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Reconsidering Corruption, Transnational State .
Responsibility and the African Debt Crisis

“Indonesia and Nigeria have main-
tained the dubious distinction as the
World's two most consistently corrupt
large countries in the annual “corrup-
tion perception index”..But height-
ened controversy greeted the index
itself from within the organisation that
publishes it, the anti-corruption group
Transparency International. Many
members and even some directors of
Transparency criticized the index, not-
ing that it is perceived in poorer coun-
tries as a blanket condemnation by
richer nations, when it is often the
world’s wealthier countries that are
the sources of bribes*“(1).

The groans of pain from Afri-

can countries suffering un-
der the crushing weight of debt
servicing has lent renewed im-
petus to the discourse on the
debt crises and the crying need
for a sustainable development
agenda for developing coun-
tries. The discourse on the
causative factors behind the Af-
rican debt situation has tended
to focus on such themes as the
debilitating legacies of colonial
rule; the inherent inadequacies
of the economic structures in-
herited by the post-colonial Af-
rican state at independence; the
poor fiscal policies of African
states; the inward looking ori-
entation of African economies
and the prevalent political in-
stability(2). The passionate calls
for “debt forgiveness” by debt
lobbyists and other commenta-
tors therefore have emphasized
the economic and social bur-
dens of repaying Africa’s debt,
the strain on its fragile econo-
mies and the practical impossi-
bility of full debt repayment.
The focus, it seems, has been
more a quest for immediate
debt relief for the overbur-
dened African state. Yet, what
has largely been ignored is the
role of transnational complicity
in the creation and sustenance
of Africa’s economic underde-

velopment, specifically the
debt situation.

Although many writers have
commented on the phenome-
non of state corruption in Africa
and its weakening effect on the
continent’s economic perform-
ance, much of the discourse has
focussed rather narrowly on
the internal dynamics of state
corruption in Africa, without in
any way looking to interna-
tional factors. In some cases
this one sided perception of the
problem is more than just the
result of a poor understanding
of the situation. Instead, it fits
very well with the argument
that the continent’s social and
economic ills are primarily the
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mismanagement of African
elites. Yet, the role of external
international factors in Africa’s
legacy of state corruption and
debt can hardly be ignored. It is
not in dispute that corrupt lead-
ers and public officials in Africa
have been the main actors in the
entrenchment and proliferation
of state corruption. But it is also
true that they have found ready
associates and accomplices in
profit driven Western multina-
tional firms, in the practices of
Western states, and finally, in
the policies of International Fi-
nancial Institutions, all of
which are continually willing to
grant dubious (and very costly)
loans to corrupt and unpopular
African regimes, which are sub-
sequently misappropriated.
This article explores the com-
plementary roles of domestic
state corruption and transna-
tional complicity in the creation
and intensification of the Afri-
can debt situation and attempts
to place the discourse within an
international human rights
framework. The article pro-
ceeds from the premise that the
quest for a solution to the

scourge of state corruption in
Africa must first begin with an
identification and full apprecia-
tion of both the internal and
external dynamics that have
sustained it.

The Grip of Debt

Sub-Saharan Africa’s socio-
economic conditions have
never been spectacular. But
they have not always been ap-
palling either. Between the era
of national independence in the
1960s and 1974, GDP per capita
in sub-Saharan African coun-
tries grew at an average of 2.6
percent a year.(3) Nigeria and
Ghana are illustrative. In 1965
Indonesia’s GDP per capita was

land’s lower than Ghana’s.
However, by the end of the
1970s and the early 1980s things
had taken a turn for the worse.
In some African countries, GDP
stagnated at less then 1 percent
a year and in a majority of them
it actually declined, in some
cases considerably. As one
World Bank report indicates,
few sub-Saharan countries
have kept their per capita GDP
growth in line with the rest of
the world’s. By 1990, to con-
tinue with the examples of Ni-
geria and Ghana, Indonesia’s
GDP was three times that of Ni-
geria, and Thailand recorded
income levels four times that of
Ghana. To press home the sig-
nificance of these analogies, itis
necessary to point out that
while Indonesia relied on oil as
much as Nigeria, Thailand, like
Ghana, is a poor agricultural
economy.i4) In a continent of
more than 600 million people,
the average per capita income is
less than one-eighth that of the
Middle East countries, half that
of Latin American countries
and lower than that of South
Asian countries.(3) At a micro-
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institutions that kept feeding
Mobutu’s corrupt regime were in
any way trying to bring about the
harm to the citizens of Zaire that
ensued. Rather than any intent to
harm, what states continually dis-
play instead is “deliberative indif-
ference.” Employing the example
of Mobutu once again, it can be
said with great accuracy that the
West simply did not care what the
consequences to Zaire were.
Rather, their sole interest was in
keeping Mobutu — their man in
Kinshasa — in power. And if this
could only be accomplished by
maintaining and feeding a Klep-
tocracy — notwithstanding the
very high price to the people of
Zaire — then so be it.

