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There is little question that Africa is 
perceived as the most corrupt place on 
earth but look under the surface and you 
will find a far more complex picture than 
the people who compile corruption indexes 
would lead you to believe.

After thirty years of investing literally 
billions of dollars in Africa no-one has ever 
asked me for a bribe. That’s odd, isn’t it?

And I have been associated with several 
huge African companies doing business all 
over Africa; none of them pay bribes but 
yet their businesses thrive. That’s odd, isn’t 
it?

The purpose of this paper is to look under the 
surface and try to gauge what the reality of 
corruption is in Africa rather than what the 
lazy perception of it is.

You may be surprised.
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The views here are one man’s views formed over almost thirty years of investing in Africa. 
These are not the views of the firm I work for nor of any other firm with which I’m associated.

Corruption, How Bad Is It?

How bad is corruption in Africa*? No-one knows. There are no statistics on corruption. 
None. No-one takes out advertisements to boast about the number of bribes they have given 
or received. Everyone keeps bribery secret. Cases do from time to time come to court or get 
otherwise exposed but those are the tip of an iceberg of unknowable size.

In my subjective view, corruption is far worse in China and India than it is in Africa. In India 
it permeates every level of society and business activity, far more so than in Africa. India may 
be growing fast, just like much of Africa, but India is rotten at the core. Can I prove that? No. 
Can anyone else disprove it? No. Everyone is just guessing. 

Do interfering NGOs, Tony Blair, and UK Ministers for International Development lecture 
China and India about corruption? No. Those are big, powerful, countries they are desperate 
to export to. Mustn’t offend them so let’s show how tough we are by lecturing the Africans 
and saying what a scourge corruption is in the Dark Continent. This is part of the familiar 
Western pattern of “Let’s kow-tow to China and India while we infantilise Africans and treat 
them as if they were wayward children”. 

Africa Is Terrible – Look At The Corruption Index

“No statistics?” You may say, “But what about those good people at Transparency 
International and their famous Corruption Index? Thank heavens they are there to measure 
worldwide corruption and I can tell you that Africa doesn’t do very well at all on that. China 
and India score quite a bit better in their ratings.” Transparency International, a self-appointed 
body of people sitting in an office in Berlin, are indeed the only game in town. People in the 
West, whose oil companies, arms merchants, aircraft manufacturers, and drug companies 
have over the years been doling out giant bribes to the entire developing world, love to lecture 
Africans based on the Transparency International statistics. In case you were wondering 
where TI gets its money from its biggest funder is the UK’s Department for International 
Development. We Brits, now that we have become an irrelevant global power, do love to 
behave as if we were the world’s headmaster. 

Transparency International does not actually publish a Corruption Index. It publishes a 
Corruption Perception Index, a very different thing. TI has no way of measuring corruption 
and, if you hunt around on their website, they admit that. There are no objective, in the 
scientific sense, facts underlying their Index. You have to dig quite deep and download some 
well-hidden documents to find out what they actually do to come up with an index. Instead 
of attempting any statistically valid form of measurement they call up thirteen largely self-
appointed entities, twelve of them in Europe or Washington, and say, “Guys, what is your 
perception of corruption in different countries?” The TI Corruption Perception Index is in 
reality an index of other people’s indexes. It takes indexes from people like Bertelsmann and 
the Economist Intelligence Unit and even the WEF (aka Davos) “Executive Opinion Survey”. 
How much insight the rich white people helicoptering into Davos have as to corruption in 
Gabon or Uganda is questionable but their perceptions are the foundations on which the TI 
Corruption Perception Index rests. 

Anyone who was interested in fairness would instantly note the circularity of this. If people in 
the public pulpits of the West go around trumpeting that Africa is the most corrupt place in the 
world, of course people in Europe and Washington with little first-hand knowledge of Africa 
are going to perceive it as more corrupt than places like India and China which, for political 
and economic reasons, government spokespeople and others in public pulpits do not want to 
offend.

Benjamin Olken of MIT and Rohini Pande of Harvard published an authoritative paper 
on Corruption in Developing Countries. They said: “Estimated levels of corruption are 
remarkably heterogeneous [‘heterogeneous’ is Harvard-speak for ‘all over the lot’] . . . . If 
we were asked by a politician seeking to make his or her country eligible for Millennium 
Challenge aid or the head of an anti-corruption agency what guidance the economic literature 
could give them about how to tackle the problem, we realized that, beyond a few core 
economic principles, we had more questions to pose than answers.” Isn’t that Harvard-speak 
for “Actually, guys, we haven’t got the faintest idea and everyone is making the numbers up 
as they go along”?

Messrs Olken and Pande also make the excellent point that in many countries, and this applies 
much more to Africa than, say, China, the press has become much freer in the past twenty 
years. In the days when governments controlled the press corruption stories did not get in the 
papers. Now that we have a freer press and universal access to social media everyone can 
tweet away about bribery. Thus it would be possible for perceptions of corruption to worsen, 
thanks to more open reporting, while actual corruption was unchanged or even improving as 
tends to be the case when bribery is brought into the open.

