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Corruption Control in Singapore

During the country’s formative years in the 1950s and 1960s, corruption was rampant in Singapore.  Syndicated corruption was rampant among police officers, public health inspectors, customs officials, and school administrators.  Corruption was a way of life in the city during the British colonial rule and the Japanese occupation.

In his Annual Report in 1950, the Commissioner of Police revealed a worsening of the corruption problem in the post-war period and that graft was rife in government departments in Singapore.”
  In the 1950s, the Anti-Corruption Branch (a section of the Criminal Investigation Department) was too weak to tackle the extensive bribery, extortion, and protection rackets.  By the late fifties, corruption was such a scourge that the People’s Action Party (PAP) made stamping out graft a major tenet of its party platform, the white shirts of PAP candidates symbolizing the party’s commitment to clean government.  The PAP won the 1959 general elections and has been in power in Singapore ever since. 

In his memoirs, long-time Prime Minister and now Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew recalled the widespread graft which infested the bureaucracy in the early years after Singapore’s independence: 

Corruption used to be organized on a large scale in certain areas.  In 1971 the CPIB [Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau] broke up a syndicate of over 250 mobile squad policemen who received payments ranging from S$5 to S$10 per month from lorry owners whose vehicles they recognized by the addresses painted on the side of the lorries.  Those owners who refused to pay would be constantly harassed by having summonses issued against them.

Customs officers would receive bribes to speed up the checking of vehicles smuggling in prohibited goods.  Personnel in the Central Supplies Office (the government’s procurement department) provided information on tender bids for a fee.  Officers in the import and export department received bribes to hasten the issue of permits . . ..  Public health laborers were paid by shopkeepers and residents to do their job of clearing refuse.  Principals and teachers in some Chinese schools received commissions from stationary suppliers.  Human ingenuity is infinite when translating power and discretion into personal gain. 

However, from the 1960s, Singapore began to purge the cancer of corruption and has since acquired an international reputation of being a relatively corruption-free country.  It became one of the very few countries in the developing world in the post-World War II period that was able to bring the corruption problem under control after it had already become entrenched in government, business and society. Most Singaporeans will never in their lifetimes have to pay a bribe to gain access to public services.  In fact, the country made the leap from a Third World to a developed country status during that same period of transformation. 

Transparency International’s (TI) 2002 Corruption Perception Index (CPI), which is an indicator of the levels of corruption in the public sector as perceived by business people, country analysts and citizens, shows an alarming level of corruption in the majority of the 102 countries surveyed.
 The corporate scandals of the past years in the US have revealed the need for both the private sector to strengthen its governance and the public sector to improve its vigilance.

Recently, in April 2003, Singapore was ranked at the top in a new 35-country study of transparency in business, economic policy and regulation.  PricewaterhouseCoopers' Opacity Index rated countries by five critical factors that affect capital markets - a) corruption, b) legal system, c) government macroeconomic and fiscal policies, d) accounting standards and practices (including corporate governance and information release), and e) regulatory regime.  Singapore came out with the top ranking of 35 nations in all areas except one: accounting standards and corporate governance.
 
However, Singapore is certainly not corruption-free.  Enforcement and prosecution statistics and perception surveys, corruption is far from being eradicated.  Although there is generally no endemic corruption perceived in the system, sporadic cases do exist and, once in a while, they come to light.  In fact, it has been reported that although Singaporeans have a squeaky clean image at home, some of them have no qualms about giving bribes overseas.
  The occasional media reports on court cases illustrate there have been cases of corruption in high places, as well as petty bribe taking at the street level.

Popular Explanations

Many scholars, political observers and country analysts would agree that Singapore has an effective national integrity system.  Containing and controlling corruption often requires the active participation of those in various institutions and sectors of society with a role in ensuring integrity and accountability, such as its political leadership, judiciary, enforcement agencies, civil service, media and civil society. Since the risk of corruption exists in Singapore, how is the city-state able to keep corruption in check?  What makes Singapore’s integrity system work while others have failed?