This is not in any way to absolve
the African leadership for their
corrupt ways. But what is uncon-
scionable is the manner in which
the West has been able to absolve
itself from any and all responsibil-
ity for the creation and perpetu-
ation of the corruption itself. Cer-
tainly, African leaders who engage
in corrupt practices should be
called to task for their actions. But
so0 should those countries and
those institutions outside of Africa,
without whom most corruption
would simply not be possible.l
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lowed to keep their ill-gotten
wealth. Accordingly, Recom-
mendation 3 urges Member
States to “create legal provi-
sions for the forfeiture of funds
and property from corrupt
practices”.33) Finally, to under-
score the seriousness of the
problem of corruption and the
determination to bring it under
some form of international dis-
cipline, the resolution directed
a request to the Crime Preven-
tion and Criminal Justice Pro-
gram of the Secretariat to “de-
velop a draft international code
of conduct for public officials”
for submission to the Ninth
United Nations Congress on
* the Prevention of the Crime and
the Treatment of Offenders.
The Unit was charged with the
task of soliciting the views of
governments and nongovern-
mental organisations and pro-
fessional associations aiit pre-
pares the draft code™?. The
Ninth Congress of the CCPTO,
which subsequently met in
Cairo, Egyptin 1995, further ex-
plored these themes in a ple-
nary discussion on “combatting
corruption of public offi-
cers”(33).

Thus, important steps toward the
internationalization and criminali-
zation of corruption have been un-
dertaken. In adopting resolutions
on crime prevention, the CCPTO
has provided a useful framework
for setting the standards in the area

of transnational résponsibility for

crimes of state corruption. But this
effort, laudable as it is, still re-
mains only a resolution of a spe-
cialized congress on the United
Nations. Resolutions approved at
a congress usually return to the
Commission for possible further
consideration, before going to the
economic and social council
(ECOSQC) or the General Assem-
bly for final action. Until then, a
resolution, for all that it is worth,
still remains a grand declaration of
intent.

State Sovereignty and
Transnational State
Responsibility

There is a strong need, then, to
extend the important preparatory
work done by the CCPTO and
UNCTAD in tackling state corrup-
tion at an international front.
However, far more than this is
needed. What also has to change
is the notion of state sovereignty,
and along with that, how we view
transnational state responsibility.

In certain respects the notion of
state sovereignty has undergone
an enormous change since World
War I Before that time state sov-
ereignty served to shield oppres-
sive governments, and in doing so
it allowed them to treat their citi-
zens in whatever manner they so
chose. Mainly in reaction to the
horrors carried out by the Nazis,
the “human rights revolution” has
stripped states of this protection.
This is not to say that states do not
commit human-rights abuses —
unfortunately, the countervailing
evidence is all too apparent. How-
ever, no longer are offending coun-
tries able to maintain the position,
from a legal perspective or from a
political one, that the human rights
abuses that they carry out are not
the concern of the community of
nation-states.

Notwithstanding these sea
changes in international law, what
is ironic is the fact that the notion
of state sovereignty continues to
serve as a shield against state re-

sponsibility. What has changed;

however, is that rather than invok-
ing (and hiding behind) their own
state sovereignty, states that pro-
vide “aid and assistance” in the
commission of human rights viola-
tions are much more likely to em-
ploy the state sovereignty of an-
other state — in an attempt to pro-
tect themselves(36).

