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CORRUPTION is an evil. Anyone who doubts this has only to | ook at
cont enmporary Russi a.

Al'l owed to grow unchecked, corruption has enabl ed organised crinme to
wr eak havoc. The Russian Mafia has appropriated much of the country's
nascent freemarket and its denocracy for its own purposes. But Russia is
unusual . The overnight transition to capitalismleft the country w de open
to abuse by dangerous opportuni sm

However, this in no way neans that corruption is any nore acceptable
here sinply because Mal aysia's denocracy's been around | onger and can
t herefore be assuned to be nore resilient.

And, it is well for Malaysians to understand that noney is not a
necessary concomtant. As Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mbhat hir Mhanmmad
has said, when the power of the nedia is abused this, too, constitutes
corruption.

Qbvi ously, abuse is a factor basic to the maki ng of the phenonenon. But
what is it that, when abused, produces the kind of corruption that brings
down governments and destroys nations?

Power! Power, it is said, corrupts and absol ute power corrupts
absol utely.

When power is abused, trouble begi ns because the natural course of
events is diverted and distorted to neet the needs of very narrow
interests - usually self-interest.

Corruption makes the existence of neritocracy inpossible. It kills
initiative. It bleeds the econony. Mst inportantly, it strikes at the
roots of society's norals.

Corruption is the playground of immortality. And because it is a
pl ayground it is a powerful adversary. To eradicate it is to take away
fromthose privy to its profits the very pleasures that nake it the
tenptation that it is.

Yet, kill it in our mdst we nust. The policeman who takes RM20 froma
traffic offender for nmaking an illegal turn may seeminconsequential to
many, not | east because he takes away the nunmerous hassl es attendant upon
a sunmons.

The harmto society as a whole of these seemingly harm ess acts is
simlar to that wought by wars - destruction!

How t hen do we tackle the abuses of power?

There is always the option of appealing to individual norality. W are
enjoined by religion to be honest. So why is it we cannot depend on this
noble instinct to rid Ml aysia of corruption? Because if we could, the
probl emwoul d not here in the first place. Voluntarismalone then is not
t he answer.

The | aw nmakes a corrupt act illegal, hence the reason for shroudi ng al
doubt ful dealings in al nost inpenetrable secrecy. Getting people involved
to snitch on another is only effective when arrangenents between the
parties go w ong.

Under these conditions, bodies such as the Anti-Corruption Agency (ACA)
becone avenues of recourse for the aggrieved partner in crinme. Therefore,
while this nmethod might get sone instances of corruption reported it is
not a preventive neasure.

What, then, is the nost effective formof prevention? Transparency in
procedure woul d be a definite boon. For instance, awards for governnent



tenders should follow a nodus operandi that is not only inflexible and
free of individual neddling in its execution but also open to public
scrutiny.

This need for transparency also applies to the alienation of public |and
for private devel opnent. Decisions to alienate should be gazetted, the
basis for the decisions nade public and a reasonable period for the
regi stration of any possible justifiable objections by the public be
al | oned.

In situations where the public will be affected, public neetings between
the Governnent, the private interests standing to benefit and ordinary
citizens nmust be hel d.

In short, public scrutiny nmakes for transparency, and, not forgetting
too the contribution of open governnment towards this sane end.

Closely allied to transparency is the whole notion of accountability.
The person entrusted with public office, for exanple, is potentially
powver f ul .

Now, he can make inportant decisions that could adversely affect public
interests with little need to refer to others. Even when the need for
consultation arises, deference, which is often synonynous with fear,
paral yses the guardi an of public interest.

Under these conditions, there is every opportunity for abuse of power,
especially for personal gain. Even where the public interest is served
al ongsi de private gain, this act of enriching oneself as spoil of office
cannot be ot her than unacceptabl e.

There have been instances in this country where politicians holding high
of fice were prosecuted for corruption, found guilty and inpri soned.

In Brazil, a president was i npeached because he was found to be corrupt.
In Britain, an MP fromthe outgoing Conservative Party was accused of
maki ng noney for | obbying on behalf of private interest.

Not |ong ago, a nenber of the Dutch Royal House was inplicated in a
bri bery scandal involving a forner a Japanese Prinme Mnister. And the |ist
goes on.

Corruption lurks in the the corridors of power, waiting to rear its ugly
head at the slightest chance. Strength and fortitude al one are i nadequate
guar ant ees against it. Unl ess nmechani sns of accountability are put in
pl ace, only a saint can hold powerful public office.

One obvi ous nmechani smof accountability is the general el ection when
politicians go back to the people to seek a fresh mandate to govern in
their nane. This is the chance for the voter to take account of a
politician's past before allowng himinto an office of public trust.

However, el ections at whatever |evel cannot performthe function of
accountability adequately when not supported by freedomof the Press,
speech and expressi on.

Laws of |ibel safeguard a person frommschief, therefore limting the
possi bility of unsubstantiated all egati ons of w ongdoi ng. Toget her these
two el ements of denocracy nmake for accountability.

The of fi ce of Onbudsman i s another essential mechani sm of
accountability. Gving the public access to conplaint procedures agai nst
public authorities enpowers the private individual, thus ensuring wariness
on the part of those holding public trust to think carefully before acting
i rresponsi bly.

Political surgeries by Menbers of Parlianent and State Assenbl ynen can
be anot her avenue of public accountability.

Compl aints fromthe constituency not only make for political kudos where
the politician is concerned, it serves also as a channel for public
grievance. Gven that this is a nmutually beneficial arrangement for both
the politician and his public, one is left wondering why there is not nore



of it.

But there exist situations where transparency and accountability al one
are insufficient saf eguards.

Take the |aw, for exanple. By the very nature of their jobs, judges are
exposed to a high risk of corruption. They sit in judgenent over the |east
scrupul ous of hurman bei ngs who are definitely not above buying their
i nnocence for |arge suns of noney.

And, if the judges cannot be bought, then they will be threatened. Under
these circunstances, public trust can only be protected by ensuring
adequat e renuneration and privacy for purposes of safety for those hol di ng
such of fices.

The problemof corruption is as conplex as the configurations of power
will allowit to be. In the final analysis, the principles of the rule of
| aw and t he separation of power remain the best defence against this
social ill.
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