a strong legal framework and
bureaucratic support.

Cleaning Up Natural ResourcesCleaning Up Natural ResourcesCleaning Up Natural ResourcesCleaning Up Natural ResourcesCleaning Up Natural Resources

Many developing countries in the Asia-Pacific
region are rich in natural resources, but,
thanks to corruption, much of this national
wealth is being drained away. Companies
may bribe public officials to get permits for
cutting timber, for example, or they may pay
to get away with logging in protected areas.
Public officials themselves can also join in by
running their own ‘off-the- book’ businesses.
Similar problems arise with mineral extrac-
tion or unregulated fishing, and with systems
of land registration and administration, or
the capturing of protected species.

Given the size of potential profits,
corruption can be on a grand scale, indeed
frequently amounting to ‘state capture’, as
private companies pay public officials to
shape laws, policies, and regulations to their
advantage. State capture can, however, also
be achieved through legal routes – by intense
political lobbying, for example, or by making
donations to political parties.

Corruption in the management of natural
resources is particularly damaging for the
poorest communities. Many farmers have
been driven into poverty as a result of illegal
land expropriations or have been denied
access to irrigation water. Whole communi-
ties, particularly indigenous people, suffer
from the exhaustion of many natural re-
sources, notably primary forests and inshore
fishing grounds.

Experience across the region suggests a
number of ways of addressing these
problems. One is to ensure that new projects
are subjected to environmental and social
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impact assessments, followed by open public
hearings. Another is to decentralize natural
resource management – to allow local people
to use resources sustainably, giving them also
a greater incentive to control and protect these
resources. At the same time, since exploita-
tion of natural resources often takes place in
remote regions, governments and interna-
tional organizations can support them with
satellite monitoring technologies.

Given the highly cross-border nature of
the problem, it is vital to achieve international
cooperation. Extraction processes are capital
intensive and often involve large multina-
tional companies that can be susceptible to
international pressure – especially if govern-
ments insist that their financial transactions
are open to public scrutiny. Unfortunately,
many of the errant multinationals are based
in Asian countries that have shown little
interest in policing their companies abroad.

Since natural resource corruption is
driven largely by governance failings, it will
be important to strengthen state capacity
generally. But there are also some specific
options for agencies concerned with natural
resources, such as separating functions for
managing production from those for monitor-
ing and conservation.

The most extreme solution for limiting
the effect of public corruption is privatiza-
tion. However, this may only shift the power
from one corruptor to another. The aim
instead should be to establish a clear and
transparent regulatory framework for rights
to natural resources, whether held publicly
or privately.

This has to be a combination of national
and international action. Most of the corrupt
activity would be much less profitable
without ready markets in richer countries for
oil or metals or agricultural products. More
effective monitoring and control by
government and local communities will

therefore need to be matched by international
campaigns that reject goods produced by
corrupt and exploitative individuals and
companies.

Crushing Corruption frCrushing Corruption frCrushing Corruption frCrushing Corruption frCrushing Corruption from the Tom the Tom the Tom the Tom the Topopopopop

If countries are to tackle corruption they will
need to address the issue at all levels of govern-
ment as well as in the private sector – reform-
ing institutions and processes so as to reduce
the opportunities for corruption while creat-
ing effective systems for detecting malpractice
and punishing offenders.

One of the most basic anti-corruption
measures is to ensure that corrupt activities
are outlawed – either as part of general legisla-
tion or laws against specific forms of corrup-
tion. Legislation can also cover such issues as
money-laundering; a public procurement code
of ethics should also be in place. It is also
important to provide legal protection for
‘whistle-blowers’.

Anti-Corruption AgAnti-Corruption AgAnti-Corruption AgAnti-Corruption AgAnti-Corruption Agenciesenciesenciesenciesencies

Governments may divide anti-corruption res-
ponsibilities between various prevention and
law enforcement institutions. Most countries
in the region have established formal anti-
corruption agencies (ACAs) of one form or
another. Unfortunately, these agencies are
often quite weak. Almost all these ACAs
depend on government funding and several
face severe budget constraints. Another
important factor is where the ACA is located
in government: if it reports to the office of the
prime minister, for example, it can be used as
a weapon against political opponents. In the
Asia-Pacific region, the experience has been
mixed. Some administrations, such as those
in Singapore and Hong Kong, China (SAR)
have resisted the temptation to meddle;
others have not. Another important issue is
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independence from the police; otherwise a
corrupt police force may be free to investigate
its own members.