Singapore has a reputation of being tough on crime.  It has an efficient counter-corruption agency, police force and judicial system.  Some observers and analysts of Singapore’s national integrity strategy attribute the country’s success in fighting corruption to the strong arm of the law and the political will to uphold the judicial process against graft.  From the literature and anecdotal data, explanations of Singapore’s success in fighting corruption typically fall into three categories:

1. The High Salary Argument:  High salaries of political leaders and senior public officials attract the qualified people with integrity into public service and curb the incentives to succumb to bribery.
2. The Political Will Explanation: Public leaders of exceptional integrity and foresight demonstrated unwavering political will to punish the venal in high places and at the street level and build clean institutions.
3. The Strict Enforcement Hypothesis: Draconian anti-corruption laws and integrity policies are effectively enforced by anti-corruption agencies and prosecution of cases efficiently handled.
The High Salary Argument

Jon S. T. Quah, a Singaporean political scientist and prolific writer on corruption, contends that Singapore’s two-pronged strategy involves: (1) reducing the opportunities for corruption through strengthening the existing legislation to fight graft and increasing the penalty for corrupt behavior; and (2) reducing incentives for official abuse by “improving salaries and working conditions in the civil service.”
 In Small Countries, Big Lessons: Governance and the Rise of East Asia, Hilton L. Root considers high civil service salaries and “sharing of the fruits of growth” as key factors in keeping Singapore relatively corruption-free.
  Root argues that the policy of keeping public sector salaries commensurate with those in the private sector is essential to maintain the quality and integrity of the civil service.  

It is well-known policy in Singapore that political leaders and public managers are to be recruited from amongst “the best and the brightest” in society and that they are amply rewarded.  To help reduce the need for extra-legal means to meet the needs and aspirations of her cabinet ministers, military officers, and civil servants, Singapore’s officials are among the highest salaried in the world.
 The High Salaries Argument is commonly quoted in media reports, essentially premised on the theory that high salaries of ministers and senior civil servants help to prevent corruption.  

In a 1994 White Paper entitled "Competitive Salaries for Competent and Honest Government" on ministerial salaries, the government went further to recommend that the salary of ministers be pegged at two-thirds the average mean income of the highest paid professions.
  Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong has consistently advocated that Singapore’s policy of paying public officials market-based wages has helped create a corruption-free environment.
 One political scientist calls this practice “a built-in bribe for politicians and bureaucrats so that they would not have to accept other bribes!”

However, the high salaries are not justified on the basis of the need to reduce the incentives for corruption, but to attract, and more importantly retain, good officials in public service.

The justification for this policy is actually more to do with quality than integrity; competitive salaries are used to build and sustain a capable public administration.  This longer-term institution-building goal is reflected in Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s arguments in support of the unusually high salaries.  He said: “People had for so long been accustomed to having public servants paid modest salaries that the idea of ministers not only exercised power but were also paid in accordance with the importance of the job upset their sense of propriety… I believe this high-minded approach was unrealistic and the surest way to make ministers serve only briefly, whereas continuity in office and the experience gained have been a great advantage and strength in the Singapore government.  Our ministers have provided the experience and judgment the government has shown in its decisions, the result of their ability to think and plan long-term.”

Presumably a salary significantly above the living wage would reduce the need or incentive to take bribes. However, most of civil servants in the middle and lower levels, from immigration officers and public health inspectors to teachers and police officers, receive modest but adequate salaries.  The High Salary Argument is more applicable to the senior officials than junior officers, which form the majority of public sector’s pyramidal structure.  And the salary structures are adjusted primarily for recruiting and retaining qualified people into the critical positions and upper echelons of the public sector.

The Political Will Explanation

It takes integrity to fight corruption. As obvious as this might seem, there are countless initiatives that have failed in the past because of the main activists and sponsors were not being sufficiently “clean” to withstand the backlash that serious anti-corruption initiatives tend to cause.  Any successful anti-corruption effort must be based on integrity and credibility.  Syed Hussein Alatas, a former senator in Malaysia, ex-Vice Chancellor of the University of Malaysia and an eminent Southeast Asian scholar on corruption, argues that leaders of integrity and with a sense of shame are critical to the fight against graft, citing Singapore’s freedom from corruption as an illustration.
  He contends that leaders set standards for integrity and have at their disposal powers to enforce those standards.  In August 2000, The Kuala Lumpur Society for Transparency and Integrity (the Malaysian chapter of Transparency International) honored Singapore Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew as the first recipient of its Global Integrity Award.  This award recognized Lee’s pivotal role in eradicating corruption in public life in Singapore.