Foreign corruption is an excellent
example of this phenomenon.
There is absolutely no secret that
most of the money involved in the
corruption of one African country
after another originates outside the
continent, mainly from Western
countries. Yet these same states

absolve themselves of any and all
responsibility for the existence and
perpetuation of this corruption on
the very tenuous grounds that
they are not able to direct or con-
trol any money once it leaves their
own hands and enters into the
realm of another. In short, to
choose just one example, once
money passed from the West to
the government of Zaire (or to
Mobutu, to be accurate), there was
simply nothing that the donors-
could do about how these funds
were (mis)appropriated. Instead,
these actions are governed and
protected by Zairean state sover-
eignty — or so the Western coun-
tries have allowed themselves to
believe.

The problem is that “control” is
treated as an absolute concept,
when in fact it is not. Certainly it
would be difficult to attempt to
exercise control over themannerin
which Zaire (read: Mobutu)
spends money provided by the

~West-after the money has charged==

hands. And perhaps the first time
— or even the first few times —
that money is then misappropri-
ated the sending countries or insti-
tutions will be blameless for feed-
ing the corruption, as well as the
destitution and oppression that so
often accompany it. But is there no
limit? Is there not some point at
which those who provide money

. to thoroughly corrupt regimes .

share in the responsibility for it?
In addition to the need to come

"up with a much better notion of

control, it is also essential that in-
ternational law come up with a
better notion of transnational state
responsibility. Unfortunately, the
work of the International Law
Commission is heading in the
wrong direction. Under Article 27
of the Draft Articles on State Re-
sponsibility, in order for one state
to be held responsible for wrong-
doing committed by another state
what is required is that the first
state has the “intent” of bringing
about this wrongdoing through its
actions. In the real world, how-
ever, the requisite intent will sel-
dom be present. There is no indi-
cation, for example, that states and
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Sarassoro goes further to suggest
that United Nations’ involvement
is needed in order to free Africa
from the grip of corruption which,
he argues, threatens the existence
of the African continent. Such in-
tervention would consist of the
world body taking the initiative to
set up an international convention
on the issue similar to the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights.
The United Nations would then
designate a day each year to high-
light the ills of state corruption to
bring increased world awareness
tothe “odious, inhuman and crimi-
nal character of corruption”(28).
Making a similar point, Gerard
Scott argues that since African
countries seem to lack a capacity to
deal with the problem of corrup-
tion and “rent seeking”, interna-
tional institutions should adopt a
more aggressive role in the process
of eliminating corruption, rather
than the somewhat lukewarm sup-
port for the establishment of
democratic institutions. This thesis
is put quite succinctly by Kofele-
Kale when he argues that:

. Although acts of [corruption] are
carried out by an indigenous elite,
success depends on the assistance,
direct or indirect, it receives from

the rest of the international com-!_

mumty "The consequences that in-
eluctably follow from these
fraudulent activities can therefore
be attributed not only to the in-
digenous elites who treat their na-
tional treasuries as their personal
accounts but also to their foreign
backers and aid donors who over-
look their excesses for one reason
or another. The silence of inaction
by these foreign friends com-
pletely changes the character of
these acts from a purely local prob-
lem to one with global implica-
tions.(29)

Towards a United Nations
Convention on Economic
Crimes

Although they have been pains-
takingly slow in developing, there
have been some advances on the
international front in terms of com-
bating corruption. For example, at
its 52nd meeting in 1992, the

United Nations Human Rights
Commission adopted resolution
1992/50 on the “Fraudulent en-
richment of top state officials
prejudicial to the public interest,
the factors responsible for it, and
the agents involved in all countries
in such fraudulent enrichment.”
This resolution placed corruption
within a human rights framework
at the level of the international or-
ganisation. Perhaps the most sig-
nificant step in the direction of ar-
ticulating international concern
over corruption in the public sec-
tor and formulating an agenda of
transnational responsibility for the
crime of state corruption has come
from the United Nations Congress
on Crime Prevention and the
Treatment of Offenders (CCPTO)
and the United Nations Confer-
ence on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD). In March 1992, mem-
ber states of UNCTAD met in
Cartagena and adopted some
broad policy statements that were
included in the final act. Part of the
statement called on all countries to
“increase their efforts to eradicate
mismanagement of public and pri-
vate affairs, including corruption”.
The statement recognised the
growing importance of the market
and the private sector for the effi-
cient functionifig of &8bnomies at

all stages of development, but
noted that an effective functioning
market requires conducive gov-
emnment policies and sound man-
agement. It further noted that the
prospects of good management
are dramatically reduced when
public institutions are snarled in
the vortex of corruption.