Whether a country has one or many
agencies, success in the fight against corrup-
tion depends to a great extent on cooperation
from other parts of government. Unfortu-
nately, this is rarely forthcoming and agencies
are regularly frustrated by their inability to
secure information and prosecutions. In the
hands of a clean government, an ACA can be
an asset. But since it can also be deployed as a
political weapon, such an agency should not
be created until there is a sufficient political
consensus on an anti-corruption strategy.

Civil Service ReformCivil Service ReformCivil Service ReformCivil Service ReformCivil Service Reform

Attempts to reduce corruption within
government will require civil service reform –
reducing the incentives and opportunities for
corrupt behaviour among public servants,
while increasing their anxieties about being
caught and punished. For this purpose, one of
the first priorities should be to base personnel
policies entirely on merit. Some countries in
Asia had merit-based policies in the past but
have not maintained this tradition and make
many appointments on the basis of favouri-
tism. Another option is to raise salaries,
reducing the gap between those in the public
and private sectors. Although this is unlikely
to reduce grand corruption, which is caused
less by need than by greed, it can reduce need-
based and more retail corruption.

Governments will, however, need to
supplement salary increases and merit-based
promotions with tighter systems of monitor-
ing and control that can detect corruption
swiftly and punish it severely. This should
alter the mindsets of civil servants so that
they see bribery and corruption not as ‘low-
risk, high-reward’ activities but as ‘high-risk,
low reward’ ones.

Another issue is red tape, which slows
procedures and forces users to join queues
that can only be jumped by paying bribes.
Most tax-related corruption, for example,
flourishes within excessive red tape which
requires frequent interactions between
taxpayers and tax officials. This can be
tackled by keeping rates moderate so as not
to discourage potential taxpayers while
creating an integrated, simple and rational
system. This would allow tax departments to
make the best use of information technology
which limits the discretionary powers of tax
officials while also cutting transaction costs,
helping to increase transparency and build
trust.

Finally, the acid test of an anti-corruption
strategy is the determination to catch the ‘big
fish’. Prosecuting and punishing the rich and
famous, enhance the credibility of the strategy
and has the added advantage of deterring
others, especially junior civil servants.

PrivatizationPrivatizationPrivatizationPrivatizationPrivatization

In addition to reforming public services,
governments can also consider privatizing or
outsourcing some of them. This does not
necessarily solve the problem since corruption
is also rife in the private sector, so govern-
ments need to be concerned not just with
whether services should be privatized but
how. If policy is weak before privatization, it
will also be weak after privatization. An
alternative is to create public-private partner-
ships. So far these have had mixed results;
they seem to have worked better on a smaller
scale.

The Right to InformationThe Right to InformationThe Right to InformationThe Right to InformationThe Right to Information
and e-Governanceand e-Governanceand e-Governanceand e-Governanceand e-Governance

People now believe they have a right to see
how government works and what it is doing.
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In response, eight Asia-Pacific countries,
including China and India, now have right to
information (RTI) legislation. This defines
key categories of information that all public
bodies are required to publish, and establishes
citizens’ rights to receive specific information
on request. Legislation is, however, only the
first step. The highest levels of government
also have to sustain their support of RTI and
public officials have to engage positively and
meet their obligations fulsomely, so it is
important that officials are engaged from the
outset, and understand not only their
obligations, but also the benefits they can
derive.

One development that should permit
transparency and the right to information is
the introduction of information and
communications technology (ICT) and the
extension of e-governance. Governments and
service providers can use new technology to
become more accountable and responsive. In
India, for example, the Central Vigilance
Commission uses its website to publish the
names of officers against whom corruption
investigations have been ordered or on whom
penalties have been imposed.

But there are dangers. Governments may
also use new technology to exercise greater
control over their citizens. Corrupt officials
too may also be able to exploit such systems
to their own advantage. Many governments
have placed the development of national
e-governance plans in the hands of IT staff.
Since they may not be very familiar with
corruption issues, they need therefore to
work with legal and anti-corruption experts.

Cross-Border CooperationCross-Border CooperationCross-Border CooperationCross-Border CooperationCross-Border Cooperation

In an increasingly integrated global economy,
corruption has become a cross-border issue.
Countering corruption will need,therefore,
cooperation between governments, inter-

national agencies and international corpora-
tions. The most important step in this has
been the United Nations Convention Against
Corruption (UNCAC). Thus far, while 19
Asia-Pacific countries have signed the treaty,
only 10 have ratified or acceded to it.