Senior Minister Lee also wrote of the significant role of political leadership in creating and sustaining a system largely free of corruption.  He argued:”…in the 1990s, Singapore was repeatedly rated by Transparency International among the top seven least corrupt countries in the world, and the least corrupt in Asia. PERC (Political & Economic Risk Consultancy, Ltd, Hong Kong) also rates Singapore as the most transparent and corruption-free in Asia. We have not become decadent and corrupt after 41 years in office. The old guard set high standards; the new guard has to maintain this self-discipline and integrity in the midst of growing affluence. Otherwise the Singapore story will not have a happy ending.” 
  When top political leaders can stand by their principles of integrity, public servants down the line can tackle corruption cases with confidence and support.  A high-ranking public official commented: “In our fight against corruption, political will is most important.  I don’t think the civil service can correct itself [if it is corrupt].  We need the example set right from the top.  Integrity flows downwards.  Civil servants have little hope in their fight against corruption if there is not support from political leaders.”

It is undeniable that enlightened political leadership may play an important role in instituting the integrity system.  Scholars and political commentators see their contribution to national integrity in Singapore as enabling “catching the big fishes and punishing the small fries”. Singapore’s political leadership (in power since 1959) has not only acquired a strong mandate for its tough stand on corruption, but more importantly, leaders have consistently renewed their support for the policy.  And their political will or decision to have a “zero-tolerance policy” to stamp out graft is demonstrated by the prosecution of politicians and top officials if there is evidence against them.

Among the cases involving prominent public officials was one involving the then-National Development Minister and Chief Executive of the Housing and Development Board, Teh Cheang Wan.  Testimony by one of his associates to the CPIB revealed that in 1981 and 1982, Teh had (apparently) taken a cash payment of S$400,000 (about US$680,000) from a property development company as gratification for helping the latter retain some land from compulsory government acquisition and another S$400,000 in kickbacks for helping the developer buy state land for private development.
  The public censure and shame was overwhelming, Teh committed suicide on 14 December 1986 by a lethal dosage of barbiturate pills, two weeks after the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau launched an investigation against him. 

In 1991, then-Director of the Commercial Affairs Department (the anti-graft and investigative arm of the Ministry of Finance) and former public prosecutor, Glenn Knight was also charged and convicted of corruption in a business deal.
  He was dishonorably discharged from public service and further charged for backdated cases of dishonest misappropriation of money in 1988.  Earlier this year, a Nominated Member of Parliament Chuang Shaw Peng was also brought to the district court on at least three corruption charges.

The Strict Enforcement Theory
The Political Will Explanation is closely related to the Enforcement Theory; political support for corruption control is also manifested as resources and authority for anti-corruption agencies and the enactment of tough laws against corruption. The Strict Enforcement Theory has its appeal in terms of coherence with the image of Singapore as a city with strict laws and tough punishment.  Media reports have reported that Singapore “has a near-legendary reputation for toughness against corruption.”
 Rafique-Rahman cited “swift and severe retribution with loss of job and heavy fine” as a key factor leading the successful fight against corruption in Singapore.
  In a paper entitled “Eradicating Corruption – The Singapore Experience”, Acting Assistant Director of Singapore’s Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB) Muhammed Ali concluded that the success in corruption control is attributable to four factors.  Two of which are “anti-corruption laws which provide sufficient deterrence” and “relentless efforts of the CPIB to investigate all cases of corruption without any fear or favor”.
  Corruption cases have been regularly publicized in the mass media, and they involve ministers, members of Parliament, high-level bureaucrats, police officers, business people and sports professionals. 

One of the strongest means by which the political leaders demonstrated their commitment to fighting corruption was the enactment of the comprehensive Prevention of Corruption Act on June 17 1960, this act gave broad investigative powers to the CPIB to identify and investigate cases, increased the penalty for corruption to include imprisonment and heavy fines (S$10,000, later increased to S$100,000 in 1989), mandated “deterrence sentencing” in that the amount of fine was to exceed the amount of the bribe.  This statute also empowered CPIB officers to arrest and search suspects, and with the public prosecutor’s authorization, inspect their bank records of the accused as well as those of their spouses, children, or agents.  One of the key provisions of the 1960 amendment was allowing the courts to treat as proof that an accused person was living beyond his means or had property beyond the reach of his income as collaborating evidence for his alleged corrupt practices. 

