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It will never be possible to prevent earthquakes and hurricanes. However, once disaster strikes, the local communities affected can be supported and engaged both in the design of efforts to mitigate the after-effects, and in monitoring what happens to the flows of money. At a time of huge public generosity, it is important to ensure that this money does not end up in the hands of corrupt elites. 

The tsunami response
The tsunami tragedy in the Indian Ocean produced an outpouring of donations from the public, and enormous promises of taxpayers’ money from political leaders. This generosity has been combined with persistent concerns about corruption. Transparency International (TI), the leading global non-governmental organisation focused on curbing corruption, publishes each year its Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI). The 2004 CPI lists 146 countries as to how corrupt they are perceived to be: Indonesia is ranked 133rd with a score of 2.0 against a clean score of 10, while Sri Lanka is placed 67th with a score of 3.5. Understandably, people are concerned.
Corruption in disaster relief efforts
The public has entrusted its money to aid agencies and governments. We look to these institutions to ensure that this trust is honoured. Corruption is a particular danger in a post-disaster situation owing to the sudden large inflows of money and the time pressure to save lives. With a breakdown in control and monitoring systems, transparency and accountability become more difficult to uphold, not least in areas already torn by conflict.

There is a further feature to reconstruction programmes. According to TI’s Bribe Payers Index (BPI), construction and public works is the most corrupt industry sector worldwide. A sudden increase in construction activity usually leads to greatly increased opportunities for graft.

Preventing corruption
In order to prevent corruption ballooning, it is necessary to take preventative measures before disaster strikes. These include strengthening the ‘National Integrity System’ – the various institutions and processes that preserve integrity in a society, such as an independent judiciary, or the publication of government budgets, both national and local.  
Secondly, organisations that engage in humanitarian relief should set out publicly what actions they take to prevent and deter corruption in their operations. As well as codes of conduct for staff, this should include precautions to ensure that all companies  and agents involved in supplying goods and services to them are operating to high standards of probity.
Local communities need to be involved in the shaping and monitoring of aid delivery, which requires a high level of transparency to enable genuine accountability. While this is common in development projects, such participation is more difficult, but arguably more crucial, in humanitarian work.
Finally, many tools can reduce the risk of corruption, from TI’s ‘Integrity Pacts’, where all parties to a bidding process sign a binding affidavit that they will not pay or accept bribes, to public hearings and expenditure tracking.
Supporting the vulnerable
It is generally the poor who are most  vulnerable to natural disasters. I have seen at first hand the dreadful consequences of an earthquake and a volcanic eruption. While we cannot prevent such disasters, we can reduce people’s vulnerability to them, and ensure that recovering communities are indeed the beneficiaries of the resources given to support them.
