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The artwork in this dossier attempts to illustrate the true face of
corruption on the African continent — from the brutal plunder of
the colonial era to today’s legalised looting by multinational cor-
porations through tax evasion and other illicit forms of accounting.
The satirical images aim to subvert the racialised image of African
corruption and highlight the true cost of neo-colonialism and the
faces of the true culprits — the Western multinational corporations,
banks, and accounting institutions who underdevelop Africa for
their own profit.
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In the years following the fall of the Soviet Union, the word ‘cor-
ruption’ increasingly began to appear in the reports of multilateral
agencies and non-governmental organisations. These reports argued
that corruption is rooted in the regulatory function of states, which
control large-scale development projects and whose officials oversee
the delivery of licences and permits; if the regulatory function of
states could be minimised, many of these reports argued, corruption
would be less pervasive. This kind of anti-corruption discourse fit
neatly within the neoliberal drive to shrink states’ regulatory appa-
ratuses, deregulate and privatise economic activity, and promote the
idea that the freedom of the market’s invisible hand would create a
moral foundation for society.

Yet, none of these reports — including those from the World Bank
and Transparency International — offered a clear definition of cor-
ruption. In 7he Anti-Corruption Plain Language Guide (2009),
Transparency International defined corruption as ‘the abuse of
entrusted power for private gain’.! Three years later, the World Bank
described corruption as ‘the abuse of public office for private gain’.?
These definitions are similar, and they continue to be reproduced
in reports from multilateral organisations and in academic scholar-
ship. The key word here is ‘abuse’, and the main implication is that
someone in the public sector entrusted with power or public office
abuses their role for private gain, such as through bribery, nepo-
tism, extortion, and embezzlement. This orientation argues that if
the state were smaller or more disciplined, there would be little to
no corruption in society. Even though the non-governmental organ-
isation Transparency International added a concern about private
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sector corruption in 2010, this addition has been marginal to the
overall focus on public sector corruption.?

The epicentre of this argument has been the African continent,
where the idea of ‘corruption’ — meaning corruption of the state —
has effectively been used to diminish the state’s regulatory functions
and reduce the number of state employees. It is important to note
that while 21% of the European workforce, on average, is employed
in the public sector, that number is a mere 2.38% in Mali, 3.6%
in Nigeria, and 6.7% in Zambia, which in turn limits these states’
capacity to manage and regulate large multinational corporations on
the African continent.* Furthermore, over the course of the 1990s
and the 2000s, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) fought to
reduce public-sector employees’ salaries, which certainly increases
the likelihood of bribery. The IMF outlined this approach in its
1991 Public Expenditure Handbook, which makes reducing the wage
bill for public-sector workers a central part of its agenda.’

In neoliberal literature, corruption primarily takes the form of brib-
ery, extortion, and embezzlement — all of which refer principally to
public sector corruption — while omitting concepts such as transfer
mispricing, trade mis-invoicing, accounting irregularities, financial
mismanagement, and tax avoidance — all of which are essential ele-
ments of multinational corporations’accounting practices.® There are
a range of socio-psychological reasons for corruption, the most ref-
erenced one being greed. But greed is not a transhistorical concept
or emotion; rather, it is shaped by the social formation in which it is
allowed to grow. Capitalism has a special relationship to greed, since
it fosters the ‘animal spirits’ (as the economist John Maynard Keynes



put it) to reduce all human life to commodities and to centralise the
profit motive as the economic motor.” Yet, older forms of morality
that are eager to set aside hypocrisy and overcome the dominion of
money prevail in social consciousness across the world. This dossier
is anchored in the popular sentiment against corruption in society,
driven largely not by petty bribery but by industrial-scale corruption
by private capital. The Malaysian sociologist Syed Hussein Alatas
called this ‘tidal corruption: the corruption that ‘loods the entire
state apparatus involving those at the centre of power. Like the tide,
it rises to cover wider areas and immerse the surrounding vegeta-
tion’.® This dossier is not a defence of corruption; on the contrary, it
argues for an understanding of corruption that is not rooted solely
in the public sector but that appreciates the tidal corruption set in
motion by the leading forces of capitalism. It focuses on the African
continent because that is where agencies such as the IMF and the
World Bank have most effectively wielded the idea of ‘corruption’
to undermine states’ sovereignty and subjugate the countries of the
Global South to the extraordinary power of multinational corpora-
tions, particularly in the mining sector.”
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Part 1: The Neoliberal Corruption
Industry

