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Civil Service Ethics and Corruption in Nigeria

$.0. OYEDELE

Department of political science, University of llorin, Nigeria

- thie vears, several efforts made by Nigeria to improve the performance of ity civil scfrw%‘le
val development and o overcome its current economic crisis appear (o be Sruitless.
i is purtly due to the increasing unethical behaviour among civil Surx':rfxfs'. Although
corruption is an endemic plienomenon in Nigeria, this puper focuses on the mani es"mmmf of
corruption and moral decadence among civil servants which are against (l(lmin.v.w‘r{rm-'e L’(/I{L‘.(I[
corms and which this paper concludes, tends to destroy (rust, confidence and pelitical stability

i Nioeria.

introduction

Phe civil service of any country is usually the machinery used by government 1o
Lormuiate and execute public policies to serve public interest and promote national development.
4 cervants are therefore important instruments needed to.ensure a stable and efficient
sdministrative system. They should therefore conform tQ certain: administrative ethical norms
Geh s inteerity, honesty. probity, and political neutrality, in order to make the civil service
ont and effective in the discharge of its duties to the nation. Ethics and accountability arc

SOAGAAPAS, 1991).
e Nigerian civil service does not seem to have improved in its performance over the
s inspite of the numerous adniinistrative reforms which were directed towards that end. This
Cnartly because these reforms focused on transforming the structure and the competence of the
Sl service without paying adequale attention to the need to inculcate proper attitudes in both the
Civil servants and the political executives. This has given rise to corruption and. other unethical
sehaviour among civil servants. The entrenchment and perpetration of corruption. in the Nigerian
Sivil service s no longer a secret. Rules, regulations and agencies instituted by government to
“ise the standard of cthical behaviour among civil servants seem to be eithér inadequate or
elfective to a larpe extent. It is however important to note that cormptién is an endemic
sheromenon in Nigeriao Inoother words, the whole society should be *held responsible for this
Phe objective of this paper, therefore, is to establish the fact that corruption and other
siethical behaviour have been entrenchied in the Nigerian civil service.and to examine the danger
' poses Lor the country’s ¢eonomic recovery and national development in view of the strategic
sosition of the gn‘fl\ servicein national development. This will be done by looking at the meaning
3 mz‘l‘upm“!t s manifestations and causes in the country. Suggestions will also be offered
NTOPTIAICH\
‘he concepts of corruption and ethics
orruption
s not easy to offer a precise definition

T T of corruption. This is because there is liule

at corrupti S e
ol i B Lippmalx:l:);IL?SI‘();Z;‘O\ZESS\STS' Differcz, people have viewed and described it
e B 1 bl corrupt'ion W u__‘lhat itis not o.nly difficult to define corruption, it is
1967y some scholars such & :\';\'ilid“all'ls casier to do is to expose corruption. According to
W be derived (rom corrupt Dl'uc\m\;' L,\‘v’ and other.s have identified certain “benefits™ that
S nany given society. According to them, “private vice by

o

1 for administrative systems because they underline the legitimacy of the government itsell’
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e dexierous management of a skillful politician may be lurned into public benefits. However, it
vopeneratly accepted that corruption is a social vice that could lead to the destruction of society
Cearatnana, 1970). Indeed, Ayo (1986) has argued that in Nigeria,-corruption is considered as a

crad vice which reduces government effectiveness.
upticn, in one form or another exists:in all countries of the world both in public and
wreate hvess What constitutes corruption vary among individuals and sociéties. For .instance,
clers and Weleh (1978) hold the view that an action is deemed corrupt depending.on societal
perception of corruption. However, there is a common meaning usually attached to.corruption — it
usuadly carries unegative connotation or an indication of undesirable or immoral behaviour. Most
definitions ol corruption agree that corruption is the use of public office with its paraphernaha of
Siee. mfluence and power, in order to make private gains, which need not be monetary in

ch of laws and regulations nominally in force. (Ekhomu, 1980).°

i this paper. we perceive corruption as any violation or departure from admlmstranve
cthical norms usually spelt out in various government. documents such as the General Order,
Cinanciad nstructions, Decrees, and the Constitution of the country among others. This is why we
awree wiih the contention that corruption is the sacrifice of public for personal benefits (Ekpo,

