UK NOTE ON THE NEW UK GOVERNMENT STRATEGY ON TACKLING FOREIGN BRIBERY

The World Bank estimates the annual cost of global corruption at one trillion US dollars, distorting competition and investment and undermining many countries’ efforts to develop good governance and a viable economy. Combating bribery and corruption is an important part of UK work to reduce poverty in developing countries, fight organised crime and maintain the reputation of our financial institutions and international businesses. 

Domestically, earlier UK Government investment in dedicated police resources has led to a dramatic increase in the number of investigations into allegations of foreign bribery by UK nationals and companies, up from four investigations in 2006 to over twenty live cases this year. Investigations are feeding through into prosecutions and convictions of wrongdoers. 

Corrupt conduct spans a range of criminal offences and the selection of the appropriate charge in each case falls to the independent prosecutor.  For example, the courts recently jailed a UK national for money laundering the proceeds of corruption for a former Nigerian State Governor.  We have also recently seen the first successful prosecution for corruption of a foreign official in an international business transaction, in which both the person who made the corrupt payments and the foreign official who solicited and accepted them were convicted. Using her personal powers, the Home Secretary has excluded six corrupt officials and ex-Ministers from Kenya. 

Corruption is a global issue. The UK is determined to work actively with our international partners to tackle both the supply and demand sides of this international problem. We are providing training and technical assistance to the anti-corruption authorities of developing countries, including close cooperation to help them recover the proceeds of international corruption. Multilaterally, we are supporting effective implementation of the UN Convention Against Corruption and a further round of monitoring under the OECD Bribery Convention. We work with the Council of Europe’s anti-corruption body to develop sound preventative and enforcement systems, helping member countries including EU accession states press forward on good governance. We are also working with the OECD Working Group on Bribery to review our anti-bribery systems and expect their report to be finalised later this month.  

We recognise that much remains to be done. There is a steadily rising number of UK investigations, with international studies confirming that corruption remains a worldwide problem, adding up to ten per cent to the cost of doing business in certain countries. Globalisation and advances in technology have made corruption easier to commit and harder to detect, with the requirement for collective action complicated by the emergence of new economic powers and trading patterns.

As the challenges evolve, we need to develop new tools to tackle them effectively. The UK is therefore developing a comprehensive UK strategy for tackling international corruption. This strategy will build on the solid foundation we have established for combating foreign bribery and strengthen our work with international partners, establishing a clear legal, regulatory and policy framework under four key objectives. 

First, we will modernise and strengthen the UK law on bribery. Our current criminal law of bribery is complex and fragmented and the Government’s commitment to reform is clear. This process started in 2001, with the extension of jurisdiction to acts of bribery conducted wholly overseas by UK nationals and companies, and the process continues. The Government has commissioned an independent Law Commission Review of the UK law on bribery.  We look forward to receiving their report later this year. The Government intends to bring forward a draft Bill for pre-legislative scrutiny next session, to modernise and strengthen our law. 

Second, we will encourage and support UK companies to establish and apply appropriate standards of ethical business conduct to combat foreign bribery. We support the powerful measures already taken by industry to go beyond legal requirements. The Common Industry Standards on anti-corruption in the defence sector are an example of how companies are fighting corruption. However, we recognise that not all companies meet these high standards. We will overhaul our guidance for business to provide advice on how companies can resist and report bribe solicitation and will signpost practical tools and international best practice standards, including the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and the UN Global Compact.

Third, we will deter misconduct by taking proportionate action against companies benefiting from foreign bribery. International corruption is anti-competitive and poses a barrier to trade for honest companies. We will work to ensure that rogue operators do not benefit from attempts to disadvantage their law-abiding competitors, including through well-targeted sanctions and effective precautionary measures to minimise the risk of tax-payers money being used to support business tainted by bribery and corruption.

Fourth, we will support effective enforcement action against foreign bribery. The dedicated City of London Police unit has expanded to twelve officers, using additional funding from the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform in addition to the original funding from the Department for International Development. The Serious Fraud Office is continuing to take on more foreign bribery investigations.  We will ensure they are well supported by improving the collection and analysis of financial intelligence and that they have the tools and powers they need to do the job.
