Study shows decline in perceived levels of corruption
Lebanese Transparency association says there is a sense of optimism in the country
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BEIRUT: The perceived level of corruption in Lebanon has decreased slightly over the past year in the eyes of businesspersons and analysts, according to a study conducted by Transparency International (TI), the world's leading anti-corruption organization. 

TI's local affiliate, the Lebanese Transparency Association (LTA), said that, despite the improvement over a 2004 study, the Lebanese public sector is still perceived as "suffering highly" from corruption. 

The Corruption Perception Index (CPI) in Lebanon for 2005 sat at 3.1, marking a marginal improvement over the previous year's score of 2.7. 

CPI scores relate to perceptions of the degree of a country's corruption as seen by businesspersons and analysts, and range between 10 (highly clean) and 0 (highly corrupt). 

"There is a sense of optimism in Lebanon," said Khalil Gebara, co-executive director at LTA. "There is slightly more trust in the public sector due to the withdrawal of the Syrian troops and the formation of a new government which discussed more openly about eradicating corruption." 

However, according to Gebara, "Corruption is still embedded in the Lebanese political and administrative system. The structural issue of corruption has not been solved." 

Lebanon ranked 83rd out of 159 countries in terms of the degree to which corruption is perceived to exist among public officials and politicians. 

This ranking placed Lebanon below the average score for the Arab region, but outranking countries like Algeria and Iraq. However, Syria, Saudi Arabia and Morocco were perceived as suffering from less corruption. 

LTA Chairman Mohammad Matar said his association is currently analyzing the root causes and impacts of the findings, indicating that "the CPI has evolved into a leading indicator in the social sciences."  He explained that the study was done "independently of LTA by TI experts in Germany, and was based, in the case of Lebanon, on four corruption-related surveys carried out by a variety of reputable institutions." 

Matar called on all concerned parties to mobilize their efforts against the threat of corruption, noting that "corruption has a high negative impact on Lebanon's attractiveness to investors." 

While the nongovernmental organization is primarily concerned with raising awareness of transparency and corruption levels, Gebara said that LTA's role was not "to accuse specific individuals of corruption." 

"We are a pressure group which monitors the abuse of public office for private gain and organizes awareness campaigns on the importance of eradicating corruption," he explained. 

LTA is currently working closely with the education sector to include a chapter on corruption and transparency in the national education curricula. 

The organization recently distributed a series of booklets at schools and universities outlining the rights of every citizen in their dealings with the government, in particular their right to access public information. 

And for the private sector in particular, LTA will release a code on corporate governance and ethics for small and medium enterprises later this year. 

LTA is also preparing a vision of a new "more democratic" election law. 

"We believe the election law is at the base of a new more transparent political structure and will shape Lebanon's future," Matar said.