Q70

All organizations and professional bodies usually set out certain ethical or mode of
“haviour of their members. In other words, Ethics are the rules or standaxd governing the moral
Conduet of the members of an organisation or management profession. Ethics is therefore defined
v moral pl\ll()\o shy as ““that branch of philosophy dealing with values relating to human conduct
pect 1o rightness or wrongness of certain actions, and to the goodness or badness of the
and ends of such actions. (Chandler and Plano, 1988). The administrative ethics of
' civit service includes integrity, honesty, probity and political neutrahty on the part of the
Civil servants in the conduct of government business. This is to ensure that the -actions-and
beliviour of civil servants are in line with the accepted standard of morality and accountability..

Wity res
IOV

l“kl\

, irr the Nigerian civil service

ST teTe!

Corraption is @ daily practice in Nigeria as it is in all other human societies. It is prescnt

o ain i soctal institutions and local government inclusive (Ayo, 1986). However, our concern in
S paper e to exdamine corruption in the Nigerian civil service in view of its strategic position in
e formulation and execution of public policies and the fact that civil servants usually have
Loeess to zovernment financial resources. The civil service of any nation is usually composed of
e inistries and Departments of government and the bureaucrats and professionals who work in
v is the mgjor instrument used by government to implement its policies. The importance of

1eervice is such that even other bodies (such as the _military and the parastatals) which are
{0 implement specific aspects of government policies are themselves' guided ‘and
strolied - through the civil service. Moreover, as the primary and primate instrument of
conment. the performance of the civil service can be ignored only at the peril of the country
he vovernment of the day (Phillips, 1992).

e mdependenceallegations of corruption or unethical practices in the: pubhc service
cere iy laid at the doorstep of political executives. There was the belief among Nigerians
e that Nigerian politicians were very corrupt. In fact, by .the end of the Second Republnc
woliticians e the country were seen as bemg reSPO“blblL for constantly Iootmg the nation’s




On the other 1y

and, civil seryants WETe re
merely carrying,

out the policies made

parded as being innocent since they were seen is
that the spectre of ¢

by the political executives However,
orruption among the
and beeame a mate
Sheevidence of pre-1966
poliicians were more
Ceonomic power,

it has been obseryed
politicians which has also found its way o the oivil
rn when the military took over political leadership i 1966
corruption was Wghlighted by the
concerned
Consequently,
lunds were diverted (o private
However, it ater
bolicy making, policy

rviee r ol conce
1966 coup de-tats leaders | he
with complimenting the political power they inherited with
the civil service became the “conduit pipe through which public
hands” (Omoruyi, 1991 ). :
became clear that civil servants have increasin

mplementation and evaluation rather than
povernmental policies particularly

words, they ook part in dete
hold only politicians res|

#ly been involved in
merely  careying  ow
since the military took over power from politicians. I other
rmining who got what, when and howe, 11 will therefore be unfair 14
ponsible for the ills of this country (Ekpenyong, 1990), In fact, having
discredited the civilian politicians for falling 1o fulfil the 1ask of securing national unity, political
stabthity and socio-ecconomic development of the country, the military incorporated civil ser vnts
HHo povernment as top federal bureaucrats became members of the Federal Lxecutive Couneil
atone with their Commissioners (Olugbemi, 1979). Thus. the Civil service

gained ascendangy a5 o
potent social force in the administration of the country leading to the cra of the cmergence of
sUupaer-permanent s

secretaries until the take over by another military government,

The Military and corruption in Nigeria

The Murtala/Obasanjo military government held the civil service responsible for the drifi
and-indecision of the latter years of the Gowon administration, Consequently, it carried out
major purge of the civil service and barred the permanent sccretaries from attending FExecutive
Council meetings.

