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Healthy ecosystems are fundamental to our sustainability.  There is massive 

human impact on our ecosystems, and these impacts can be moderated by 

either managing the environment or managing the way people consume our 

natural resources.  In both of these options there are huge personal 

preferences and economic consequences, and as such opportunities for 

corruption.  Whether people chop down old growth forests for construction 

and consumer durables, extract fossil fuels for energy and transport, remove 

minerals from beneath the ground, dispose of garbage and toxic and non-toxic 

wastes in our rivers, oceans and in land fill, hunt endangered species for 

pleasure or profit, or build human habitat in fragile places, corruption is often 

observable. 

 

To enhance sustainability regulatory frameworks are developed, and these are 

implemented.  This means that a company may not be able to dispose of its 

toxic waste in a nearby river, but may instead be required to sequester it and 

transport it at considerable expense to a distant place where it can more safely 

be disposed of.  This could be a great expense for the company, but if it were 

to get a permit to dump into the river or dump closer to home, its costs would 

be considerably less.  If the law says one may not have a permit, but if an 

official can, for a consideration (bribe) issue such a permit then a corrupt act 

has taken place.  The company saves money, the corrupt official gets richer, 

and the river suffers, the ecosystem suffers, endangered species suffer, and 

sustainability is threatened. 

 

Corruption takes many forms, operates in many contexts, and causes 

considerable harm.  In the (dumping) case above the harms of corruption 

extend beyond the company and the corrupt official.  While there is corruption 

in banking and construction, education and transport, policing and health care 
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etc it is in the area of environmental sustainability that the impacts of 

corruption are tremendously widespread and harder to reverse. 

Corruption is generally defined as the abuse of public position or entrusted 

office for private gain.  It involves a breach of trust.  The fundamental principle 

in the public sector is that public officials receive a salary for doing their job. As 

public officials they implement the law and do so fairly.  They do not favor 

particular individuals or interests, and they receive no benefits other than their 

salary.  If they deviate from these principles, there may be corrupt behavior. 

The World Bank estimates that globally about one trillion dollars is paid each 

year in bribes, and the World Economic Forum estimates that corruption 

accounts for about $2.5 trillion of global economic activity, or about 5% of 

global GDP(World Economic Forum, 2009).  

This chapter will: 

 describe the phenomenon of corruption

 explain some of the consequences of corruption in sustainability

 discuss responses to corruption.

While corruption occurs in the public sector, the private sector, in the NGO 

sector and in the professions, this chapter deals only with public sector 

corruption. 

Describing Corruption 

Corrupt activity occurs both in making the law and in implementing the law.  

In implementing the law we think of officials who might take bribes to make 

things happen such as issuing a permit or a license, or not make things happen, 

such as a parking or speeding fine, make things happen faster or slower, or to 

give preference to an individual or an interest.  Corruption in making the law 

takes us into another arena, and this involves unfairly structuring rules or laws 

to distort markets and give preference to special interests. 
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Corruption therefore can be grand or petty.  Petty corruption is what is usually 

found in distorted implementation of the law as described in the previous 

paragraph and in which generally moderate amounts of money change hands.  

Grand corruption, on the other hand includes those at the highest level of 

government who improperly and dishonestly manipulate and control the 

institutions of power, involve themselves in large illegal transactions, and for 

good measure often loot the Treasury.  In this context grand corruption 

describes the kleptocratic activities of former Presidents such as Suharto of 

Indonesia,  Marcos of the Philippines, Mobutu of Zaire, Gadhafi of Libya, 

Mubarak of Egypt plus many other African leaders and cabinet ministers who 

became exceptionally rich by abusing the trust of their office.  When there is 

grand corruption many business enterprises prosper because of the patronage 

of political leaders, who receive considerable kickbacks.  In some countries 

many practices that are detrimental to sustainability are compromised because 

greed fosters environmental exploitation. 

Grand corruption also includes state capture, the manipulation by those not 

formally in power, of the institutions of the state and its economic direction.  

