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Over the last few weeks here in Thailand, we have seen three remarkable events concerning corruption.

First, the Civil Service Commission hosted a seminar attended by many of the country’s leading bureaucrats, at which four surveys were presented, describing in great detail how much is being paid under the table, by what kinds of people, to what departments. Such surveys might be nothing new, though these were unusually thorough. The novelty lay in the host and the audience. The Civil Service Commission arranged the event. Many senior officials came.  Of course, many of these officials reacted in expected ways — denial, justification, and threats. But by and large, the atmosphere was more positive. Maybe this was an opportunity for the good guys to assert themselves.

One of the government agencies identified among the three worst for corruption was the police. As if on cue, the second incident happened on the very next day. In the southern town of Nakhon Si Thammarat, a crowd of several thousand, protesting against police corruption, stormed the police station, and destroyed a lot of police property. They returned again next day, and placed the police station under siege.  The situation calmed down only after an old communist party leader was brought out to act as an intermediary; and 11 policemen were quickly transferred out of the province. This extraordinary incident is still having knock-on effects. A few days ago, on the outskirts of Bangkok, a group of taxi and truck drivers demanded a police lieutenant be reined in for collecting too much in illegal levies. They called for the officer’s transfer; and to add to their case, they suggested that he was probably involved in the drug trade.

Third, last week the associations of engineers, architects and contractors hired the UN’s assembly hall for a conference which described the payments made to officials and politicians over construction projects in great detail. Next day, front-page stories in the press listed who had to pay how much to whom. An academic summed it up in a way which makes sense to everybody: “Corruption begins right from a project’s conception. That’s why Thailand is inundated with useless projects.”  The foreign visitors attending this conference had to drive in from Bangkok airport. You may have seen our enormous concrete replica of Stonehenge. You know what he means.

What is happening? Obviously, one important element in all this is the economic crisis, which is still very much with us for all but a small, export-oriented segment of the economy. I attended one of the preliminary meetings with these disgruntled engineers and contractors. One of them accused academics of not helping them whole-heartedly over corruption. I replied that I had tried to get businessmen to cooperate in a project a few years ago. At that time, very, very few would join in—contractors, engineers or other businessmen. The fact is, during the boom, corruption was an acceptable cost. Profits were big—big enough to be shared. Now that is no longer the case. So corruption has become an issue. This is very basic economics.

To some extent, the Civil Service Commission’s new concern about corruption is also crisis-linked. The crisis has increased the role of the World Bank and other international agencies, and they are pushing the Civil Service Commission over corruption. Perhaps more importantly, many ordinary people have found the usual corruption payments have become less tolerable because of reduced income. There have been several incidents of local protest. The anti-police riot in the south a few days ago is just the biggest and most dramatic. The Civil Service Commission is rightly concerned about the eroding image and declining legitimacy of the public services.

In sum, anti-corruption feeling, like so much else, is linked to the business cycle. So now is a time of opportunity.

Much of the concern about corruption focuses on its impact on business. There is a whole academic sub-industry devoted to modeling the relations between corruption and economic growth. This is certainly important. But I got interested in corruption some years ago for a rather different aspect of the issue—the relationship between corruption and democracy.

Over the last 25 years, we have moved from a military dictatorship to a parliamentary system. In the process, we have found that it is very easy to move straight from corrupt dictatorship to money politics.

When you start to change the formal structure of government—from an authoritarian system to elections, parties and parliaments—many of the old institutions of centralized power, and many of the accompanying attitudes, remain unchanged.  The new elective politicians start out by opposing the old corrupt bad habits of dictators and all-powerful bureaucrats. But before too long, they discover that big profits can be made from collusion. All of our big corruption scandals of the last few years have had one feature in common—cooperation between politicians and senior bureaucrats. It’s a very powerful combination, and has tremendous resources of self-defence. The most famous of these scandals concerns over-pricing of medical supplies for hospitals. It is very easy to see which politicians and bureaucrats engineered this scam. But the government so far has appointed no fewer than 41 different committees and subcommittees to investigate this affair. This is a very effective smokescreen.

The problem is that “money politics” is a vicious cycle, a self-sustaining system. Politicians invest money in buying votes. Senior officials invest money in buying promotions to gain positions with opportunities for gain. Then these two groups conspire to recoup their losses. Some years ago, in an unusual fit of clarity, a politician described the government budget as a “lollipop” which everyone got a lick at.

Moreover, there is another aspect of the vicious cycle which is sometimes ignored. These two groups also conspire to defend the system by resisting any reforms which will threaten its survival. In the end they are the ones that deliberately undermine democracy in order to ensure that they can make money from politics at least cost. They try to control the media, obstruct political reforms, and ignore the pressure for judiciary reform.

Over recent years, the World Bank and other international agencies have put a lot of emphasis on eradicating corruption. Their main focus is on updating laws and inventing new official institutions which can monitor, detect, and punish.

This is fine. Such institutional reforms are necessary. But we should not fool ourselves into thinking they are enough. Real reform is not going to come from the top down, when the big problems are at the top.

The real pressure has to come from civil society.  We have seen this very clearly in Thailand over the past few years. Our new 1997 constitution, which has many new anti-corruption provisions, was drawn up and driven through by civil society pressure in the face of enormous opposition from politicians and other power-holders. Moreover, the story didn’t stop there. The implementation of the constitution’s provisions has been blocked at every turn. These blockages have only been resisted by pressure exercised by the press and through civil society platforms. It has been a fight all the way.

At the moment we are deep in one of the biggest of these fights. The constitution clearly states that the broadcast media must be liberated from the current monopoly control by the government and armed forces. But conservative forces fear the consequences of liberalization. And the armed forces face the loss of a huge and totally unaccounted income. They have surprised the civil society forces by mounting a campaign to retain their monopoly privileges—a campaign being implemented with military standards of strategic focus and organizational strength.

Because I believe that the solution must come from civil society, I heartily welcome this gathering which is outside the usual government/international agency framework. The surveys I mentioned earlier showed that people in general understand the importance of civil society in this effort. Household heads identified the most important agencies in fighting corruption as the media, and academics and teachers. The police and MPs came last.

That’s good. But I also think we need to broaden our definition of civil society. We need to include people like the contractors and engineers who gathered here in the UN meeting hall last week; and other businessmen. Journalists, activists and academics can make a lot of noise. But businessmen are the heavyweights, who can pull the punch on politicians and bureaucrats. The recent attempt at reform in the customs office is a case in point. It would not have happened without continuing pressure from the business sector, especially during the crisis.

This anti-corruption efforts must be combined with the campaign for bureaucratic reform. Bureaucratic reform is an important part of democratic development because it is the key towards the  reduction of the patron-client relationships between politicians and people, which result in  a system of vote-buying, and which bring about corrupt government in the first place.

By combining anti-corruption efforts with campaign for bureaucratic reform, we can  aim to kill two birds with one stone.

The motor-cycle taxi men who are complaining about the police, and other ordinary people must also be brought into the orbit of campaign. At present, they resort to street violence to express their frustration. Such violence cannot be condoned. But it can be understood. And the frustration behind it ought to be harnessed in support of other, non-villent and potentially more effective forms of protest. Mass dissatisfaction is is a real threat to corrupt officials and corrupt politicians, because it reduces their legitimacy and allow room for rivals to compete against them.

In sum I think that anti-corruption campaign and bureaucratic reform by the civil society, are the key to the development of democracy. We need the support of the business groups, and the  wider public to achieve this.
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