However, the Babangida regime witnessed lootin
the acecleration and even “legalization”
structural Adjustment P

74
i

B of government fund and property, and
of corrupt practices following, the implementation of the
rogramme and the pretentious political transition
subangida administration between 1985 and 1993 (Tagowa, 1997),
e Sabangida military regime later came under intense sea
milary regime that succeeded it. The regime embarked on what it call
corruption crusade. The crusade

programme of the

rehlight of the Abacha
ed a corrective and anti-
» according to the government was aimed a1 cleansing society of
mdiscipline and entrenching probity, accountability and efficient management. The subsequen
probing of several “sick™ and *corrupt” sovernment agencies such as the Migerian Pors
l;"u.ulllnltiy\v', Nigeria Telecommunication Limited, Nigeria Aldrports Authority, among  others
revealed that between September 1988 and 30" June, 1994 4 1otal of $124 billion including the
procecds from the (Gull War Windfall) was:

- spent on what could neither be adjudged as penuine
high priority nor truly regenerative investment Meither
the president nor the Governor of the Central Lank of
Nigeria accounted 1o anyone of these massive. and
extra-budgetary  expenditures (Okigbo Panel Report,
1995).

Phe so-called corrective regime,

immediately after assumption of office, appoinied
ey ol leers 1o talke

[ over the administration of state governments, pending the appointment of
shertve adiministrators, Surprisingly, within three weeks of their appointments they became
cephy canum e probe panel .

that investigated  this reported that five of the military




Priatng farge sums of public funds (The Punch,
S Rl Abuhalar miliary regime that came after Abacha soon
Ul 2% il Tepem vhe Abacha *‘}!-m!?‘v‘ money tooted fram the freasury {The
et reports Abacha was confirmed to have made away with
(Nageran Tridune, 6 July, 1998). '
e wiructarsl &ﬁ: Seonogyl weakness, the miﬁ’tmy expfoited the situation of
con e defiate the power of the politscal class in favour of the civil service thereby
il e & rebabie ally on correpr practices. Indeed. the military government of
e el service of comruption. For example, Federal Ministry of Information
hangds s adminaration declared that
' There  wan  evervwhere a sharp increase in
crernpiee o govermweent with regords o the
end ng o paiic feeds For instance. bribes
© Rrees and lokem sm am orgy t}f payment of
izamior Ject wn rhe milfions for government
LIHErQLTE Wik wyve agf wound o be fufﬁ!led
Theve wen slve o madopication of whost workers
PO mwney QOWTRMRQHE mingiries
Faders! Muristry of Information,

o dhE D

simd parsiosls

Tt here o me wrgeonent a3 to whether there is corruption in the
Poe st ompite of the vanous messures introduced by government to
e cettca behaviour in the civil service. These measures
£ s anteComTuplion campaign programmes, and
vl service. These are:-

sen established in 1973 1o investigate ail
FTirstive action by officers of public agencies
foseniety W law o regulation, arbitrary. unfair,

ool Conttuct Bareay wnter e Presidency whose aims and objectives
pliital aad mastes 8 gk standard of morality in the conduct of
Bubitdas sad W ot that the actions and behaviour of public
M foghes wasdands of public morality and accountability.
Bareay o sl empowered 1 strutinize the deciamtion of

B et of theer condut in public office
Lonsmagan s respoasible for adjudication of issues

BT G Lade of Condut Buress with Poasidiliy of appeai w0
R e R docs! guersdauent ihais dgvicies wnd members of the armed
t v gt ¢ % a3y

Y wdy wenpiwiad by both the 1979 and 1989

WA aiuplion, iefficiendy Of waste i the

b k # o the dhisbussginent o wdinunsioation of
irahey The Awditos General of e Faderaiion s
TRty sl ROty e SRS o0 the snnual



Media campaigns against corruption such as the Ethjcal Revolution Campaign
(1973-1983); War Against Indisciplinc‘(l§)84-ln985); Mass Mobilization for
Social Justice and Economic Recovery. later National Orientation Agency.