“As we ran into problems in securing convictions in prosecutions, we tightened the law in stages,” recalled Lee Kuan Yew when writing about the role of the CPIB in the 1960s.
  In 1963, the Prevention of Corruption Act was again amended to enable CPIB investigators to require the attendance of witnesses for questioning.  Giving false or misleading information pertaining to an anti-corruption investigation also became an offence punishable with imprisonment and a fine of up to S$10,000.   A further amendment in 1966 empowered the courts to find a person guilty of corruption on account of his intention to be engaged in a bribery scam, even if he did not actually receive money, goods, or favors.  This amendment also permitted the prosecution of Singaporean public officials working overseas as if they had committed the offences within the country.

On the importance of strong political leadership in the fight against graft, a high ranking civil servant noted: “We have always considered public sector corruption as much more serious than private sector corruption.  Although under the [Prevention of Corruption] Act, both the giver and taker are liable, the CPIB typically put the taker, who is a public official, on charge and promised immunity to the giver in order to secure his testimony.  We always punish the taker and let the giver get off the hook!”  Under Singapore’s Penal Code, there are also explicit provisions for public servants to be punished more severely for certain crimes than ordinary citizens.

However, contrary to popular belief, enforcement and punishment (no manner how efficient the investigations and how swift the prosecution) are only partial explanations to Singapore’s sustained reputation and successful results in integrity.  The primary anti-corruption agency in Singapore, the CPIB, has a very limited staff strength of about 80 strong – of which less than 50 are investigators. 
 In spite of its size, CPIB manages to investigate about 500 to 600 cases per year from the 800 to 1000 reports its receives annually.  In total, the number of persons charged for disciplinary action yearly is from 65 to 100.  The rate that the cases are completed range from 80% to 98%.
  Given this limited capacity, this paper argues that reactive enforcement activities can only address a small percentage of all cases.  Corruption typically involves conspiracy between the giver and the taker; it thrives in a shroud of secrecy.  As both are legally and morally culpable, none of the participants has the incentive to report.  Like most white-collar crimes, the reported corruption cases are only the tip of the iceberg; the majority goes undetected.

A New Perspective

The National Integrity System can be defined as the coordinated and interlinked system of institutions (administrative law, judicial system, electoral process, investigative agencies, watchdog groups, etc.) and policies that contribute to promoting transparency and accountability in the governance structures of a country.  The above three explanations each describe an important aspect of the national integrity system in Singapore.  They reflect the pivotal roles played by relentless officials involved in enforcement and prosecution, political leaders who inspire and strategize, and public-sector salaries that attract and retain people of quality.  Although each gives an insightful and valid perspective to the national integrity strategy, public-sector salary, political will, and enforcement are insufficient explanations for Singapore’s integrity record today.

What is missing from these perspectives is the work of some of the important players in the daily battles against corruption: public- and private-sector managers who are engaged in a strategic game of controlling corruption risks in organizations and the anti-corruption role of civil society, the media and the populace at large.  The pivotal element of corruption control is prevention.  Like terrorism, the most critical work in the fight against corruption is to prevent the act from happening in the first place.  This paper argues that Singapore’s national integrity is supported by an anti-corruption complex that is particularly effective in corruption prevention.  Apart from the factors behind the above three explanations, the integrity system also involves a collective consciousness against corruption and dynamic risk management in organizations.  Indeed, tough laws and strict enforcement, high public sector salaries, and political will to fight corruption also contribute to this anti-corruption complex through deterrence and prevention. 

Anti-Corruption Consciousness

Singapore’s national culture is one that is characterized by a strong risk aversion toward any form of corruption.  It is a nation in which a zero-tolerance policy is applied to corruption control.  The notion that corruption cannot be tolerated has so deeply permeated the national psyche that there is a strong stigma attached to anyone who is accused of, or even associated with, the practice.  With a strong collective consciousness against graft, actions are taken to prevent and deter any form of bribery in organizational settings, particularly in public agencies and public enterprises.  

Civil servants in general so detest corruption that they regularly avoid situations that put them at risk of graft allegations.  They warn their colleagues of the dangers of abusing their official authority or misusing public resources.  Knowing the shame and criminal penalties that could be brought upon those engaged in corrupt practices, public servants are prone to shun and ostracize colleagues who come under corruption investigation. In creating this public ethos valuing integrity and detesting graft, the press plays an important role in publicizing cases of corruption, particularly those involving political leaders, public officials, business people, and celebrities.  Typically, news reports provide comprehensive details of the offences and the penalties involved (punishable under the law) or imposed (after the trials).  “Public shaming through publicity of the case is an integral part of the punishment, so that the [official] not only suffers personally but also brings disgrace to his family.”