Here vested interests buy political and bureaucratic officials to write laws and 

develop advantage which has the cloak of legality.  When the former Soviet 

Union collapsed and many industries were privatized new laws had to be 

written, and advantages were given in terms of monopolies, tax benefits and 

favourable operating conditions.  These were particularly so in the extractive 

industries, pipelines and energy sectors.  In many cases these conflicted with 

sustainability requirements, but they were “legal”. In essence the state had 

been captured, and this was the nature of the corruption.  This principle 

applies to a lot of economies that are in transition. 

There are a number of behaviors that all agree are corrupt behaviors.  They 

include: 

Bribery, where money changes hands to obtain or to facilitate a satisfactory 

outcome.  The inducement might be in cash, but it could also be in the form of 

inside information, meals and entertainment, holidays, employment, sexual 

favors etc.  .   
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Extortion involves the use of force or other forms of intimidation to extract 

corrupt payments.   

 

Theft and fraud have a place in corruption studies.  This can be on a huge scale, 

as we saw with our kleptocrats, or can involve an official selling natural 

resources that are not one’s to sell.  All sorts of contract manipulation and 

procurement irregularities come into play here. 

 

Abuse of discretion is very common.  It happens in issuing of permits and 

licenses, procurement, land clearing and real estate developments, and waste 

disposal. 

 

Self dealing involves hiring one’s own company, or a company belonging to close 

associates or relatives to provide public o environmental services.   

 

Patronage, nepotism or favoritism occurs when one hires somebody because of 

who they are rather than what they can do, or provides benefits to somebody in 

the family or a close associate.  It’s like hiring your barely educated aunty Mary 

to fill a position requiring a certain expertise based on education.   

 

Conflict of interest  -  exploiting this creates lots of problems, and is also the 

subject of a lot of debate as different standards are often brought to bear.  

Campaign financing and political corruption also fall under the corruption 

banner. 

 

Motives for corrupt activity are not always easy to ascertain.  Sometimes there is 

need  -  some public officials are so very poorly paid that they engage in 

corruption merely to survive.  Sometimes the motive is greed  -  this applies both 

to petty and to grand corruption.  Sometimes it occurs purely out of loyalty to 

one’s family, friends or ethnic group, and sometimes friendship or love drive the 

errant behavior.  

 

For a corrupt transaction to take place there must be two parties  -  a donor and 

a recipient, for example a person who offers a bribe, and a person who takes a 
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bribe.  In one study of petty corruption in New York City about half of the 

corrupt situations were initiated by a city official (bribe taker) and half by a 

private individual (bribe giver)(Graycar and Villa, 2011).  In any analysis of 

corrupt transactions it is important to distinguish whether the situation is a 

consensual situation, where both the giver and taker collude, for example to 

obtain some sort of unfair advantage, or whether it is a coercive situation.  In a 

coercive situation the taker acts unilaterally to extort money in return for the 

giver receiving fair treatment or receiving what should, by right have been an 

entitlement. 

Impacts of corruption 

The impacts of corruption disproportionally affect the poorest and most 

vulnerable in any society, and when it is widespread, corruption deters 

investment, weakens economic growth and undermines the rule of law.  In rich 

countries corruption pushes taxes to higher levels than they need to be, and 

services are of lesser quality than they might be.  In poor countries it creates 

poverty and inequality, denial of human rights and environmental stress. 

Policies and practices that can damage the environment can flow from 

selective preferences in land use, extractive industries, water allocation and 

flora and fauna management.  Opportunities give rise to both petty and grand 

corruption.  People involved in grand corruption can shape environmental and 

natural resources policy, structure the regulations, and determine royalty and 

taxation levels.  Not only are matters like clean air and water and biodiversity 

affected by grand corruption where leaders often trade these for economic 

development, those same leaders are less inclined to put resources into local 

inspection and enforcement. 

It is at the local level that petty corruption can flourish, often as a response to 

need rather than greed.  Poorly paid officials are involved in forestry 

management, observing logging quotas, policing illegal fishing and hunting and 

the dumping of toxic discharges and emissions. Sometimes the petty 

corruption is vertically organized and there is a chain of benefit from the 
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poorest low officials to upmarket leaders, with everybody along the way taking 

a share of the benefit.  All then benefit, and the environment suffers. 