vi) Iribunals such as the Code of Conduct Bureau Tribunal, and the 1993/1994
Parastatals Probe Panels. In addition to these measures, there was the purge of
the public service in 1975 during which about 10,000 public officers were
dismissed or retired on alleged inefficiency, old age, declining productivity and
doubtful probity. |

Mhe measures above have since proved inadequate or ineffective to reduce or deter
coraption and other unethical practices in the civil service. No wonder it was concluded that
Sorruption inthe Nigerian civil service is an old phenomenon which has increased so much and
Qi has rendered the civil service unproductive to a large extent (Kyari, 1990). It has been
observed that in the Nigerian civil service of today, corruption is so pervasive aund decply
cnrenched that we should have long ago declared it a national disaster.

suses and consequences of corruption in the Nigerian civil service
A number of factors are responsible for the entrenchment and perpetration of corruption
i the Nigerian civil service. First, although, we have earlier argued that the political executives
“hould not be held as the sole culprit in the perpetration of corrupt practices in Nigeria, it is
Lowever clear that the spread of corruption among the civil servants in Nigeria has to do with its
predominance among political elite. This is because, in situations where the politician’s ethical
behaviour s not beyond reproach, it would be hard to expect the bureaucrats to act otherwise. The
foot of corruption is political because “politics in most African states are based on patron-client
celtionships™ (ECA/AAPAS, 1991). This is particularly true in the Nigerian situation where the
op ochelon of the civil service was officially politicized by government under the 1988 civil
service reforms. _
Another major cause of corruption in the Nigerian civil service is scarcity. Where certain
catepories of public service are scarce, or there is the existence of bottlenecks or organizations
queuing, there is the tendency for corruption (ECA/AAPAS, 1991). Where there is great difficulty
o obtaining services in Passport Offices, licencing authorities etc. there is bound to be the
existence of unethical behaviour in forms of giving and taking bribes in-order to secure such
services. For instance, during the Second Republic in-Nigeria (1983-1985), there was the
phenomenon ol import licences racket which grew out of the bottlenecks created by the
prohibition ofany importation without official licence, whereas the licence was not easy to obtain.
Coverty can also be identified as one important source of corruption. Poverty has become more
pronouneed with the emergence of the economic depression which has intensified the effort for
,‘c‘i*-wlml survival at the expense of upholding official norms. As a result of high inflation. the
Ale‘ul-\. ;u‘ni :11\(»\\’;—\1190:\‘ kut“ci\/il servants have become grassly inadequate to meet their personal
V&i‘\:-n‘.::" l:)lllalv‘gic:;;ltu;‘t:](?n oi llhc co.uptr)i’s lex'ruile)f \.'is-a\jvis' other ‘cur.rcpci'es is also a contribul.in,g
| 0 e 1 ancial conditions of most civil servants. This situation has lured many civil
RS W 0 Fllc bandwagon of bribe takers in the service. The poorer a person is, the sircuter
the m-css(n}'.c‘ [~01 yield to 1l7e temptation of corruption or other unethical be'haviour‘. ‘ 2
e .11,1;1 ::’Ld h‘u‘;}““:i“\“!:i‘ f\?l?isclllnti:i ano’l'her source of corruption among civil servants in
' may exist regardless of the quality of national leadership,
prticularly those \Sil;onii)g;ir??; IB;T lro do .\-vilh the criminal tendencies inherent in
s K for more money at all costs.

or whether there s scarcity
tdhevadunls :

-
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¢ heart Ot our societies particularly in public life. It has t

¢ ‘ .hxch thturn intensified unethical behaviour. Thu
AITICES 0 some respect, both a cause and consequence o
VAPAS1991), '

Another

ed to the entrenchment and

e i riggered certain component of
v 8, s, the economic crisis that has

\ f increased unethical practices
major consequence of cor
“¢ o provide goods and

i hieh

ruption is that it reduces
services for the benefit o
degree of bribery, fraud, corruption an
wess it had become  almost
Tptses onva sound footing
cheinment projects have been

the capacity of the civil
f the public it is designed to serve. With
d embezzlement of public funds in the
impossible to establish any new government projects or
(Federat Ministry of Information, 1989). For instance, a number of
abandoned uncompleted. It has been-observed that:

Various projects of -high economic and social values,

worth billions of naira lie fallow. Rotting, rusting and

crumbling under rain and shine are abandoned

hospital, clinics. markets, dams, airports, office blocks.

housing projects, school building, factories, libraries.

theatre  complexes,  hotels,  hi-tech  equipment
(Newswatch, May 10, 1989).