A national culture that eschews corruption is a critical component of Singapore’s integrity system.  When citizens at large see the value of an incorruptible government, they are more likely to give their mandate to the government and its agencies to invest public resources and expend public authority to fight corruption.  And as political leaders invariably draw their authority and legitimacy from the people, an anti-corruption public culture is essential to institutionalizing the norms such as the accountability and meritocracy as the overarching principles of governance.  Lim Siong Guan, Permanent Secretary and Head of the Civil Service, considers “strong public support” as one of the key components of Singapore’s National Integrity System.
  This support fosters a climate that is intolerant of graft, motivates reporting and whistleblowing, increases the likelihood of detection of corrupt officials, and raises the perceived costs (public censure in addition to legal liabilities) of corrupt activities.

This public service culture against graft did not happen by accident.  It is the cornerstone of the political manifesto and mandate of the People’s Action Party from the time it took office in 1959.  In his memoirs, Lee Kuan Yew wrote: “We had a deep sense of mission to establish a clean and effective government.  When we took the oath of office at the ceremony in the city council chamber in June 1959, we all wore white shirts and white slacks to symbolize purity and honesty in our personal behavior and our public life.  The people expected this of us, and we were determined to live up to their expectations.”
  In fact, the legitimacy of the PAP government is founded strongly on its incorruptibility and adherence to meritocracy.  One senior civil servant observed that if anyone in the political leadership were to be found to be corrupt, he would be immediately branded as a liability to the PAP and purged.

Corruption Risk Control

Due to the public consciousness against corruption, corruption is broadly perceived as one of the greatest risks to the organizations, communities, and to the nation as a whole.  Its harmful effects on governance institutions, perverse impact on public policy, and its social and human costs to society are well publicized and widely accepted in Singapore.  Politicians, business people, civil society leaders, journalists and scholars alike denounce it.  In practically every organization in Singapore, corruption is prohibited by rules and regulations, the signs of malfeasance strictly monitored and confirmed cases severely dealt with.  Special divisions or sections within agencies, dedicated procedures and policies, and campaigns are organized to fight it. 

Around the world, corrupt practices present all organizations, public or private, with risks that threaten the organizations’ operations, finances, and reputation.
  Corruption is also a hidden risk; most cases are not exposed, but they could prevent the achievement of the objectives or subvert the interests of an organization.  Moreover, because of its hidden nature and the stigma attached to it, there is often no single defined locus of responsibility (i.e. one officer responsible for corruption control) in an organization.  Corporations, public agencies and civic organizations (around the world) may prefer to avoid acknowledging or confronting this problem altogether.  In many national and organizational contexts, it would be a problem beyond the span of control of an entire ministry of a government or a division of a corporation. 

However, in the Singapore context, the collective consciousness averse to graft is so strong that most managers in organizations take responsibility to prevent and detect corruption.  They take a proactive and strategic approach towards the risk of corruption, as illustrated in the case studies in three areas of corruption prevention and corruption control: (1) a system of checks and regular reviews to minimize opportunities for corruption, (2) efficiency and service standards in delivery of public services to eliminate incentives for bribery and (3) self-correcting reforms and remedies to prevent and deter future corruption attempts.

System of Checks and Regular Reviews to Minimize Opportunities

There is a system of checks and regular reviews in “vulnerable processes” in public-sector agencies in Singapore. The first line of defense against the risk of corruption is to identify positions and gaps in the processes where there are opportunities for corruption.  For instance, in the Immigration Department, “frontline” officers who interact with the populace and have great discretionary power to decide on enforcement and punishment of suspected lawbreakers at border checkpoints are in such “vulnerable positions”.  In government procurement, the officers responsible for tender selection decisions could also be targets for bribery attempts.  These positions are closely monitored and officers selected to fill these positions have been subject to thorough screening.  

