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Azerbaijan is one of the most corrupt countries in the world, if you believe its citizens. Surveys gauging public perception about the pervasiveness of bribery and general white-collar criminality among the former Soviet republic's business and political elite has prompted the graft-watchdog group Transparency International (TI) to peg Azerbaijan as the sixth most corrupt county in the world.

According to the Corruption Perception Index 2003 report released on October 7 by the Transparency International, as compared to the last year's figures, Azerbaijan has slipped some 30 steps to the bottom of the notorious list, sharing company with Angola, Tajikistan, Georgia and Cameroon.  "Azerbaijan's failure to follow the adoption of anti-corruption laws, along with the national program for fighting corruption, announced two years ago, has led to such disappointing outcomes," Rena Safaraliyeva, head of the Baku bureau of TI said at the press briefing on Tuesday. The Berlin-based Transparency International has been polling NGOs, academics and business people for 10 years and assigning a value to a series of questions about how residents view the honesty of business and political leaders.  Within the CIS states, Azerbaijan ties Tajikistan and Georgia, where the countries' citizenry believes that public and corporate officials routinely sell or buy favors. Yet, it is only public perception. Opinions gleaned from at least three of 17 possible separate polls conducted by 13 independent organizations are calculated and an overall score is reached. On the TI scale, 10 is clean, while 1 is "highly" corrupt. Azerbaijan, Georgia and Tajikistan ranked 124 out 133 among the worst in the world with a score of 1.8 based on seven, six and three surveys, respectively. But like all polls, how the results are calculated and the margins of error, or in this case, deviations, play a pivotal role in how the public should view the results. In other words, since the results are based on opinions, it is quite possible that the level of corruption is not really as bad as people think. The opposite is that the level of criminality may be even worse than a country's residents believe. "International organizations assessing the level of corruption in Azerbaijan should monitor the situation in the country more comprehensively," Azeri Prosecutor-General Zakir Qaralov told the press in Baku on Wednesday, a day after the report was released.

"It's incorrect of an international organization to assess the level of corruption without meeting with law enforcement agencies and without credible monitoring of the situation," Qaralov said. "They did not cooperate with us, and their opinion regarding corruption is not based on concrete facts." Government contracts seem to be the area where most corruption was centered, according the index. For Azerbaijan, the polls come on the heals of several high-profile bribery scandals that served to drive public opinion of government officials and business executives right into the proverbial pit. Just early last month, a U.S. grand jury indicted Swiss lawyer Hans Bodmer, alleging he "paid bribes and authorized the payment of bribes" to four unnamed "senior officials" in Azerbaijan. Bodmer tried to influence the privatization of SOCAR, the state-run oil company. President Heydar Aliyev and his son, Prime Minister Ilham Aliyev, have been implicated in the scandal by western media, including the Financial Times, but both vigorously deny the charges. Although the Bodmer affair is the most serious, another scandal involving Norwegian oil company Statoil has forced its British director for international oil and gas to resign ahead of criminal proceedings. The allegations concern Iran, but the stink of wrongdoing carries over to Azerbaijan, where Statoil has substantial investments. Then take the case of Czech entrepreneur Viktor Kozeny, the so-called "Pirate of Prague," who has been indicted for his corrupt dealings involving Azerbaijani fraud schemes that duped investors out of nearly $182 million. These cases, along with everyday real occurrences of paying "fees" to police and low-level bureaucrats for performing their mundane duties, has possibly jaded everyday Azeris into believing that corruption is a raging cancer in their country. 

The numbers supplied by TI show that the deviation, or the range of opinion among those Azeris and expatriates expressing views, was 0.3, indicating a small range of opinions. In comparison, Saudi Arabia had a deviation of 2.0, indicating that some people thought the government was very corrupt, while others thought the government was very clean.  For Azerbaijan, 0.3 indicates that most of the poll respondents felt that corruption existed, with a few believing the problem was not so bad, while the scales tipped toward a belief that corruption was a serious problem. Georgia and Tajikistan had deviations of 0.7 and 0.3, respectively. The range of scores recorded in the seven polls used to set Azerbaijan's ranking varied from a low of 1.4 to a high 2.3. Compared with the 133 nations in the index, this narrow range indicates Azeris are convinced that corruption exists and form a strong case that the opinions are a reliable snapshot of the state of Azerbaijani corporate and governmental honesty.

For instance, one poll conducted by the Multilateral Development Bank that covered Azerbaijan asked 398 people the question, "How widespread is the incidence of corruption?" most answering said that business and political officials in their country would have participated in illegal deals with a reliability factor that indicated their opinion was indeed fact. The polls used to calculate Azerbaijan's score included the World Business Environment Survey of the World Bank, Freedom House - Nations in Transit, Columbia University, World Markets Research Centre and the Business Environment and Enterprise Performance Survey. Georgia and Tajikistan responses ranged from 0.9 to 2.8 and 1.5 to 2.0, respectively. Among the oil-producing countries: Angola, Azerbaijan, Indonesia, Libya, Venezuela and Kazakhstan all ranked among the most corrupt 25 percent of countries indexed. In the Caspian region, Kyrgyzstan was 118th with a score of 2.1 with Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan taking the 100th slot with a score of 2.4. Russia, where police collect traffic fines on the spot, was 86 with a score of 2.7. Turkey was 77th with a score of 3.1. Rounding out the bottom were Myanmar, Paraguay, Haiti and Nigeria. Bangladesh was labeled as the most corrupt in the index. Among those slipping from last year were: Argentina, Belarus, Chile, Canada, Israel, Luxembourg, Poland, USA, and Zimbabwe. Yes, America was viewed by its citizens as having become a bit more corrupt over the last year, slipping to 18 out of 133. New EU members-to-be Poland, Slovakia, Latvia and the Czech Republic all had worse scores than Greece, the worst ranked of the current 15 members.  Britain's Transparency International head Laurence Cockcroft used his media briefing last week to call on oil producing countries to come clean about their dealings. TI wants oil companies to make public the payments they make to governments such as Azerbaijan.  

Such disclosures would discourage oil rich governments from spending oil revenues on "expensive vanity projects" or secretly stashing the money in offshore bank accounts, Cockcroft told reporters in London.

TI interviewed 835 executives in one poll and found that businesses from Australia, Sweden and Switzerland were least likely to bribe foreign officials. Businesses in the United States ranked 13th out of the 21 countries surveyed in the list of bribe payers and were more likely to bribe today than when it published its last survey, in 1999. "We should improve our democratic institutions to eliminate corruption. Without doing that, it is impossible to achieve any success. The experience of the developed countries shows that is the only way," Safaraliyeva said.  