This problem was also exten-
sively addressed when the
Eighth Congress of the United
Nations Congress on Crime
Prevention and the Treatment
of Offenders (CCPTO) met in
Havana, Cuba in 1990 to con-
sider, among others, the topic
“crime prevention and criminal
justice in the context of devel-
opment: realities and perspec-
tives of international coopera-
tion”(30). A resolution on “Cor-
ruption in government” was
adopted at the close of these de-

liberations. This resolution has
attracted the attentionand com-
mentaries of a number of legal
scholars who have examined
the implications and prospects
of the document for the princi-
ple of transnational state re-
sponsibility for state corrup-
tion in international law.(1) For
our purpose it suffices to note
that the Congress in its resolu-
tion took the important step of
recognising corruption among
public officials in developing
countries as being the “single
most [important] impediment
to archieving social and eco-
nomic development in victim
countries”. The Congress em-
phasized that corruption has
the potential of destroying the
effectiveness of governmental
programs, hindering social de-
velopment and victimizing in-
dividuals and groups. Thus, the
resolution saw the connection
between high level corruption,
human rights and economic de-
velopment on the one hand,
and between corruption and
other forms of economic crimes
such as drug trafficking and
money laundering on the other.
Most significantly, it made allu-
sion to the transnational nature
of official corruption in the rec-
ommendation to member states
to take necessary steps to im-
prove their banking and finan-
cial regulatlor\s and machinery
so as to “prevent capital flight
of the funds acquired through
corrupt activities”. (32)

The CCPTO resolution also in-
cludes two important recom-
mendations that are at the heart
of what may be considered an
emerging norm. Recommenda-
tion 1(d) recognises the princi-
ple of the fiduciary obligation
of states. It calls on member
states to adopt “measures
within government agencies to
ensure accountability and ef-
fective discipline of public ser-
vants and remedial action”. In
addition, the resolution also
recognises the principle of res-
titution in insisting that corrupt
public officers must not be al-
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state corruption in Africa, their
main shortcoming is that they
all seek to explain state corrup-
tion in terms of the internal po-
litical dynamics of the post-co-
lonial state. None of these ex-
planations attempt to link the
internal dynamics of state cor-
ruption in Africa with the inter-
national political economy
which drives and sustains it.
This is significant, for as several
studies have shown the role of
Western countries and tran-
snational corporations in Af-
rica’s legacy of state corruption
can hardly be ignored. Docu-
mented instances abound
where corrupt African politi-
cians and civil servants, work-
ing in concert with multina-
tional companies and other ex-
ternal economic actors, have
defrauded the state and stashed
the loot in Western European
banks.

The link between state corrup-
tion and the debt crises in Africa
is perhaps best demonstrated in
Jim Chapin’s report on
Mobutu’s regime in Zaire in
which he states that the debt of
[Zaire] standing at $5 billion is,
coincidentally, the estimate of
how much General Mobutu
and his family have stolen from
Zaire.21) What is interesting
about Mobutu’s Kleptocracy is
the international flavour it as-
sumed. Even with growing ac-
cusations of corrupt enrich-
ment from within and outside
Zaire, Mobutu suffered neither
isolation nor sanctions from the
big players in the West. Instead,
the world continued to be his
playground, although he dis-
played an understandable pref-
erence for the more luxurious
and familiar havens of Western
Europe. He was reported to
have owned no less than seven
mansions in Belgium and
France, as well as palatial es-
tates and residences in Spain,
Italy and Switzerland. He also
owned buildings in Ivory
Coast, presidential mansions in
each of the country’s eight
provinces, a plantation empire

and exclusive use or ownership
of numerous luxury ships and
jets.(2)

Yet, even as official theft contin-
ued unabated, the Mobutu regime
continued to receive a host of
loans and grants from interna-
tional financial institutions and
Western donor countries. The
World Bank loaned the Mobutu
government over $1 billion, in-
cluding $375 million between 1984
and 1986 alone. To guarantee the
servicing and repayment of its
loans, the IMF recommended the
institution of its usual adjustment
measures of currency devaluation,
withdrawal of state subsidies from
public sectors of the economy,
trade liberalization and a general
deregulation of the economy. It is
against this background that some
writers, in analysing the problem
of state corruption in Africa, have
made reference to Western com-
plicity to this cerruption that-takes
the form of studied silence in the
face of brazen acts of corruption by
ruling elites around the world; a
silence that has been maintained
by the elites who have used force
and repression to get their way.(23)