In 1993, Peter Eigen, a German lawyer who worked at the World
Bank in the legal department, registered an association in Germany
called Transparency International. Eigen worked with Michael
Wiehen (formerly of the World Bank) and Hansjorg Elshorst
(formerly of the German Agency for Technical Cooperation) to
establish Transparency International in German business and gov-
ernment circles as a legitimate organisation. Before going forward
to discipline countries of the Global South, the association had to
ensure that European states had built their own legitimacy regard-
ing corruption. That is why they lobbied the governments of France
and Germany to stop the policy of what, in Germany, is called
Schmiergeld (bribe money); these countries not only allowed bribes
to be paid in foreign jurisdictions, but then permitted companies to
deduct these payments from tax obligations.'” This lobbying resulted
in the passage of the 1999 Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) Convention on Combating the Bribery
of Foreign Public Officials in International Business Transactions.
By passing this convention, European officials and their counter-
parts in North America created a framework about corruption
through which to adopt a morally superior position over govern-
ments in the Global South.!! In 1997, Matthew Parris, a conserv-
ative South African-born member of the British Parliament, said,
‘Corruption has become an African epidemic. It is impossible to
overstate the poisoning of human relations and the paralysing of
initiative that corruption on the African scale brings’.!? This phrase
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— on the African scale — defines an attitude toward corruption that
embodies both the long colonial history of theft and the neocolonial
present of corporate malfeasance on the continent.

Yet those who moralise about African corruption have little to say
when it comes to the criminality of corporate corruption. Take,
for example, the German-South African retail giant Steinhoff
International (1964-2023). In 2015, German officials raided the
offices of Steinhoff Europe Group Services as part of an inves-
tigation into accounting fraud. As the scandal became too big
to contain, with new investigations by contracted firms such as
PricewaterhouseCoopers, and with Steinhoft’s senior management
forced to resign, the South African parliament opened its own inves-
tigation of the firm, which found that businesses such as Steinhoff
rely upon public funds for their investments, including — in the case
of South Africa — the Public Investment Corporation. These public
funds lost billions in Steinhoft’s eventual collapse. In 2019, South
Africa’s Financial Sector Conduct Authority imposed an adminis-
trative fine of ZAR 1.5 billion (US $95 million) on the company for
false, misleading, or deceptive statements to the market. This fine
was later reduced to ZAR 53 million (US $3.4 million), a minus-
cule amount compared to the approximately ZAR 124.9 billion (US
$6.9 billion) involved in fictitious or irregular transactions that sub-
stantially inflated Steinhoff’s profits and assets between 2009 and
2017.* In the service of ‘investor-friendly policies’, these scandals
are either underreported or treated as the exception rather than
the rule. Yet this is a familiar story, from the accounting debacles at

Enron Corporation (2001) and Arthur Andersen (2002) — which



led to the largest known case of corporate fraud in history — to the
faked emissions scandal at Volkswagen (2015).

Before Transparency

In the period of decolonisation and then of the formation of post-
colonial states, Western-driven modernisation theory argued that
corruption was not a ‘poison’ but an asset that helped shape the rela-
tionship between the ruling class and the state apparatus. Drawing
from the experience of the United States, Robert K. Merton’s Social
Theory and Social Structure (1949) provided the basis for this line of
argument: that corruption made the relationship between state offi-
cials and the ruling class more intimate.” In the 1960s, a range of
influential scholars published important articles based on fieldwork
in Africa and Asia to substantiate the claim that corruption ‘human-
ises government’, as Edward Shils wrote in 1960. Indeed, in his
classic work Political Order in Changing Societies (1968), Samuel
Huntington argued that corruption (or what he defined as ‘patron-
age from above’) in Africa, Asia, and Latin America had contributed
to the creation of ‘the most effective political parties and most stable
political systems’.!” In this Western modernisation literature, which
dominated the worldview of multilateral institutions, corruption
was treated as an utterly normal — even beneficial — form of eco-
nomic interaction.