 

Here are three quick examples, timber, wildlife and minerals. 

 

In the past 50 years about 25% of the world’s forest area has been lost.  This 

has consequences for climate change, biodiversity, habitat for indigenous 

peoples, food security, medicine and human health, and many other 

consequences.  Many of the problems in forestry stem from corruption.  There 

is a great deal of criminal activity in illegal logging, to take one example, and 

this could not occur without massive corruption (Magrath, 2011, 

Khatchadourian, 2008).    see sidebar. 

 

Wildlife crime threatens sustainability (Wilson-Wilde, 2010, Wellsmith, 2011).  

It is an important area than involves the illegal trade in ivory, parrots, tigers, 

plants and their derivatives, and can result in the depletion of natural 

resources, invasion of pest species and the transmission of diseases.  Both 

petty and grand corruption permit wildlife crime to flourish.   

 
Half of the world’s population lives in resource rich countries, yet many people 

in these countries are desperately poor.  Having gold, silver, nickel, diamonds 

and a range of ores does not correlate with wealth for ordinary people.  On 17 

June 2012 the Financial Times reported that due to corrupt activities the 

Nigerian government loses $1 billion in oil revenues each month.  Prudent uses 

of natural resource wealth is an important driver of economic development 

and as Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative claims, can contribute to 

sustainable development and poverty reduction, but if not managed properly 

can create severe negative impacts (EITI, 2012).   

 
 

Responses to corruption  

 

Corruption occurs when there are opportunities, a motivated offender, and the 

absence of controls, whether these be formal or informal.  Corruption 
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reduction involves understanding and identifying the opportunities, and 

countering them with controls.   

 

Big picture opportunities abound when there is a lack of a culture of integrity, 

where ethical codes do not exist, or are not enforced, where patronage and 

nepotism are accepted, where there is complexity of regulations, weak legal 

regimes, weak financial controls and weak institutions of governance.  At a 

localized level opportunity arises when supervision and oversight is not taken 

seriously, where there is specialized knowledge combined with high discretion, 

where decisions affect costs and benefits of activities, and where activity is 

remote from supervision.  This combined with silencing of whistleblowers, low 

salaries and low risk of being caught create a climate of corruption.  Analyzing 

each of these items in context and identifying possible countervailing controls 

is one path to success.  

 

There is no single strategy to counter corruption, and sometimes successful 

moves involve both an internal and an external element.  For example better 

organizational performance can be built on shared values, opportunity 

reduction and internal developments to build capacity, integrity, leadership, 

procedures, and compliant and responsive structures.  

 

At other times it might be appropriate to focus on criminalization, 

enforcement, investigation, prosecution, and sanctions.  The development of 

anti-corruption agencies and structural reform are also strategies that have 

had some success and these should complement education, integrity building 

and mobilization of the public and civil society. 

 

There is also a variety of international agreements to counter corruption.   

 

The United Nations Convention against Corruption which 160 parties have 

ratified came into effect in 2005.  This requires signatory countries to 

criminalize corrupt activities, put in place an anti-corruption agency and 

develop preventive measures.  It also requires standards in procurement and a 

mechanism for the recovery of stolen assets. 
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In 1997 the OECD promulgated its Convention on Combatting Bribery of 

Foreign Public Officials in International Business Transactions .  Known as the 

Anti-Bribery Convention it requires signatories to criminalize payments of 

bribes to foreign officials.  This covers all business, but has applications in 

environmental matters. Among the significant national pieces of legislation are 

the United States Foreign Corrupt Practices Act which has been in operation 

since 1977 and the very strong UK Bribery Act of 2011. 

 

Other general regional agreements include GRECO, the European Group of 

States Against Corruption, the Council of Europe’s body to monitor states’ 

implementation of anti-corruption measures;  the 1996 Inter-American 

Convention against Corruption of the Organization of American States;  the 

2001 Southern African Development Community Protocol against Corruption; 

and  the 2003 African Union Convention on Preventing and Combating 

Corruption.  The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has an anticorruption policy 

whose three main objectives are to support developing member countries' 

anticorruption efforts through policy dialogue, lending and non lending 

services; ensure ADB’s programs and projects are corruption free; and ensure 

ADB staff adhere to the highest ethical standards. 