Regular reviews are also conducted for the “vulnerable processes” so that any potential loophole is plugged and that the process remains transparent and corruption-free.  For example, as regards procurement in the Housing and Development Board (HDB)
, the sole supplier of public housing in Singapore, the tender procedure has in-built checks and balances.  From the call for tender up to the final tender evaluation, the integrity of the process is maintained throughout to minimize opportunities for tampering with the process.  First, notices informing suppliers of the new tender are placed in the newspapers, the government web portals and their office premises.  Closing deadlines are clearly stated and adhered to strictly, and no late applications are accepted to avoid any irregularities or undue favorable treatment of particular applications. 

Tenders are deposited into a tamper-proof box.  Once the tenders are deposited in the box, they cannot be removed until the box is opened on the stipulated closing date.  On the day when the tender is closed at 12 noon, the box is then wheeled into a separate room with a large transparent window, so that the tender-opening process is conducted in full sight of interested persons who wish to witness the process.  Results of the successful bidders are then announced immediately once evaluation is completed on the very same day.

To ensure that there are no opportunities for corruption, officers responsible for calling for tenders and officers responsible for evaluating and awarding tenders are divided into separate committees.  With the exception of very senior officials such as the Chief Executive Officer of the HDB, the committees are comprised of disparate groups of officials; this process makes collusion nearly impossible.  By ensuring that there is full transparency, accountability and separation of the decision-making powers, opportunities to subvert the process are minimized.  The tender process, by focusing on the minor details of probity, due process, and compliance with procedures,  is designed for “zero-tolerance” stance towards corruption in HDB’s procurement.

Efficiency and Service Standards in the Delivery of Public Services

Besides checks and reviews of at-risk processes, the Singapore Civil Service also considers service delivery as an important lever in corruption prevention.  It acknowledges that inefficiencies in the delivery of public services could give rise to incentives for corruption, because citizens or corporations might be enticed to offer bribes to procure faster or better services.   Also, a lack of service standards also gives public officials leeway to delay the delivery of services or to obstruct requests for those services. Hence, there is a concerted effort throughout the Singapore government to improve efficiencies and the quality of the Public Service through various productivity movements. 

The most recent service improvement initiative is “Public Service for the 21st Century,” PS21. The PS21 Central Steering Committee, which oversees this entire initiative, is made up of all the Permanent Secretaries in the government ministries.  As part of this exercise, government ministries are expected to work in four areas: staff well-being, empowerment of staff through continuous enterprise and learning, conduct of regular organizational reviews and improvement of the quality of service.  Initiated in May 1995, PS21 has two basic objectives
:

1. To nurture an attitude of service excellence in meeting the needs of the public with high standards of quality, courtesy and responsiveness; and

2. To foster an environment which induces and welcomes continuous change for greater efficiency and effectiveness by employing modern management tools and techniques while paying attention to morale and welfare.

The Singapore Civil Service also strives to build up a service-wide culture against corruption through inculcating values and an ethos of integrity.  Public service officials are required to adhere to the Code of Conduct of Public Service officials.  In this code, officers are instructed not to make use of privileged information to disparage the government, to support their personal causes nor take part in political activities, although they are allowed to join political parties.  It is stated clearly that public service officials should not be perceived to be involved in illegal acts, especially by not putting themselves in a position where they are misunderstood or deemed to have a potential conflict of interest.  This message is again reinforced through internal communication and regular briefings held by the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau for various government ministries.

There is an oversight body called the Public Service Commission (PSC), which is an independent organ of state.   The PSC is the custodian of key values in Singapore’s civil servants; it is responsible for the promotion of top-level officers; hearing of appeals and the maintaining of discipline of all public officials.  It acts as an independent organ to receive complaints against public service officials.  The Commission issues the service-wide Instruction Manual, which clearly defines the regulations pertaining to corrupt practices, and all public service officials are required to have up-to-date knowledge of the rules and are tested to confirm their knowledge.

To deter corruption and other misconduct, stiff penalties are given to the public service officials in substantiated cases.  Depending on the level which the disciplinary action is decided upon, penalties given out range from a warning, reduction of pension, reduction in rank, early retirement in the public’s general interest and dismissal.  Although there is no written rule on sentencing, in practice, tougher punishments are meted out to higher-level officials as they are expected to uphold the values of the service and be examples of good conduct.   In Singapore, cases of public-sector corruption are widely publicized in the local media to warn others against committing similar offences. 