Modernisation theory played a considerable role in the new post-
colonial states, but it was not the only approach to economic devel-
opment. In 1955, the Bandung Final Communiqué made it clear
that the most predatory aspect of the world economy’s neocolonial

10
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structure was the role of transnational corporations (TNCs), as
they were known then (later called multinational corporations, or
MNCs). Many of these TNCs, which emerged during the colo-
nial era, had built up their capital stock through colonial theft and
structured world economic relations to gain privileged access to raw
materials in the former colonies as well as captive markets to which
to export their expensive finished products. That is why the new
post-colonial states centred the role of TNCs as they developed
the platform of the New International Economic Order (NIEO):
if these states were to establish sovereignty over their own terri-
tories, they had to reduce the power of TNCs either by regulation
or restriction.”® Since many of these states lacked the capacity to
develop an in-depth analysis of how these firms were organised
or how they managed their financial transactions, they urged the
UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and
other United Nations bodies to do so. In 1974, the UN Centre for
Transnational Corporations (UNCTC) was created for this purpose
and began to build a database on the major TNCs’ operations in
order to understand what was seen as the institutionalisation of cor-
ruption through novel manoeuvres of accounting.

At the same time, the post-colonial states understood the grave lim-
itations they had inherited from their old colonial masters all too
well, such as a hierarchical state apparatus designed to terrorise the
colonised population and a bureaucracy that had been trained to
serve the ends of colonialism, not the people. With the departure
of the colonial bureaucrats, the now independent states had to train
almost an entirely new administration, many of whose cadre came

from impoverished or near-impoverished backgrounds (material



conditions that increased the temptation to accept bribes). These
states opened public administration institutes to develop the capac-
ity of their new employees and to encourage them to work with the
spirit of the national liberation struggles that had won them inde-
pendence. Each state’s attitude towards public administration varied
based on its class politics: in states with a more landlord-bourgeois
character, the public administration institutes inherited the old
colonial forms of bureaucracy without much revision, whereas
states with a higher socialist character (such as China and Vietnam)
emphasised combatting the forms of hierarchy amongst state offi-
cials. In Vietnam, for instance, Ho Chi Minh called upon the new
workers to lead by example rather than corrupt society with bribery
and extortion (Thi dua la yéu nude, yéu nudc thi phdi thi dua, Ho
Chi Minh said: ‘emulation is patriotism; patriots must emulate’).”
Since the material conditions to build a new kind of state simply did
not exist, modern training and social pressure became the primary
avenues through which to inculcate new values against a backdrop
of low salaries and great temptations (the ‘creation of a new marn’, as
Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara wrote).” Yet, in the era ‘before transparency’,
under pressure from TNCs and from Western modernisation the-
ory which justified bribery, post-colonial governments struggled to
produce new state values.

The Age of Transparency

In the 1990s, a new argument emerged from the Western academy
and multilateral organisations controlled by Western governments.
This new theory, which moved from modernisation to neoliberal
theory, suggested that the states in the Global South were the locus

12
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of corruption, that a smaller state would largely solve the problem,
and that more pressure must be placed on these states in order to
‘discipline’ them. The idea that TNCs — now MNCs (multinational

corporations) — could be corrupt completely vanished in this theory.

In 1992, under pressure from the US government, the UNCTC was
integrated into UNCTAD, where its mandate was radically trans-
formed. Instead of being a watchdog of these large corporations,
the UNCTC put its resources toward helping MNCs enter south-
ern markets. There was no more interest in producing a TNC Code
of Conduct, the skeleton of which was relegated to a languishing
draft from 1983 that is raised every few years and thereafter ignored
in special sessions.”! In other words, the UNCTC became largely
moot. What is truly remarkable is that the UNCTC and its code of
conduct were sidelined by the West just when UNCTAD showed
that 80% of global trade (in terms of gross exports) was linked to
the international production networks of these mega corporations
that operated across national boundaries, and that the market was
becoming increasingly concentrated around these firms.** That
is largely why multilateral agencies make no mention of the pri-
vate sector in their definition of corruption, which they describe as
merely the ‘abuse of public office for private gain’.

In 1995, in place of the UNCTC’s TNC Code of Conduct,
Transparency International released its annual Corruption
Perceptions Index (CPI).%? The CPI was measured by a group of
‘experts’ (often private businessmen) who offered their subjective
assessment of public sector corruption in various countries. Even
when the CPI redefined corruption in 2010 as ‘the abuse of entrusted



power for private gain, encompassing practices in both the public
and private sectors’, it still ranked countries based on the perception
of corruption in the public sector.?* The underlying neoliberal theory
here is that corruption in the public sector corrodes the quality of
investments in public goods, as corrupt officials seek to increase the
volume of investments in order to increase bribes without consider-
ing how those investments align with broader national development
goals. According to this theory, the correct course is more privatisa-
tion and less government oversight; its proposal for ‘transparency’ is
merely to eviscerate regulatory state apparatuses and exaggerate the
private sector’s ability to profit from public goods.