Yet, the external dimension to
state corruption in Africa is not
limited to the activities of corpo-
rate institutions or even the am-
bivalence of international financial
institutions. In some cases, corrup-
tion in Africa has been sustained
by the active or passive acquies-
cence of Western governments.
Harsch has noted in his study of
state corruption in Africa that it is
not unusual for donor govern-
ments to look the other way when
their favoured clients diverted
money given as aid(24). This atti-
tude of the West sustained
Mobutu’s thirty year reign be-
cause western countries saw him
as an ally against communist ex-
pansion in an unstable continent.
The US was responsible for his as-
sent to power and American
money, intelligence information
and political support helped keep
him there, with the Americans
only distancing themselves from
him after the cold war had ended.
Under such circumstances,

Mobutu effectively became, as one
writer put it, “America’s man in
Kinshasa”, who allowed his coun-
try to become the “great American
counterweight to Soviet adventur-
ism in Africa”(25). Other Western
friends, notably Belgium and
France, also provided Mobutu
with the crucial financial and mili-
tary backing that sustained him in
power for three decades. All these
facts underscore the importance of
viewing corruption as an interna-
tional phenomenon in which there
exists not only corrupt officials in
Africa and other regions of the
South, but also of “corrupting
states in the North”.(26)

An International Human Rights
Issue?

One of the solutions that has been
advanced towards addressing the
African debt crisis and the legacy
of state corruption and interna-

-tional compiteityrthat sastainstib g ~ee=ins

the suggestion that foreign loans or
credit to a military dictatorship or
one party dictatorship in Africa,
without the authorization of its
people, should not be paid back. A
proponent of this view, George
Ayittey, argues that “in the field of
international law, a loan to an ille-
gitimate government constitutes
an illegitimate debt for its peo-
ple"(27). Reasoning in a similar
vein, Hyacinth Sarassoro, a distin-
guished Ivorian lawyer, argues
that state corruption is in all re-
spects an extension of state viola-
tions of the human rights of its
citizens. Corruption constitutes an
infringement of human rights in so
far as it exacerbates the public debt
of African states and the deepen-
ing gap which exists between the
industrialized and the non-indus-
trialized countries. The problem of
corruption, being Africa’s socio-
economic enemy number one, can
therefore only be adequately ad-
dressed through the conclusion of
international agreements, anti-cor-
ruption leagues and the institution
of an international code of conduct
governing the activities of multi-
national corporations in develop-
ing countries.
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and “internal to Africa and its
leaders” as he presents them.
State corruption, the scourge of
the post-colonial African state,
has proven to be a much more
complex and multi-dimen-
sional phenomenon, the dy-
namics of which transcend the
borders of Africa.

A Legacy of Corruption

The chilling stories of the rape
of Africa by its own “leaders”
are familiar and are too well
known to bear detailed re-
counting here. Susan George, in
her thought-provoking book
appropriately titled A Fate
Worse than Debt(13) , presents
us with an incisive exposé of the
link between the dynamics of
state corruption and the debt
crisis in Africa. Similar studies
on the phenomenon of state
corruption in particular African
countries have also been under-
taken.(14) In discussing corrup-
tion in Africa, Mobutu’s Zaire
naturally and immediately
comes to mind. But it is impor-
tant to note that the case of
Zaire is in no way exceptional.
Rather, the institutionalization
of state corruption which
Mobutu’s Zaire has come to
represent is replicated in vary-
ing degrees in many other Afri-
can states. Indeed, with a few
exceptions, it-may be said that
the majority of Africanleaders
and elites, military and civilian
(particularly of the second gen-
eration), have unscrupulously
abused their trust by indulging
in a get-rich-quick bonanza
during the immediate post-in-
dependence era. '