 

International anti-corruption agreements that have a specific sustainability 

focus include the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), The UN’s 

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD and 

REDD+) which creates a financial value for the carbon stored in forests, 

offering incentives for developing countries to reduce emissions from forested 

lands and invest in low-carbon paths to sustainable development, and CITES 

(the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 

and Flora) which is an international agreement between governments whose 

aim is to ensure that international trade in specimens of wild animals and 

plants does not threaten their survival. This has 175 signatory countries. 

 

There are other treaties, but these examples demonstrate the degree of 

commitment and show that international organisations such as the World 

Bank, Transparency International can work with national governments to 

enhance out sustainability. 
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It is often said that controlling corruption which has always existed and is 

endemic is near enough to impossible.  We know this is not so.  We have seen 

great examples of success in other areas of human behavior that seemed too 

hard to deal with  -  smoking and public health, road safety, drink driving, 

treatment of women in developed societies, racial harmony etc.   There is no 

reason why corruption prevention activities cannot be put in place to enhance 

our sustainability. 

 

 

Sidebar 

 

Merbau timber illegally logged in Indonesia is worth $120 per cubic metre in 

the port, $250 upon arrival in China and $2200 when sold for high quality 

flooring in an American store (Environmental Investigation Agency, 2007: 3). 

 

The World Bank (2006) estimated the global forestry trade to be worth around 

$150 billion, and as much as 10% of that was illegally sourced or traded.  

Burma’s rare old-growth teak is highly prized, and teams of Chinese loggers 

cross the border to cut what they can to take back across the border.  Bribes 

are paid at every step of the way to either government or rebel forces 

(Environmental Investigation Agency, 2007: 9).  Illegal timbering becomes a 

threat to government stability and the proceeds are used to kill people .  

“Conflict timber”, like conflict diamonds engenders a special criminality, an 

example of crimes that are under the radar screen, yet have important human 

consequences.   

 

In the timber industry corruption and bribery at all levels of government are 

common at every stage of this illicit, and highly organized trade.  For the illicit 

timber to have value added it must be cleared and then transported, often 

across a border.  Documentation can be forged, or those approving the 

documentation can be bribed, as can the permits for clearing the timber in the 

first place.  Corruption and graft play a major role in the component parts of 

illegal timber.  Weak and corrupt governance assists the corruptive process for 

illegal logging 
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Some helpful websites 

 

Transparency International   http://www.transparency.org/ 

 

CITES Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 

http://www.cites.org/  

 

UNCAC United Nations Convention Against Corruption 

http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CAC/  

 

EITI Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative http://eiti.org/  

 

UN-REDD UN Collaborative Program on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation in Developing Countries http://www.un-redd.org/  

 

REDD+ Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation http://www.un-

redd.org/AboutREDD/tabid/582/Default.aspx  

 

OECD Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign Public Officials in International Business 

Transactions 

http://www.oecd.org/document/20/0,3343,en_2649_34859_2017813_1_1_1_1,00.

html  

  

http://eiti.org/
http://www.eia-global.org/forests_for_the_world/forests_for_the_world_reports.html
http://www.eia-global.org/forests_for_the_world/forests_for_the_world_reports.html
http://www.transparency.org/
http://www.cites.org/
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CAC/
http://eiti.org/
http://www.un-redd.org/
http://www.un-redd.org/AboutREDD/tabid/582/Default.aspx
http://www.un-redd.org/AboutREDD/tabid/582/Default.aspx
http://www.oecd.org/document/20/0,3343,en_2649_34859_2017813_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.oecd.org/document/20/0,3343,en_2649_34859_2017813_1_1_1_1,00.html
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Suggested glossary items 

 

Transparency International  

United Nations Convention against Corruption 

CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 

Fauna and Flora) 

REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation) 

Bribery 

Conflict of interest 

Petty corruption 

Grand corruption 

State capture 

 