There is an institution called the Tax Justice Network who spend much of their time beating 
up multinationals for dodging tax in the countries in which they operate. I hope they will not 
mind my quoting from a paper on this subject that they published by Nico Beckert: 

“Internationally, African countries are considered to be particularly corrupt. This reputation 
amounts to an immense oversimplification of a much bigger problem and partly results from 
questionable methods of measurement. Tax avoidance by international corporations costs 
African governments far more money than the corruption of politicians and civil servants.

The best-known instrument for measuring corruption is Transparency International’s (TI) 
Corruption Perceptions Index. The index does not measure corruption directly, but rather 
compiles people’s perception of corruption within a country. The index is problematic in two 
ways:

•  It defines corruption as the bribability of public officials and politicians, thus 
neglecting corrupt practices within the private sector.
•  It does not rely on a survey of a country’s people, but basically uses information 
provided by business people and so-called country experts.

The people surveyed share views and information among one another, however, and they 
tend to adopt the perceptions of their peers. This is especially so if they have little personal 
experience of the country in question. Such feed-back loops can boost the perception of 
corruption in unjustified ways. Moreover, media coverage of corruption can similarly 
inflate the perception of corruption in African countries or Brazil for example. The index is, 
therefore, a topic of debate within TI itself.” Exactly. Thank you, Mr Beckert.
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* For the purposes of this paper, when we say Africa, we are talking about sub-Saharan Africa excluding South Africa, a 
country which marches to its own drummer, a different one to the rest of the continent.
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So How Corrupt Is It?

Where does that leave us? Is Africa corrupt? Yes, parts of it are, along with almost all the 
rest of the developing world. Is there any way of knowing how corrupt? No. Is it worse than 
China and India? No-one knows. I find it ironic though that when I go to talk to people at 
big and responsible institutions, particularly those in the United States, about whether they 
would like to give my firm money to invest in Africa, the response is often, “Africa? Are you 
crazy? Don’t you know how corrupt they are? I’d get fired if I invested there.” I don’t know, 
and nor do they, how corrupt Africa is. Meanwhile these same trustees and their managers are 
enthusiastically pouring money into China and India without giving a second thought as to 
how corrupt those countries are. 

To that extent, the non-evidence based TI Corruption Perception Index and the trumpeting of 
other global guardians of morality about corruption in Africa do the continent a great harm by 
dissuading people from investing there.

Excuse Me, You Forgot To Offer Me A Bribe . . . 

I have been investing in Africa for almost thirty years; in that time I have come in contact 
with literally thousands of businessmen. I have never been offered a bribe in Africa nor asked 
for one. 

My company was an early investor in Mo Ibrahim’s Celtel and Strive Masiyiwa’s Econet, 
two wildly successful African phone companies, neither of which had any tolerance for 
bribery. This did not stop them prospering mightily. I was lucky enough to be on the board for 
fifteen years of Africa’s most successful large consumer company, SABMiller, which became 
the world’s second-biggest beer company and the biggest in Africa. We had no tolerance 
for bribery, facilitation payments, or any other kind of palm-greasing. We too prospered 
mightily. Businesses do not need to bribe people to do well in Africa. On the other hand, when 
SABMiller entered India by acquiring a large Indian beer company, it was a different story. 
We refused to pay bribes while our Indian competitors were paying every local politician and 
petty bureaucrat to obstruct us. Meanwhile our competitors in Africa never did that. They 
competed hard but they did not go bribing government officials to shut us down. That was the 
way they did things in India, not in Africa.

My perception, based once more on personal opinion, not documented research, is that 
African business is remarkably straight. Bribery is rare in big African companies. I made 
a remark at an FT Africa conference a couple of years ago that became the most-tweeted 
remark of the conference: “I would trust a Nigerian businessman further on a handshake than 
an American on a lawyer’s agreement.” I have long felt that once I had shaken hands with a 
Nigerian businessman I had a deal I could take to the bank. I have also long had the feeling 
that once you had signed a four-hundred page legal document with a US firm they would soon 
be employing another lawyer to weasel on the deal. Just a personal opinion.

Over the time I have been investing in Africa, the companies I have worked for have made 
investments in several hundred companies. I cannot remember one case of a serious African 
accounting scandal in a company in which we have invested. Meanwhile the US and UK 
were churning out Enron, Madoff, Lehman, Tesco, HBOS, RBS, BT Italy, while Barclays 
and the other big global banks were rigging the currency and libor markets. Remarkably, 
every one of those companies were having their accounts audited and signed off on by the 
US and UK partnerships of firms like PwC and Deloittes. In Africa meanwhile my company 
had one case of a senior executive at an investee company behaving improperly which was 

solved satisfactorily without recourse to law. We have had no other scandals or cases of 
improper corporate behaviour in our investee companies. Meanwhile you can list as well 
as I the examples of Western business executives behaving in illegal, immoral, and self-
enriching ways. By an objective standard, African accounting and corporate behaviour at the 
many companies in which we have invested has been of similar quality to the generality of 
companies in the US and UK (the honest ones), and possibly superior to India and China.

