Transparency chief tackles corruption 
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Corruption has become one of the most serious problems for many countries throughout the world in the last few years. Although it seems to be an internal problem, anti-corruption measures must be undertaken at both national and international levels. Today international measures serve as an impulse to strengthen internal efforts to fight corruption.
Even though in some cases corruption can be justified, in general this ‘evil’ should be eradicated. The initial definition of corruption had nothing to do with abusing one’s power and bribery, but currently this term is used primarily to refer to state employees abusing their authority. 
According to the specialists, there is no country in the world free of corruption but the scale of it depends upon the development of a country. 
Corruption – as an indicator of the deficiencies of the state management machinery – reveals the fact that in developed counties where a government’s role is generally restricted to a regulatory function, the level of corruption is lower than that of countries in transition from command economies where governments are involved in all spheres of life.  
In the transition countries, the government and its officials are commonly very closely involved in many areas which give rise to opportunities for corruption, such as the privatization of state property, issuing special rights such as different types of licenses, illegal lobbying of legislative bodies and the formation of alliances between law enforcement agencies and operators in the ‘gray’ economy.    
Also, corruption is not only bribery but is also manifested through all kinds of material gain, such as protection by state officials of their friends and relatives, as well as their enterprises and commercial interests. 
Systemic corruption 
Recently Transparency International (TI) issued its annual Global Corruption Report for 2003. 
The republics in the former Soviet Union allied in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) are tied up with the systemic character of corruption, which exists as a heritage of the Soviet era. The CIS countries occupy a separate chapter in the report, and while Azerbaijan’s name is mentioned just three times in the chapter, the level of corruption is still mired at the CIS level. In no sense could Azerbaijan be described as climbing out of this particular pit to join European nations in a less corrupt society. 
As a way of combating corruption, many countries have chosen the path of introducing anti-corruption legislation. In Azerbaijan, the preparation of an anti-corruption law started after President Heydar Aliyev’s decree in June 2002. 
According to the decree, the Azeri government was charged with preparing an anti-corruption law and national anti-corruption program within six months. But no such a document has been published so far.  
As the head of the presidential administration Ramiz Mehdiyev said in an interview aired on local TV, the government is working on ‘certain measures’ to fight corruption. 
However he did not mention any concrete step in that direction. The head of the Azeri NGO ‘Independent Consultations for A Civil Society’ Adil Ismailov was quoted in Transparency International’s report as saying that “even if the anti-corruption measures were perfect in Azerbaijan, they would not have had much effect, as the country is corrupt from top to bottom.” 
Meanwhile, there are some moves towards the preparation of an anti-corruption law, which passed its first hearing in the Azeri parliament (Milli Majlis) on Dec. 29, 2001. 
TI’s local chapter 
The local chapter of TI, Transparency Azerbaijan, undertook a large amount of work to assist Azeri MPs, by organizing public discussions on the draft corruption law – as well as submitting a library of CIS and Eastern European experience on anti-corruption measures.  
The famous and much-maligned medieval Italian statesman Niccolo Machiavelli compared corruption to a disease, writing: “It is difficult to diagnose and easy to treat it at an early stage, while at an advanced stage it is easy to diagnose but difficult to treat.” 
He was harsh in his conclusion saying that “it is difficult to stay away of corruption for people who have gained their freedom but have weakened morals.” 
An expert opinion on the subject of corruption in Azerbaijan, based on Machiavelli’s analysis, would be that this disease has gone untreated so far. 
The executive director of Transparency Azerbaijan, Rena Safaraliyeva told CBN that although there were no nationwide polls conducted, the available data based on the research by the Entrepreneurship and Market Economy Assistance Foundation (EDF) and the Turan news agency allows them to say that the corruption level in Azerbaijan is very high. 
In the TI’s Corruption Perception Index for 2002, based on investors’ estimates, Azerbaijan scored 2/10 (10/10 would signify no corruption) and was among the 10 most corrupt counties on the index, among the likes of Angola, Nigeria, Indonesia, Uganda and Bangladesh.  
From cradle to grave 
According to Safaraliyeva, the type of corruption widespread in Azerbaijan is called “pyramidal corruption”, which starts at the level and goes up. 
“In Azerbaijan the corruption starts in a maternity hospital and ends in a cemetery,” she said. 
Talking about the origin of corruption, Safaraliyeva disputed the widely-held opinion that bribery has became a part of national culture in Azerbaijan. 
“Nobody who gives bribes, wants to do so,” she says. “To function in the system they have to abide by the unwritten code.” 
As a clear example, she gives the case of Azeris working in foreign companies, both in Azerbaijan and abroad, where a completely different environment is created. 
“If a new legislative and economic environment is set up then people will stop giving bribes,” Safaraliyeva said. 
Businesses suffer 
Businesses are the first to suffer from corruption. According to the EDF’s survey, a massive 54 percent of respondents said that between 40-70 percent of revenues are used to pay bribes. 
Incredibly, 33.5 percent of respondents said that the sum for bribes exceeds 70 percent. 
Last year, a number of decrees were issued to improve the business environment in the country, as a result of the two meetings of President Aliyev with local and foreign businessmen in April-May 2002. 
And tax rates – as well as the number of activities that require licenses - have also been decreased. 
Tax decreases are more tangible for businesses so far, which his why they are still mistrustful over licenses. “Businesses are not hurrying to believe in the changes,” Safaraliyeva said. 
Unfortunately corruption cannot be eradicated until state anti-corruption measures exist on the statute books. 
Parliament and judges 
The first recorded anti-corruption measures date back 4,500 years, when Urukagina, the king of Lagash – a city-state in ancient Sumer – reformed his administration by issuing an order aimed at curbing corruption involving state officials, judges and clerics. 
Yet even though some countries have successful examples of anti-corruption measures, such as in Singapore or Tanzania where state officials’ salaries have been considerably increased, there is no common consensus on a formula for anti-corruption legislation that would work for all countries. However some common measures still exist.    
“Society is a balanced mechanism and we need to carry out a series of measures to prevent widespread corruption,” TA’s chief said, commenting on the possible steps of fighting corruption. 
“What we need is an independent Parliament producing proper laws, judges supervising the observance of law and the media publishing facts about corruption,” Safaraliyeva said. “In contrast with the first two institutions, it is only the media that is doing its job properly – and it pays the price for that. Of course, there is an important and growing role in society for condemning corruption, and for the businesses that oppose it.”     
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