Under pressure from Transparency International and allied Western
governments, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the
UN Convention Against Corruption in 2003, which was repli-
cated in the 2003 African Union Convention on Preventing and
Combating Corruption. The UN and African Union (AU) trea-
ties do not explicitly define corruption; rather, they make a list
of offences that they suggest should be criminalised, which over-
whelmingly focuses on the public sector (such as bribery of public
officials).” The UN convention, AU convention, and Transparency
International’s CPI treat various types of theft as perfectly legal,
including the legal theft of surplus value from workers, the illegal
deductions of fines and fees used to penalise workers, and corruption
legalised by accountants. By turning a blind eye to corporate corrup-
tion and focusing, instead, on bribes of public officials, these enti-
ties normalise the structured criminality of capitalism. Furthermore,
the Western-driven UN Convention and the Western-based
NGO (Transparency International) that have taken charge of this
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discourse of corruption have made it appear as though the West has
transcended corruption and that corruption is primarily a problem
in the Global South. This narrative exculpates the Western-based
MNCs from blame and erases the long anti-corruption struggles
in the Global South, a rich ethical tradition that is rooted both in

religion and in common sense.

Meanwhile, the world of accounting has developed a new form
of theft called ‘sustainability reporting’, which is emblematic of a
broader trend that seeks ways to hide money from tax authorities
and legalise corruption. This form of greenwashing allows account-
ing firms to disclose what they are doing to incorporate environmen-
tal, social, and governance (ESG) factors in order to discount their
taxable income, and in so doing often providing false or misleading
claims about the environmental benefits of a product, service, or
investment.”® Furthermore, these accounting practices are not obli-
gated to produce or follow a proper environmental assessment, nor
are they concerned about the displacement of residents from an area
of operation, degradation of ecosystems, misuse of agricultural land,
consumption of fossil fuel energy, or harsh exploitation of labour.
Despite rampant abuse by MNCs — the plastic pollution gener-
ated by Coca-Cola’s Africa branch; logging in Norwegian-owned
Green Resources Mozambique, Tanzania, and Uganda; and wildly
unethical harvesting of ‘ethical diamonds’ by De Beers, to name a
few — accounting firms are allowed to investigate themselves and are
absolved from accusations of corruption for this type of behaviour,
which falls far outside the neoliberal understanding of corruption.”
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Part 2: The Big Heist

Glencore and Zambia

From 2003 to 2023, Zambia’s exports to Switzerland (almost entirely
consisting of semi-processed copper) totalled $61 billion — nearly
half of the country’s total exports during this period ($145 billion).?
In other words, Switzerland, a tiny landlocked country thousands
of kilometres away, has accounted for half of Zambia’s total export
market for the last two decades. But it was not always like this.

From 1995 to 1999, for instance, Zambia’s exports to Switzerland,
totalling $159 million, made up just 3% of the country’s total
exports. This began to change in 2000, when a controlling stake of
Mopani Copper Mines (MCM), which up to that point had been
owned by the Zambian state, was purchased by Carlisa Investments,
a company owned by the giant Swiss commodities trader Glencore
AG and domiciled in the British Virgin Islands (itself a tax haven).
Therefore, from a legal standpoint, MCM was not owned by
Glencore, which allowed Glencore to comply with legal require-
ments to engage in ‘arm’s length transactions’ with MCM on paper
(meaning that they are parties acting independently without influ-
encing each other) while doing the opposite in practice. It is illegal
for a company to purchase from and sell to itself (one of the few reg-
ulations in place to prevent MNCs from committing tax evasion).
However, a company — such as Glencore — can create a subsidiary
company — such as Carlisa — with whom it can carry out transac-
tions as if it were a separate company ‘at arm’s length’ while still
exercising full influence over the terms and prices in practice. Since



it is the subsidiary — Carlisa, in this case — that owns a third com-
pany — MCM - Glencore’s transactions with MCM are technically
between two independent entities. Efforts are made to ensure that
there is no paper trail suggesting otherwise.