There has been a range of
theoretical analyses of the
causes and consequences of
corruption in developing coun-
tries. The point has been made,
for instance, that the institu-
tionalized corruption which
has become synonymous with
the post-colonial African state
is largely a function of what
has been termed the “politics of
clientelism”— a phenomenon
which means that politicians at

regional and national levels
gain the support of local leaders
by allocating state resources to
them. Each, therefore, attempts
to maximize this support and
the access to resources in com-
petition with rival politi-
cians.(15. Much illicitly ac-
quired wealth is thus dissipated
through individual and familial
consumption. Some is distrib-
uted for patronage purposes, to
consolidate political and social
ties and to ensure a degree of
popular acquiescence. Corrup-
tion is thus identified as an in-
tegral element in the relations
of political power in which state
property and jobs are allocated
to ethnic or political supporters
in intricate and sometimes far-
reaching networks of patron-
client relations. Within this con-
text, some scholars such as Sa-
muel Huntington view corrup-

tion as a virtually inevitable ™~ "World Bank, for example, has ars., .

phenomenon of the initial
phases of “modernisation”,
which is likely to diminish as
African states move beyond the
capitalist stage of develop-
ment.(16)

Eskor Toyo locates the phenome-
non of state corruption in Africa
within a broader Marxian frame-

work. In his view, corruptionin the .

contemporary African state stems
from the politics of primitive capi-
talist accumulation within the neo-
colonial and multi-ethnic national
settings. This process of primitive
capitalist accumulation necessar-
ily involves the mobilization of lo-
cal and foreign resources by the
state in favour of the accumulating
bourgeois class in the form of: un-
equal exchange, land speculation,
fraudulent appropriation of state
funds and the monetisation of the
economy to the benefit of the com-
mercial and money accumulating
groups. This process of primitive
accumulation goes with all forms
of corruption.(17) Morris Szeftel
writing on state corruption in
Zambia, and Joseph Richards writ-
ing on “prebendel politics” in Ni-
geria, both identify the state as the
main reservoir of financial re-
sources, where patronage net-

works are sustained by corrupt
practices which then result in
enormous governmental ineffi-
ciencies.(18) David Gould makes
a similar point when he stresses
that in Zaire, where corruption
has been central tu the entire sys-
tem of government and economic
activity, the embezzlement of state
funds, tax evasion and other dis-
honest practices have facilitated
the “consolidation of the economic
base of the bourgeoisie” which has
largely arisen out of the state bu-
reaucracy. Corruption is therefore
seen as being a primary mecha-
nism of the dominant class forma-
tion in the post-colonial African
state.(19)

A related framework in which
the phenomenon of state corrup-
tion in Africa has been located is
within the context of the types of
private business dealings that
characterize state economies. The

gued that one of the problems of
African economies, and a possible
explanation for the prevalence of
state corruption, is the wide scope
given to “rent seeking” activities
— namely the search for financial
gain and profit from non-produc-
tive economic activities that are es-
pecially common among those
who depend on state privilege ror
access to credit, grants, licences,
contracts and, often,. monopoly
markets.(20) This trend guarantees.
the profitability and attractiveness
of the controlled state economic
sector to the competitive disadvan-
tage of productive activities in
many African countries. This, cou-
pled with the uncertainties of po-
litical patronage and the limita-
tions of the broader economic en-
vironment, makes state economies
adverse to productive investment.
The effect of this condition is that
it effectively prevents the emer-
gence of a productive bourgeoi-
sie, willing to take risks and in-
dependent of state favours and
control, a development consid-
ered an indispensable step on
the road towards development.

While these analyses provide
useful frameworks for the
study of the phenomenon of

£



Corrupiton

eccnomic level, Africa’s eco-
nomic decline is expressed in
the precipitous deterioration of
the living conditions of the peo-
ple of the continent such that
the renowned Africanist
scholar, Basil Davidson, could
state with certainty in 1993 that
“the actual and present condi-
tion in Africa is one of deep
trouble...deeper trouble than
the worst imposed during colo-
nial years”(s).

Several studies have at-
tempted to explain the plunge
in Africa’s economic fortunes in
the eighties in terms of specific
economic policy failures. Four
main points have been raised in
this regard. First, is that African
economies failed to diversify
their export base and instead
continued to rely on one or two
commodities which made them
vulnerable to the international
pricing system. Second, is that
heavy government spending,
sustained by over-valued ex-
change rates, created stagger-
ing budget deficits which im-
peded sustainable economic
growth. Third, is the incidence
of political and social instability
in Africa. More than half the
continent has been rocked
either by civil war or by major
natural disasters, both of which
are extraordinarily disruptive
to any efforts at economic
growth. Finally, and perhaps
most significantly, is the bur-
den of international debt. The
repayment of external loans,
coupled with deteriorating
terms of trade, has had a crip-
pling effect on African econo-
mies and has exacerbated the
conditions of economic stagna-
tion and poverty on the conti-
nent.(7)