Self-Correcting Reforms from Corruption Cases


Last but not least, corruption cases are used as focusing events to organize stronger checks and preventive programs for agencies involved.  Self-corrective measures by agencies that have been plagued by cases or scandals, mostly internally initiated measures by the management of these agencies, showed a learning approach to corruption scandals.  New policies involving stronger enforcement and prevention programs were instituted very quickly in the aftermath of the cases to “account” for past failures, but they also illustrated internally initiated adaptive change to immunize the entity against future recurrence. 

A case in point is the Maritime Port Authority (MPA).  In 2001, there was a highly publicized CPIB case of a port inspector who corruptly agreed with an oil supplier to avoid inspecting the bribe-payer’s activities.   Bunker surveyors (supervisors of delivery of goods and supplies to the port containers) were also paid off so that shortfalls in quantity and quality of goods to be delivered were overlooked.  As a result of investigations, 62 bunker surveyors were charged in court for taking bribes.  The supplier of oil also paid off a Chief Engineer of the Port to sign off on irregular deliveries.  In the aftermath of this scandal, the MPA undertook a comprehensive set of corrective actions.  It began to set designated routes for patrolling by port inspectors to reduce their discretion and began to conduct random checks on samples of supplies delivered for testing of quality. 

The Port Authority also took this opportunity to develop a Code of Practices and a set of Terms and Conditions for the licensing of surveyors.  Working with the Singapore Shipping Association, MPA developed rigorous licensing conditions for suppliers and an accreditation scheme to tighten control over the discipline of the suppliers.  In addition, it created a Bunker Supply Chain Management System to set standards and strengthen checks for the processing of deliveries to the port.  To further tighten the deterrence and prevention measures, MPA improved the internal communications and training of inspectors, and ensured the Internal Audit Department was sensitized to the telltale signs of malfeasance.

Another agency which significantly improved its integrity systems following a corruption scandal was the Singapore Police Force (SPF).  For the SPF, 1999 was a bad year.  The recession that began with the Asian Financial Crisis caused rising unemployment and a surge in crime rates in the city-state.  The year also saw several cases of highly publicized cases of corruption involving police officers.
 In one of the major cases, some 14 police officers, including an Assistant Superintendent of Police, were charged in court with accepting bribes from a loan shark.

Following these setbacks, SPF management resolved to take self-generated measures to fight corruption within its ranks.  These include comprehensive screening, potentially including polygraph tests, of officers in “sensitive” positions.  Also introduced was the regular rotation of officers on “high-risk” beats, like anti-vice and anti-gambling squads, to reduce exposure to temptation and to prevent inordinate familiarity from developing between officers and the people and organizations they monitor or supervise.  A video showing actual cases of officers charged with corruption (and the severe punishment they had been given) and offering advice on how to fight temptations has been screened for all police officers.  Visits to prisons and detention barracks have also been used with rookies as part of their induction into the Force.

Among the most interesting of the SPF’s strategy against corruption is the “public shaming” of errant officers as deterrence in substantiated corruption cases; this includes notices at all police stations and posts identifying the officers and describing the nature of the offences committed.  In addition, “whistleblowing” as a culture has been recently introduced into the Force through induction talks for new recruits and in-service training for current officers.  All serving officers are required to make a written statement to their commanding officer to declare whether they have committed breaches of the professional and ethical codes and also to disclose information of unethical behavior of colleagues of which they have knowledge.
  Apparently, these measures have borne fruit in getting officers to come forward with information on cases of past and present indiscretions.

Zero-Tolerance and Broken Windows Theory
The above case studies not only showed a strategic preventive approach towards corruption in various public organizations, but also an implicit “zero-tolerance” policy towards this risk.  Interviews with public mangers in Singapore’s organizations show that these officials are engaged in a dynamic game of integrity management and corruption control.  They see their responsibility as managers to include corruption control in the strategic sense; this involves addressing the many unreported and undetected cases of corruption.  They also seemed to have a strong sense of duty to eradicate all corruption by going beyond merely seeking to give an account for reported or detected cases of corruption to undertaking comprehensive preventive and deterrent work to squeeze out all opportunities and incentives for corruption in the future.   Even small offences with connotations of corrupt behavior are tackled seriously to establish a public service culture founded on integrity.