Moreover, corruption creates a situation of potential political instability by destroying

and confidence, which is the foundation for political stability. The leafiers‘ preoccupation
wath serving sectional interests magnifies divisions within the ~societ)f and this leads‘ to aloss of
seapect \ln":\uth()rity and laws; to a further enhancement of executive power r:nak-nqg‘peace.ful
hanue of leadership impossible (ECA/AAPAS, 1991). C.orruptnon in the N}gernan civil service
i, psil consequences on the efforts of the government to solve the political and economic
pobicins facing 1tin recent years. o N o :

) :?.ixmm?ly. it has been noted that corruption in tht? ;ngenan..crwl. service bas constan}ly

Wuced sovernment effectiveness by undermining the legitimacy of pub!lc au;h_mty,.ggne_ratmg
.“.‘I‘Hk,‘i TL\‘ ability and violence. Corruption has led to the absence of a sense of mission of
‘h. nlllxm and monumental distrust among public servants (Olowu, 1985).

st

-.c:u.tx.»f.;r_!t;: paper hhs examined the concept of corruption, with pa.rtic%llar refe.renc.e to.it.s
~iwtenee in public life. We have also fooked at the causes of corruption in the Nigerian civil
crvices We have shown that corruption has become all pervading, unabashed, uncontrolled, and
wersisient in the Nigerian civil service. From whatever perspective one may view it, corruption is
V\L\.'L'.\ix\‘\' disease in an organization. Political instability, ineffectiveness of the services to. deliver

and services. inability to achieve economic recovery lack of trust and confidence among

v e beenidentified as the major’ consequences of corruption, immorality -and weak

weauntability aniong civil servants. While we are not trying to make Angels out of civil servants,
(i OXNet

peeting them to behave as it they are a special breed of Nigerians, we hold the view that
sorruption in the Nigerian public sector and particularly in the civil service must be reduced as
wich as possible ifnat totally stopped in view of its consequences for national development.
fview ol the cancerous effects of corruption on the Nigerian civil:service and the nation
selioat s sugeested that the various government anti-corruption. Agencies, Laws, Tribunals and

88
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{ ganized to be more effective to check corruption in the civil service.
this s why we suggest that the government pursues with vigour, its plan to make the Code of
Conduet Bureau more effective to “establish and maintain a high standard of morality in the
conduet of government business and to ensure that the actions and behaviour of public officers
contorm to the highest standards of public morality and accountability. We also suggest that the
principle of reward and punishment should be introduced to the issue of probity in the civil

umpiigns should be re-org

'he povernment should embark on sound welfare programmes in order to cushion the
eifects of the harsh economic condition of the country. This will reduce the burden on civil
servants and hence check corrupt practices in the service. Other suggestions such as the need to
train civil servants in personal ethical practices, setting up of anti-corruption leagues or watch
dogs cte. have been offered by writers on corruption in addition to those highlighted above.
1 should be noted that the remedies against corruption mentioned above are not totally
new i the Nigerian civil service. The problem, however, has been that the application and
monioring of these measures have been done with laxity, without sincerity of purpose, and (ac'k
of political will on the part of the government that should make the members of these Anti-
corrupiion Agencies work to achieve their aims. There should therefore be leadership by example
avone e leaders both in the government and in the civil service. This is why we agree with‘the
Contention that “no lasting solution can be proposed without focusing on the quality of political
adershin. in a situation of a general malaise of indiscipline and low national consciousnes’s.
honee niust be initiated through a strong, responsible, knowledgeable and dedicated leadership
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