Africa’s entanglement in the
debt trap has its origins in the
1980-1982 worldwide economic
recession and the consequent
collapse of world commodity
prices. It was a time that the gap
between the people in Africa
and the rest of the world grew
into the chasm that exists today.
To support their weakening

economies and increase pro-
duction capacities, many Afri-
can countries sought refuge in
external loans from the IMF, the
World Bank and individual
Western nations. What began
as small “capacity building
loans” at “reasonable interest
rates” soon grew to proportions
that simply overwhelmed the
respective national economies.
According to the London-based
Economist, Africa’s debt in
1993 had more than tripled
since 1980. This was a direct
consequence of new borrow-
ing, but more importantly, it
was a result of the enormous
buildup of interest over the past
decade). In 1996, the figure of
sub-Saharan Africa’s debt was
put at some $200,000 million. If
South Africa and the North Af-
rican States are included, this
increases to $320,000 million,
with about half of this debt
owed to bilateral creditors, just

over a third-to-multilateral -

creditors and the rest to com-
mercial creditors. The severity
of the African debt situation is
further reflected in the fact that
in a recent World Bank list of 41
highly indebted poor countries
(HIPCs), 25 were African coun-
tries.(9 Yet, in an attempt to
keep up payments on their
debts, many African govern-
ments have used up scarce for-
eign exchange. It is estimated
that the total debt stock is more
than Africa’s gross domestic
product, and servicing it takes
more than a quarter of export
earnings. In Uganda, debt serv-
icing consumes some 80 per-
cent of export earnings. In
Ghana and in Zambia (where
the debt stock is almost double
the GDP of $3,400 million), it
takes more than 25 percent(i0).
Apart from the obvious eco-
nomic difficulty it imposes, the
repayment of these loans and
the interest that has accrued on
them has come with other un-
envisaged social and political
costs.

The emphasis on debt servic-
ing and repayments at the ex-

pense of providing social serv-
ices, including health and edu-
cation, have left millions im-
poverished and unemployed
As one report puts it:

“Many of [Africa’s] mdebted
countries are paying more to
external creditors than they are
spending on domestic public
services, and as a consequence,
social conditions faced by large
numbers of Africans are at best
stagnating and in many regions
deteriorating. Excessive debt
service obligations are threat-
ening the economic prosperity
of a substantial number of sub-
Saharan African countries....As
aresult, Africa’s population has
experienced frozen or declining
per capita incomes, with associ-
ated poverty, malnutrition and

famine as major problems .

emerging throughout the conti-
nent”. (11)

Yet, the debt crisis in Africa is
only a symptom of a more fun-

wdamentalmalaisg*—hi-that of ettt ara

eptitude, mismanagement and
corruption in governance. In
his analysis of the poor eco-
nomic performance of Sub Sa-
haran Africa (SSA) in the past
two decades, Gerald Scott ar-
gues that beyond the problems
of slow growth, high inflation
and a chronic balance of pay-
ments problem lies corruption.
[n his categorical words, “the
major problem has been gross
mismanagement, which has re-
sulted from corruption”.12) To
resolve this serious economic
problem, Scott argues for the
need for African governments
and ruling elites to cultivate the
political will to attack these
“fundamental issues”.

To the extent that it identifies
corruption and mismanage-
ment as being central to Africa’s
poor economic performance,
and to the extent that this is lo-
cated within the context of the
inadequacies of political lead-
ership, Scott’s analysis is apt.
What it fails to recognise, how-
ever, is that the “fundamental
issues” in state corruption in
Africa are not quite as simple
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and “internal to Africa and its
leaders” as he presents them.
State corruption, the scourge of
the post-colonial African state,
has proven to be a much more
complex and multi-dimen-
sional phenomenon, the dy-
namics of which transcend the
borders of Africa.