Essentially, this orientation represents a zero-tolerance policy towards graft, which underpins the government’s thinking on corruption control and crime prevention in general in Singapore.  The strategy is based on the Broken Windows Theory, a thesis first developed by George Kelling and James Wilson in 1982.
  According to the theory, petty crime, left unchecked, leads to more serious crime.  There is a link between disorder and crime.  Visible signs of public disorder (litter, broken windows, graffiti, abandoned housing) signal a community’s disinterest in controlling crime.  This in turn undermines a community's ability to maintain order, and a decline towards greater lawlessness follows.  The inference is that it is easier to prevent a neighborhood’s slide into crime than trying to rescue it from the depths of lawlessness.  Hence, even minor misdemeanors must be treated as seriously as major crimes.  The bottom line: crack down on small cases and rates of major crimes will decrease as well.

Lim Siong Guan, head of the Singapore Civil Service, asserted: “The issue of corruption in Singapore is inextricably woven into the issue of governance: What we believe is the best way of running the country so that our citizens may have the best chances of a good life.  Corruption is not simply a moral issue.  Nor is it just a potential “non-tariff barrier” in world trade.  [Fighting] corruption is an important element for the formula which, in our view, offers the best chances for Singapore’s survival, security, and success.”
 

Concluding Remarks

Although Singapore is better known for its draconian legislation, efficient law enforcement and tough punishment, the exposing of cases and the punishment of persons are not necessarily the most critical part of its integrity strategy.  The “secret of its success” may lie in the difficult, protracted aspects of national integrity work: building corruption control institutions, creating an anti-corruption public culture, and sustaining governance systems that effectively manage the risk of corruption.  These also form the country’s anti-corruption complex that keep the risk of corruption in check.

Singapore’s strategy in the struggle against corruption is unique in some respects and may not be replicable in other contexts.   Singapore-style integrity systems are fundamentally difficult to create because they are founded on specific institutions and operate in the realm of a specific national culture.  In addition, Singapore’s experience can be seen to have been affected by the country’s geographic setting.  Its small size seems to render it more governable than some large, far-flung states, for example.  Further, the political longevity of the PAP government has allowed a consistency of attitude toward corruption since before the country’s independence.   However, this paper would venture to offer three lessons for other countries based upon Singapore’s experience in corruption control.  

The first lesson from Singapore’s experience is that the fight against corruption requires strategic thinking.  Getting rid of prominent corrupt figures may achieve some catharsis, but sustained work must be done to change the incentives and opportunities that have created or facilitated venality in the first place.  Public leaders committed to tackling graft should consider setting up a system of integrated policies and institutions that would prevent and deter corruption.  They might also consider the societal values and anti-corruption culture, which form the cornerstones of Singapore’s national policy on corruption.  If public attitudes are acquiescent of corruption, then counter-measures are necessary to educate the public about what amounts to a corrupt act and what its consequences are.  Court cases must also be publicized to demonstrate that “corruption does not pay.”   And if anti-graft legislation or agencies are weak, steps must be taken to make them strong and ensure that corruption becomes “a high-risk, low reward activity.”  

The second lesson is that public managers need to build institutions of governance to sustain the fight against venality.  Like Rome, Singapore’s institutions of the courts, civil service, anti-graft laws, and watchdog agencies were not built in a day.  They have been nurtured and refined over time.  Since they are born of the city-state’s unique political culture and local conditions, governance institutions are not easily or exactly replicable in other contexts.  Few countries can adopt Singapore’s draconian laws or afford the high civil service salaries.  However, the country’s preventive strategies are more versatile.  Recruiting and nurturing key public managers to take strategic and risk-based approaches to ensure cleaner and stronger systems of governance could make a significant difference over time.  Imbubing in organizational leaders an intolerance toward graft can pay off in the long run as well.

What problems lie ahead for integrity management in Singapore?  In the future, some may foresee challenges in sustaining the unwavering political will to tackle graft and the high public trust in anti-corruption institutions if there is a sea change in the domestic politics.  Others are concerned about the need to constantly amend outdated laws and toughen regulations to reduce the incentives for malfeasance.  With globalization, yet some others are wary of the increasing role of international actors acting in collusion with Singapore officials and business people.  However, in the light of the above discussion on the anti-corruption complex and its strategic role in fighting corruption, this paper contends that the best insurance against the risk of corruption might still be in addressing the potential corrupt practices before they are perpetrated, and in maintaining comprehensive and coherent preventive strategies in organizations and communities to detect and control this invisible risk.
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