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Alex Mavro,

“The Responsibilitator,” is Chief of Operations at the Sasin Centre for Sustainability
Management.

Reach him at alex.mavro@sasin.edu
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Corruption in the ‘developed world’ differs from that elsewhere. In the U.S.
And Europe, corruption exists on such a high level that the average citizen can live a
lifetime without ever hearing the word used in conversation.

Corruption to that average citizen there is something that involves power
brokers at the giant corporate or multinational level; it involves contracts of millions -
if not billions - of dollars; and it often results in decisions that are counter to the
common good.

For example, a government official might find the urge to cushion his
retirement tempting enough to select a piece of military hardware of demonstrable
inappropriateness.

The cost of that worthless hardware falls on the government, so the true
victims of the corruption - the taxpayers - are barely aware of the indirect, nearly
painless drain on their wallets. This is as close as the average citizen ever gets to a
corrupt transaction. That average citizen could be forgiven for believing that
corruption is unheard of in his country.

On the Asian side, we regularly encounter the demand for discretionary
facilitation payments as we go about our daily routines. Westerners define this as
corruption. (Transparency International defines corruption as any abuse of entrusted
power for private gain.)

Street level corruption is corruption in that you are offering money in
exchange for special treatment. But the special treatment Asians receive in return
for payment cannot be compared to the infrastructure or institutional corruption that

often infects mega-budget projects around the world.
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For one thing, consider the scale and impact. What | am calling infrastructure corruption
can be a horrific drain on a country’s national resources. When anywhere from 30% to 80% of a
project’s budget is diverted into black holes, and with each project worth billions, the economic
burden can be a game-changer, jeopardizing short-term growth prospects.

At the same time, there is a huge gap between infrastructure and street corruption in
the degree of impropriety solicited. Often, street payments are to obtain service that the official
will provide, anyway... eventually! You want a telephone line? It will materialize, in a few weeks
or months. With payment, you might have it in a few hours.

This is not meant as a rationale for defending corruption. Far from it. On the other hand,
it is meant as an attempt to refine the definition of what is and what is not corruption to exclude
relatively harmless routine harassment and to focus the spotlight on high-level rent-seeking. Rent-
seeking can be insidious in its invisibility, but it has a striking negative impact on national
performance.

In the short term, this most damaging corruption occurs quietly, at the national level.
Resources that could be invested in improving the community are instead channeled to a few
wealthy pockets.

This is not the corruption that we see (and often, participate in) daily. For most of us,
like the taxi driver pulled over for a ‘traffic violation,” it is a cost of doing business. The
immediate impact is more that of an annoyance more than anything. But the long-term damage
is corrosive and contagious.

The attitude nurtured by street-level corruption is that the rules don’t always apply. By
extension, the rules - all rules! - are meaningless. WWe make progress not via the system, but
despite the system. Ironically, petty street-level corruption which seems superficial and harmless
actually undermines the rule of law much more effectively than does corruption on the national
stage.

There is almost no street-level corruption in western countries, where there is a
consensus concerning the need for rule of law. There is widespread street-level corruption
outside the west, and a parallel consensus that the law - along with the system in general - is
irrelevant. | am implying a cause/effect relationship that additional research may validate or
challenge.

| am also suggesting that the significance of what appears to be inoffensive street level
corruption as a barometer to popular attitudes concerning the rule of law: high levels of street
corruption indicate low levels of respect for the law. The value in this observation lies in the
corollary: a change in attitude towards street corruption could represent a change in attitude
towards the rule of law.

Moreover, a country that aspires to stand proudly among the community of nations,
with engaged and innovative citizenry - such a country will only find success once the rule of

law has been established and only after that rule of law applies equally to everyone.
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