A Legacy of Corruption

The chilling stories of the rape
of Africa by its own “leaders”
are familiar and are too well
known to bear detailed re-
counting here. Susan George, in
her thought-provoking book
appropriately titled A Fate
Worse than Debt(13) , presents
us with an incisive exposé of the
link between the dynamics of
state corruption and the debt
crisis in Africa. Similar studies
on the phenomenon of state
corruption in particular African
countries have also beenunder-
taken.(14) In discussing corrup-
tion in Africa, Mobutu’s Zaire
naturally and immediately
comes to mind. But it is impor-
tant to note that the case of
Zaire is in no way exceptional.
Rather, the institutionalization
of state corruption which
Mobutu’s Zaire has come to
represent is replicated in vary-
ing degrees in many other Afri-
can states. Indeed, with a few
exceptions, it may be said that
the majority of African leaders
and elites, military and civilian
(particularly of the second gen-
eration), have unscrupulously
abused their trust by indulging
in a get-rich-quick bonanza
during the immediate post-in-
dependence era. :

There has been a range of
theoretical analyses of the
causes and consequences of
corruption in developing coun-
tries. The point has been made,
for instance, that the institu-
tionalized corruption which
has become synonymous with
the post-colonial African state
is largely a function of what
has been termed the “politics of
clientelism”— a phenomenon
which means that politicians at

regional and national levels
gain the support of locat leaders
by allocating state resources to
them. Each, therefore, attempts
to maximize this support and
the access to resources in com-
petition with rival politi-
cians.q15. Much illicitly ac-
quired wealth is thus dissipated
through individual and familial
consumption. Some is distrib-
uted for patronage purposes, to
consolidate political and social
ties and to ensure a degree of
popular acquiescence. Corrup-
tion is thus identified as an in-
tegral element in the relations
of political power in which state
property and jobs are allocated
to ethnic or political supporters
in intricate and sometimes far-
reaching networks of patron-
client relations. Within this con-
text, some scholars such as Sa-
muel Huntington view corrup-

tion as a virtually inevitable~

phenomenon of the initial
phases of “modernisation”,
which is likely to diminish as
African states move beyond the
capitalist stage of develop-
ment.(16)

Eskor Toyo locates the phenome-
non of state corruption in Africa
within a broader Marxian frame-

work. In his view, corruptioninthe .

contemporary African state stems
from the politics of primitive capi-
talist accumulation within the neo-
colonial and multi-ethnic national
settings. This process of primitive
capitalist accumulation necessar-
ily involves the mobilization of lo-
cal and foreign resources by the
state in favour of the accumulating
bourgeois class in the form of: un-
equal exchange, land speculation,
fraudulent appropriation of state
funds and the monetisation of the
economy to the benefit of the com-
mercial and money accumulating
groups. This process of primitive
accumulation goes with all forms
of corruption.(17) Morris Szeftel
writing on state corruption in
Zambia, and Joseph Richards writ-
ing on “prebendel politics” in Ni-
geria, both identify the state as the
main reservoir of financial re-
sources, where patronage net-

works are sustained by corrupt
practices which then result in
enormous governmental ineffi-
ciencies.(18) David Gould makes
a similar point when he stresses
that in Zaire, where corruption
has been central to the entire sys-
tem of government and economic
activity, the embezzlement of state
funds, tax evasion and other dis-
honest practices have facilitated
the “consolidation of the economic
base of the bourgeoisie” which has
largely arisen out of the state bu-
reaucracy. Corruption is therefore
seen as being a primary mecha-
nism of the dominant class forma-
tion in the post-colonial African
state.(19)

A related framework in which
the phenomenon of state corrup-
tion in Africa has been located is
within the context of the types of
private business dealings that
characterize state economies. The

~ “World Bank, for example.hasar-.. ...

gued that one of the problems of
African economies, and a possible
explanation for the prevalence of
state corruption, is the wide scope
given to “rent seeking” activities
— namely the search for financial
gain and profit from non-produc-
tive economic activities that are es-
pecially common among those
who depend on state privilege for
access to credit, grants, licences,
contracts and, often,. monopoly

" markets.(20) This trend guarantees

the profitability and attractiveness
of the controlled state economic
sector to the competitive disadvan-
tage of productive activities in
many African countries. This, cou-
pled with the uncertainties of po-
litical patronage and the limita-
tions of the broader economic en-
vironment, makes state economies
adverse to productive investment.
The effect of this condition is that
it effectively prevents the emer-
gence of a productive bourgeoi-
sie, willing to take risks and in-
dependent of state favours and
control, a development consid-
ered an indispensable step on
the road towards development.

While these analyses provide
useful frameworks for the
study of the phenomenon of
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