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Pakistan has a new prime minister and one can only hope he won’t be thrown out of office soon after on corruption charges.
Watching Pakistan’s mangled politics from afar — the best way to observe the country’s long-standing hand-to-hand combat with democracy — is an interesting exercise. Heroes (or heroines) turn out to be villains, villains become heroes, playboys morph into mullahs, generals become business leaders and everyone wrings their hands in despair over the state of the nation.

Certainly, Pakistan does appear to be living through the worst of times: power breakdowns and rolling blackouts, unemployment, militant attacks and a tense relationship with the United States, to name just a few headaches. But these and other realities do not seem to have an impact on the political landscape. And so the political soap opera continues…

Now it’s goodbye to Yousuf Raza Gilani, thrown out because he refused to start an investigation into corruption allegations against President Asif Ali Zardari. Since Zardari is still president, I suppose that makes sense to someone.

The latest twist in Pakistan’s political saga has drawn attention to rampant corruption in the country — from the local policeman to the highest politicians and now of course straight to the sons of the Supreme Court chief justice and the former prime minister.

But let’s be fair. Corruption is a global problem or as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) puts it, “Corruption is a global scourge”.

The OECD which has drawn up an anti-bribery convention warns that graft imposes costs in terms of human suffering that go far beyond the money lost to bribery, embezzlement or fraud. “Counterfeit medical drugs at best do no good and at worst can kill; bridges built with substandard materials at best cost more to maintain and repair and at worst may collapse, injuring and killing people,” it says.

And the OECD adds: corruption is not a victimless crime, and those most hurt by it are the world’s weakest and most vulnerable. Child mortality rates in countries with high levels of corruption are about one third higher than in countries with low corruption.

G-20 leaders meeting in Los Cabos in Mexico have also promised to deny safe haven to the proceeds of corruption and vowed to work harder for the recovery and restitution of stolen assets. The G20 statement warns that corruption impedes economic growth, threatens the integrity of markets, undermines fair competition, distorts resource allocation, destroys public trust and undermines the rule of law. The proof of the pudding as they say, will be in the eating.

Many if not all G20 countries are grappling with corruption. But raising awareness of the problem is a good first step. Pakistan’s neighbours seem to be especially vulnerable to the temptation of graft and embezzlement. In his most direct acknowledgment to date that graft is a pervasive fact of life in Afghanistan, President Hamid Karzai has warned that “corruption has reached its peak in our country”.

Aware that western donors will press for greater accountability as a condition of continued aid at a major conference in Afghanistan next month, Karzai said the country must be ready to tackle the problem. Let’s not forget that the Kabul Bank, the country’s biggest private financial institution, teetered close to collapse in 2010 after nearly $1bn in bad loans came to light. Those implicated in wrongdoing include members of Karzai’s family and inner circle.

Combating graft is a constant struggle in both India and China. Anna Hazare’s anti-corruption drive has drawn vast numbers of people to his side. Recently, the rumpled-looking Hazare was joined by yoga guru Swami Ramdev for a day-long fast in Delhi to protest against corruption.

In China, they take more radical action: men and women accused of corruption can be sentenced to death or life imprisonment. In South Korea and once upon a time in Japan, corruption accusations led people to commit suicide. In America and Europe, corruption is also rife — but increasingly politicians and business leaders are being brought to justice for breaking the law.

Former French president Nicolas Sarkozy, whose judicial immunity has come to an end, may soon face an embarrassing grilling by French prosecutors over a series of party funding allegations that had dogged his term in office. The scandal that looks most likely to trouble Sarkozy revolves around France’s richest woman, L’Oreal heiress Liliane Bettencourt. Judges in Bordeaux are looking into allegations that Bettencourt’s former financial adviser made illegally donations to fund Sarkozy’s 2007 presidential election campaign.

Potentially the most damaging corruption probe Sarkozy is embroiled in surrounds allegations that kickbacks from French arms sales to Pakistan helped fund the failed 1995 presidential campaign of Édouard Balladur. Another embarrassing funding emerged in the run up to the 2012 presidential election when the French investigative website Mediapart published a letter supposedly proving former Libyan leader Muammar Qadhafi had funded Sarkozy’s 2007 campaign.

Sarkozy denies all charges. But he knows that the French prosecutors mean business. In December 2011, former French president Jacques Chirac’s political career was given an embarrassing postscript when a court found his guilty of misusing public funds during his time as mayor of Paris. Chirac was given a suspended prison sentence but he was spared the humiliating ordeal of attending trial because of ill health.

If found guilty, Sarkozy is unlikely to be treated with the same generosity.

The writer is Dawn’s correspondent in Brussels.