One of the aims of cross-border coopera-
tion is to control transnational corporations
(TNCs) – which generally operate more
responsibly in developed countries where they
are under closer scrutiny. While many TNCs
have developed their own codes of conduct, a
number of international agencies and civil
society organizations have also established
guidelines.

For developing countries, one of the main
problems is that the proceeds of corruption
are laundered through offshore banks and tax
havens, outside of Asia Pacific and within.
As a response to this, and to help developing
nations recover assets stolen by corrupt
leaders, UNODC and the World Bank in
2007 launched the Stolen Asset Recovery
(StAR) initiative.

Citizens on WCitizens on WCitizens on WCitizens on WCitizens on Watchatchatchatchatch

Tackling corruption is not a job for govern-
ments alone. Civil society too must play its
part – by monitoring and reporting on stan-
dards of government and also by refusing to
pay bribes or collude with corrupt officials.
Individuals, civil society organizations and
the media need to stay alert, demanding the
highest ethical standards and resolving to
reject corruption wherever it appears.

The Power of the MediaThe Power of the MediaThe Power of the MediaThe Power of the MediaThe Power of the Media

One of the principal watchdogs monitoring
and exposing corruption should be the media
– press, radio and TV. When the conventional
media are too timid, those with vital informa-
tion on corruption can now use the internet.
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The media can serve many important func-
tions, not just exposing corruption but also
sustaining an open and transparent flow of
information and fostering a climate of opinion
that is increasingly intolerant of corruption.

Publicity can be particularly effective
against extortion, which victims may be
willing to report to the press. Another type of
corruption that the press can expose is
collusion; neither bureaucrats nor their
clients have any inceptive to expose the
malfeasance, but journalists do – motivated
either by their professional ethos or the
prospect of a good story. As well as exposing
individual cases, investigative journalism can
lead to more profound reforms – uncovering
serious systemic flaws and catalysing public
discussion and debate.

The press and other media will, however,
only be able to report on corruption if they
are free to do so. They face two main types of
constraint: the first comes from government
censorship; the second comes from
proprietors since the private media often
serve the interests of wealthy individuals or
corporations who also may be corrupt. In
addition, there can be constraints of capacity
since journalists often lack the skills for
textured and in-depth reporting.

The media can promote good governance
if news organizations enjoy editorial indepen-
dence, abide by high ethical and professional
standards and know that their rights will be
guaranteed. Clearly, however, a free press is
not enough. Corruption is rife even in coun-
tries with long traditions of press freedom.
These countries also need clean and efficient
systems of justice that will follow up on
widely-reported allegations.

There have been many examples across
the region, of action by national and
community-based media. In Nepal, for
example, the Civil Society Anti-corruption
Project uses local radio listener clubs and

other civil society organizations to encourage
anti-corruption activities. In Papua New
Guinea, Transparency International, the
Ombudsman Commission and the Media
Council run a hotline, through which
members of the public can report suspected
cases directly to the media.

Even when the media are not launching
investigations, they can still play a vital role
through their normal functions. By reporting
regularly on the activities of public anti-
corruption bodies, the media reinforce their
position.  By persistently snapping at the
heels of public officials, a lively press helps
sustain a democratic system and discourages
people tempted to engage in corrupt practices.

Civil Society OrganizationsCivil Society OrganizationsCivil Society OrganizationsCivil Society OrganizationsCivil Society Organizations

While the media can prepare the ground,
accountable government has to be sustained
by citizens themselves, partly through the
ballot box but also through civil society
organizations (CSOs). What sort of relation-
ship should CSOs have with local regimes:
contentious or cooperative? To some extent,
the answer depends upon the available
political options, and upon the state of civil
liberties and rule of law. CSOs must be forth-
right about opposing corruption, but where
possible they should seek cooperative relation-
ships with the regime, giving government
officials incentives to oppose corruption, and
helping them develop the means to do so.
However, they should avoid becoming investi-
gative bodies, whistle-blowers, or forces of
anti-corruption vigilantes – which is unlikely
to be welcomed by political leaders. Nor
should they offer ethical ‘seals of approval’ to
leaders, parties, agencies or private interests.

The Asia-Pacific region has a variety of
organizations, which are active in the anti-
corruption field. Some have a global focus,
others a regional base. Their greatest
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example, politicians who can claim credit for
rooting out corruption from sectors like water
or electricity, health or education, will derive
fresh sources of legitimacy from a grateful
electorate. Businesses that align themselves
with higher standards of corporate gover-
nance can devote their energies to boosting
their own growth and profits legitimately,
rather than seeing their investment funds
leech away unproductively into the pockets
of corrupt officials.

