High cost of corruption
By Sultan Ahmed

CORRUPTION is now costing the world around $2.5 trillion. This is what a top UN conference of leading businessmen from the world was told by chief of the premier anti-corruption global watchdog, Huguette Label of the Transparency International in Geneva last week. This amount, according to the World Bank, would be enough, she said, “to move whoever is on the edge of survival around the world to a different level”.

The World Banks figure for money lost through business corruption used to be 400-500 billion dollars in the 1990s. Now it has billowed into billions of dollars as more and more light is shed on the dark corners of the corporate world and more and more scandals and frauds are exposed.

The UN-sponsored session was attended by 1,100 businessmen and the UN secretary-general was also present. The meeting was held in connection with the “Global Compact” for ethical business which was signed in the year 2000 by leading companies which committed themselves, under the compact, to maintaining transparency in business transactions, eschewing of unethical practice, promotion of measures for a clean environment, etc. They also signed a ten-point charter which among other things pledges to shun child labour and work against corruption, extortion and bribery. They will also strive for environmental protection. The basic thrust is on ethical business and beginning with 3,000 now 4,000 businessmen have signed the charter.

There was a suggestion at the conference that the provisions of the Compact should be brought into practice through UN intervention and also member countries should enact laws to keep their business clean of corruption. Making such laws maybe easy but they are difficult to implement successfully. That will have to be done through a gradual process, beginning with exposure of crimes in commercial transactions and corrupt practices which the Transparency International is doing impressively through its table of corrupt states published every year. Highly corrupt countries are mostly the poor ones such as Bangladesh which usually tops the list of the corrupt states and which needs money to improve the lot of the poor.

Welcome indeed is the awakening of the shareholders of multinational corporations of the western world to the menace of corruption and waste of resources in their enterprises and consequent punishment to a few of the most corrupt chief executives. The shareholders in the US brought down the chiefs of Enron, the world’s largest power producer and WorldCall from their posts and they got long-term jail sentences. Lesser men have also been punished for corporate fraud.

The latest to be unseated from his high perch through conviction by a Chicago court is Lord Conrad Black, former chairman of the Hollinger International on charges of fraud and obstruction in justice, particularly relating to stealing $7 million from his company through immoral practices. He was tried on 13 charges but convicted on four and given a punishment which may extend to imprisonment up to 35 years. It will be pronounced in September. The most serious charge against the former owner of Daily Telegraph in Britain and the Chicago Sun is that of drawing $7 million most unethically.

In Britain, the chairman of Shell international was removed by the shareholders for providing wrong figures about oil production. Women in the West too have been punished for corporate deviance as is evident from the case of Martha Stuart who was not spared despite her tremendous popularity.

Shareholders’ militancy in the West is spreading fast as companies grow bigger and bigger as a result of mergers which are too frequent and there seems to be no limit to the size of the merged companies. In Pakistan, parliament has to look into immoral practices in the stock exchanges again and again but with little success. However, none, small or big, ever gets punished in Pakistan for their follies or crimes. That has not been our tradition. We have a bumper wheat crop of 23.5 million tones and after we cancel export of wheat we find it has disappeared and retail prices had hit their peak.

We have a record production of cement. When it comes to the imported DAP fertilizer which is heavily subsidised, the price jumps by Rs 200 for 50 Kg in a day. The Monopoly Control Authority keeps promising to punish the price fixers and the cartel makers but it seldom comes to pass. Some businessmen were to be punished for profiteering but they have been allowed to go because of the coming elections.

Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz promised two ‘mandis’ in each city and retail supply chains to bring down prices. Instead we have the Makro chain for the big shoppers. Adulteration is rampant even in bottled water. But there is no action against adulterators despite having set up official machinery for that and an official commitment to punish such crimes. Spurious drugs cause increase in infection and the spread of disease but hardly anyone in authority cares about it since the victims are mostly the poor and they cannot stand up for their rights. All that goes to swell the total figure of corruption in the world to dollars 2.5 trillion.

Making headlines about corruption in the region now is Bangladesh which has been heading the table of the most corruption nations issued by Transparency International. Former prime minister Sheikh Hasina Wajid has been arrested on a charge of extortion practised by her while in office. About 1,7000 persons have been arrested there on charges of corruption according to official figures, while the non-official figure of such detained persons is near 200,000. Earlier, former president General Ershad was disqualified from contesting elections on the charge of corruption.

In Pakistan, former prime minister Benazir Bhutto faces charges of corruption but it is subject to political bargain with the military regime. The issue in these countries is that of having a popular democratic government without corruption and that is no easy task. There is plenty of anti-corruption machinery in Asian countries but they are ineffective against those in the government or powerful officials and those once toppled from office are often subject to all kinds of charges which can be settled through political bargains by the new rulers.

There was bad news for the poor in Geneva. The UN expert on global warming Rajendra Pachaua said global warming will hit the Southern hemisphere and there may be less rains. The region will have less water, lower food production and shortfall in the availability of food.

It seems that situation in South Asia will worsen due to climate change. Signs of the global warming are already becoming visible in Pakistan. The temperatures have been rising and the sea water has become warmer effecting marine life. The weather has become totally unpredictable. It is too much to expect of the government to take effective measures to neutralise the ill effects of the climate change but if the water shortage becomes more acute it will be too tragic.