The Private Sector

My subjective view is that African companies and company executives are straight while most 
African governments are not. Many, but certainly not all, African governments are indeed 
corrupt. If I had been selling aircraft, arms or computer equipment to African governments 
over the last thirty years I would have needed to have been mired in pay-offs, bribes and 
improper influence if I had wanted to do significant business. By that standard most African 
governments are a shame to their continent. Their corrupt activities act as a giant tax on their 
countries and on honest people doing honest business. Is Africa worse than India, China, 
Indonesia and Brazil in that respect? Personally, I doubt it, but no-one knows and certainly not 
Transparency International.

The miracle is how rapidly Africa has grown despite this and how well the private sector 
has performed. Kenya is a fine example of a country with a hugely resourceful and energetic 
private sector while the politicians governing the country have been distinguished only by 
their venality. Things though are seldom as simple as Western commentators would like. 
Nigeria under President Obasanjo was booming, with the whole business sector, not just oil, 
doing well. Mr Obasanjo is a clever man who commands great respect but corruption was 
thought to be rife during his administration. Roll on to 2015 with President Buhari coming to 
power. Buhari has been ruthless in rooting out corruption but that is about all he has done. The 
economy has stagnated under him. Nigeria as a whole did better under what was perceived to 
be a relatively corrupt regime than it has done under a squeaky clean one. Mr Obasanjo now 
sits on Transparency International’s Advisory Board.

Of course, when it comes to bribery of governments, as Mo Ibrahim likes to say, it takes one 
to bribe and one to be bribed. Yes, there is corruption at the government level in Africa but 
if you want to see the really big bribes you have to look to the corporate sector in the first 
world, the likes of Rolls-Royce, British Aerospace, the international oil companies and British 
American Tobacco, to name but a few of the Western companies who have been accused of 
buying government officials throughout the developing world including Africa.

The West talks the talk when it addresses Africa, leading the charge being the finger-wagging 
UK government, the main funder of Transparency International, but the West is very shaky 
about walking the walk by practicing what it preaches when it catches a western company 
rigging markets or indulging in global wholesale bribery. A year ago Rolls-Royce agreed 
to pay fines, sorry, “voluntary payments”, of £671m of its shareholders’ money to avoid its 
executives being prosecuted for bribery in no fewer than 12 countries. British Aerospace 
agreed to pay penalties of £300m to settle a corruption investigation but did a deal whereby 
they could plead guilty to the lesser charge of “false accounting”, not bribery. If there are two 
parties to a bribe but one is white and living in Sunningdale he is unlikely to go to jail. He will 
carry on happily living off the stock options he cashed in before the bribery was uncovered 
while his shareholders will pay hundreds of millions of dollars by way of a fine so that he 
doesn’t need to go to jail. That’s what the UK government calls zero tolerance for bribery.
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The Investment Implications

What does this all mean for an investor in Africa? If you invest there will your money go 
to bribe officials? Will you be tainted? As we said earlier, many large investors, particularly 
those in America, are dissuaded from investing in Africa because of the perceived corruption 
levels. The first thing an investor needs to do is to separate the private sector, the companies 
in which she will be investing, from the government, in which she will not be investing. 
Remember that, as the excerpt from Nico Beckert’s paper, above, makes clear, the often-
quoted indexes of global corruption apply purely to the public sector, not to the companies in 
which you might invest.

In the early days of foreign investment in post-colonial Africa, many companies were like 
European and American companies of fifty years ago before modern ideas of corporate 
governance changed the ways companies were run. The biggest problem was often that 
family-run companies did not observe minority shareholders’ rights. This has ceased to be a 
problem in most of Europe while large African companies, eager to attract foreign investors, 
have followed suit by adopting and following the same governance codes that obtain in 
Europe. From my experience of investing in the private sector in Africa and that of my 
friends who also invest there, the risk of your investment being contaminated by corruption 
or accounting scandals is lower than is the case for investors in many of the world’s big 
emerging markets such as China, India, Indonesia, and Brazil.

Of course, there still are global abuses of minority investors. To the best of my knowledge 
they don’t happen in Africa.  The most glaring example of abuse of minority shareholders is 
in the United States where dual voting structures are common with the result that companies 
such as the NY Times, Ford, Google, Facebook, and, yes, Berkshire Hathaway, have voting 
structures that partially disenfranchise outside shareholders, even if they own a majority of the 
company, by giving unequal voting rights to the founding families. I look forward to the day 
when an American money manager seeks to raise money to invest in the US from a Nigerian 
pension fund and receives the response from the Nigerian fund manager: “Invest in America? 
Are you crazy? Don’t you know how they trample on shareholders’ rights over there?”

© Miles Morland 2018

Please note that nothing in this paper should be taken as any kind of investment 
recommendation.
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