Setting the PrioritiesSetting the PrioritiesSetting the PrioritiesSetting the PrioritiesSetting the Priorities

Addressing corruption can be a daunting
proposition. It may be better therefore to
focus initially on a few specific areas.

The Report has identified three areas to
consider – the police, social services, and
natural resources.  Naturally specific priori-
ties will depend very much on national
circumstances. From a human development
perspective, however one priority is clear:
governments should be seeking ways of
reducing the forms of corruption that hit the
poor the hardest – in health and education
services, for example. Another priority
should be to root out corruption within police
forces and the justice system since this can
pave the way for dealing with corruption
elsewhere. With the growing international
recognition on degradation of the environ-
ment and climate change, there is little time
to lose in preserving our natural resources.
These need prioritized attention before it is
too late, especially where this is the backbone
of livelihood for the poor.

An AgAn AgAn AgAn AgAn Agenda for Actionenda for Actionenda for Actionenda for Actionenda for Action

Although the appropriate measures for
tackling corruption will depend on national
circumstances, there are a number of
common options:

successes, as in the Philippines and India, for
example, have often been in monitoring public
works. In a number of countries, such as
Cambodia, NGOs have mobilized public
support for anti-corruption efforts.

Both media and civil society organizations
can thus keep up the pressure on politicians
and public services and hold them to account.
If they have the benefit of a supportive
political environment, they can amplify and
reinforce a government’s own commitment.

Seizing the MomentSeizing the MomentSeizing the MomentSeizing the MomentSeizing the Moment

Governments and civil society are thus
finding new ways to drive out corruption,
working both from the bottom up and the top
down. National political imperatives are being
reinforced by international economic pres-
sures. Asia’s largest corporations are now
global players and thus have to meet global
standards, not just in the quality of their
goods and services but in the way they
produce them. That includes the influence of
corruption, particularly in the extraction of
natural resources. Consumers want environ-
mentally ‘clean’ products – not those pro-
duced by logging or mineral extraction
companies working hand in hand with
corrupt administrations.

This combination of national and inter-
national pressures is creating fresh opportu-
nities across Asia and the Pacific. How can
the countries of the region best seize the
moment? There is no one route or single
answer. Action has to come from many
directions – from governments, civil society
organizations, the media and private business
working together.

Much of this involves the pursuit of
justice and retribution. However, anti-
corruption campaigns can also be viewed in a
more positive light. There are also huge
political and economic dividends on offer. For
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1. Join with international efforts – All
countries in the region should join the
United Nations Convention Against
Corruption, and the Stolen Assets
Recovery Initiative.

2. Establish benchmarks of quality – To judge
their success, governments can use
international benchmarks – for anti-
corruption agencies, for example, and for
the national media.

3. Strengthen the civil service – Some govern-
ments could raise salaries, but all should
be able to ensure merit-based recruitment
and promotion – along with more
rigorous systems of control. Governments
and donors will clearly need to invest
much more in local government.

4. Encourage codes of conduct in the private
sector – Among the professions, the most
critical codes are those of lawyers and
accountants.

5. Establish the right to information – All
countries in the region could enact laws
on the right to information – and
encourage public officials, the media and
civil society organizations to take
advantage of this right.

6. Exploit new technology – Information
technology and e-governance offer fresh

opportunities to break the information
monopoly of corrupt officials.

7. Support citizen action – Local governments
should publish the basic information on
contracts to facilitate citizen auditing;
individuals can do much as citizens and
consumers, including keeping themselves
informed and networked.

TTTTTaking the Higher Pathaking the Higher Pathaking the Higher Pathaking the Higher Pathaking the Higher Path

The developing countries of Asia and the
Pacific are likely to shed many corrupt prac-
tices as a natural by-product of moderniza-
tion. But they need not simply wait for
development to take its course. Nor should
they. Just as most countries are designing
targeted policies and programmes to eliminate
poverty and meet the other Millennium
Development Goals, so they can devise
programmes specifically to tackle corruption.
Uprooting corruption will not just improve
governance and economic efficiency; it will
also help reduce poverty and promote human
development. In this light, anti-corruption
measures are not just about prevention or
punishment. They are also about establishing
fairer societies. The history of corruption
does not have to be the region’s destiny.
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