Corruption undermines fundamental rights 
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Every year Transparency International compiles the ranking of countries in order of their corruptness. The more corrupt the country, the lower it descends the ranking. Transparency International (TI) relies for the ranking of the countries on data, impressions of its correspondents and most importantly on the perceptions of the people of a country about the level of pervasiveness of corruption.

The methodology for ranking the countries is undeniably not perfect and fool-proof. It can be contested just on the basis that corrupt acts are generally clandestine in nature, and lack direct evidence. Corrupt acts become visible only if the attempt of the perpetrators fails. Thus the ranking of countries on the basis of perceptions and not direct evidence lacks objectivity. It is also argued that the quality of reports from the TI correspondents may vary based on factors like professional experience and their familiarity with the local environment and culture. Hence, the elements of bias and error in the compilation of these corruption perception index rankings cannot be ruled out altogether.

But at the same time, it is also a fact that TI’s reports are the only comprehensive one we regularly have on corruption issue. The 2010 Transparency International Report, issued a couple of weeks ago, is similar with earlier reports in the sense that the rankings show a consistent pattern. Rich countries like Sweden, Denmark etc are at the top of the list in terms of the corruption perceptions index (ie have lesser corruption levels).On the contrary, the poor and less developed countries are placed at the tail of the ranking. This pattern has persisted over the years with slight variations. It points towards the deep nexus between poverty and corruption.

Corruption exacerbates poverty in several ways. For example, corruption negatively impacts the economic growth. It sharpens inequalities between various strata of the society as it falls heavily on the poor and disadvantaged segments of society. It breeds poverty by perpetuating tax evasion. I had discussed these mechanisms in detail in earlier articles with the titles “corruption and economic development” and “more corruption, more poverty”. So I will not dive into the details from this perspective.

Corruption has devastating effects on the society from human rights perspective as well. It is an infringement of fundamental human rights. This years TI report mentions some incidents which prove the point. For example, the protection of property is a fundamental right which the state is obligated to protect. However, this right is violated very often and with impunity in a corruption-ridden society. The report mentions how the grabbing of land by the corrupt mafia in Karachi has violated this very basic human right.

“Land grabbing by the so-called land mafia is reportedly prolific in Pakistan, particularly in and around Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi. In some cases, housing authorities have allegedly colluded with property developers, who employ private militias to secure the land”, the TI report says.

The report further described an incident of land grabbing by a builder with the connivance of a local politician which was purchased by a Karachi-based family in a government-run auction. When they visited the allotted land, they were greeted by a wall constructed around their plot which had been erected by the land grabbers.

Another story mentioned in the report is from Zimbabwe. The story mentions how corruption is derogatory to human dignity. The story goes that in a local public hospital, nurses charged US$5 every time a mother screamed while giving birth to a baby. This amount was charged as a penalty for raising alarm. The mothers who were unable to pay the delivery fee were detained at the hospital unless they settled the debt. Thus they became captive of the corruption prevalent in the local hospital.

These two incidents mentioned in this TI report are just the tip of the iceberg. The problem is more complex and deep-rooted. Fundamental human rights are always under serious threat in a corruption-ridden society. When corruption is rampant, people do not have access to justice. ‘Right to fair trial’ will be badly trampled in a corrupt judicial and police set-up system as police and court officials will concentrate more on bribes than law. Thus, corruption violates the principles of equality and non-discrimination enshrined in the constitution.

Another basic human right is ‘right to health’. In a corrupt environment, doctors in public hospitals will not pay proper attention to the patients as is the case in our country, because they will prefer the treatment of patients in their private clinics, where they can charge private fee. However, reports have emerged from time to time in the press about the use of adulterated and spurious medicine, the phenomenon symptomatic of a corrupt environment. And above all, the state’s allocations for the health sector is extremely low and that too will be spent on hospital infrastructures and sophisticated medical equipment due to high potential of kickbacks and commissions. In this way corruption undermines the fundamental rights of the people to access to health facilities.

Similarly, low income and poor families cannot have access to social security programmes because these programmes are corrupt or designed to support a corrupt patronage network. Schools do not offer quality education to students because a meagre amount of funds is allocated to the education sector; teachers are recruited without adhering to the principle of meritocracy, and infrastructure is insufficient and poor as the allotted money is used elsewhere.

The ‘right to development’ has increasingly been emphasised, where it is stated that the environment should be conducive to the overall social, political and economic development of the people. A corruption-free society is thus sine qua non for the realisation of the collective rights of development. Corruption hinders economic development, reduces social services both in quality and quantity, and misallocates resources besides dampening economic growth. The impact of corruption on the right to development is devastating especially, if corruption has permeated the top echelons of decision-making. When public money is plundered and finds place in the safe havens outside the country, how can the right to development be enforced.

But the key question is: how can we control corruption in a low trust society like ours. It may be kept in view that corruption is a multi-dimensional issue and has essentially got economic dimensions. When we talk of economic dimensions, it does not mean that improving the salary/remuneration structure will suffice. A common perception prevails and it does so rightly that levels of corruption have not gone down in the departments of revenue, judiciary and police where salary structures have improved in the last couple of years.

The results should not surprise us as empirical evidence (I recall a paper published by the IMF in 1990s) suggests that an increase of 9-10 times in salary (which is prohibitively high due to budget constraints) has some impact on corruption reduction. Incremental increases in salaries of the public officials generally do not translate into reduction of corruption. However, it does not mean that the incentives for the civil servants should not be redesigned.

The point is that corruption problem is multidimensional in nature and essentially requires reduction in regulation, enhancement of accountability and transparency and enactment of whistle-blowing legislation. What is needed first of all is the recognition that corruption is a problem that is curable and a corruption-free society is the most fundamental right we are entitled to as a nation.
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