Figure 1: The Value of Zambia’s Exports to Switzerland, 1995 to 2020
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* We chose to refer to Glencore as the owner of the mine because in practice, and in

common knowledge, Glencore is the owner of the mine. Since Glencore uses Carlisa to
obscure its theft of wealth from Zambia, often by shifting its profits around to evade taxes

through transfer pricing, we have chosen not to mirror their language of obscurity in this
dossier.
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As figure 1 shows, Zambia’s annual exports to Switzerland skyrock-
eted from virtually zero prior to Carlisa’s (i.e., Glencore’s) purchase
of MCM in 2000 to nearly $4 billion in 2020. This pattern led many
to suspect that Glencore was engaging in transfer pricing — shifting
its profits from a high-tax jurisdiction (Zambia) to a low-tax juris-
diction (Switzerland) in order to pay the least possible amount of
taxes and maximise its net profits. In other words, instead of having
to pay 30% in corporate taxes on the sale of copper in Zambia based
on the commodity’s true value, Glencore is able to price the value of
copper sales near zero through its relationship with Carlisa and pay
taxes on that artificially low amount. Then it pays corporate income
taxes in Switzerland at a rate of 14.6% — nearly half the rate it would
have had to pay in Zambia.”

In 2010, the Zambia Revenue Authority took Glencore to court for
engaging in transfer pricing. Despite arguing that its transactions
with MCM were ‘arm’s length’ transactions between two unrelated
entities — MCM and Glencore — (after all, MCM was owned by
Carlisa, not Glencore), Glencore lost and was instructed to pay a
penalty in addition to lost taxes due to transfer pricing.*® After a
costly, ten-year legal battle, the decision was upheld by Zambia’s
Supreme Court — a landmark ruling that had wider implications for
the future taxation of multinational corporations in Zambia and the
region. Yet, even so, the penalty levied was a paltry $13 million — a
far cry from the hundreds of millions, perhaps billions, of dollars
that Glencore has spirited away from Zambia since 2000.%!



Thabo Mbeki’s High-Level Panel on Illicit Financial

Flows

In 2011, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa
(UNECA) established the High-Level Panel on Illicit Financial
Flows, an outcome of a joint conference hosted by the AU and
UNECA. In the words of the panel’s chairperson Thabo Mbeki,
this was done in the interest of ensuring ‘Africa’s accelerated and
sustained development, relying as much as possible on its own
resources’ and ensuring ‘respect for the development priorities it had
set itself’. After all, Mbeki said, ‘progress on this agenda could not
be guaranteed if Africa remained overdependent on resources sup-

plied by development partners’.*?

'The panel conducted in-depth analytical studies, interviews, and site
visits over the course of several years before delivering a 120-page
report to the AU in 2015. The report suggested that, even by con-
servative estimates, Africa was in fact a net lender of capital to the
world — not a net borrower, as is the common perception. In other
words, if not for theft on this grand scale, Africa would have all
the necessary capital within its borders to meet its developmental

aspirations.

The very same multinational corporations that had been billed as
partners in Africa’s quest for development were making off with
most of the continent’s wealth.

The report focused on illicit financial flows out of Africa, which it
defined as ‘money illegally earned, transferred, or used’. ‘In other
words’, the report continued, ‘these flows of money are in violation

20
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of laws in their [country of] origin, or during their movement or
use, and are therefore considered illicit’. Some activities, though ‘not
strictly illegal in all cases’, the report explained, could be categorised
as ‘illicit’ since they ‘go against established rules and norms, includ-
ing avoiding legal obligations to pay tax’.*3

The report estimated that from 2000 to 2010, illicit financial flows
out of Africa ranged between $30 billion and $60 billion per year,
or a total of between $300 billion and $600 billion over the entire
10-year period. Yet, it was careful to state that the true magni-
tude of illicit financial flows were likely many orders of magnitude
higher than the estimates provided, since, as Chairperson Mbeki
wrote, ‘those responsible [for illicit financial flows] take deliberate
and systematic steps to hide them’.** For instance, another report
on illicit financial flows, produced by Global Financial Integrity in
2015, found that Africa lost $675 billion in illicit financial flows
from 2004 to 2013 while the developing world as a whole lost $7.8
trillion during this period, with these flows increasing twice as fast

year-on-year as global Gross Domestic Product.®

Importantly, and perhaps without precedent for an inter-
governmental analysis, the Thabo Mbeki Report, as it came to be
known, revealed that the majority of illicit financial flows out of
Africa (about 65%) were due to legally sanctioned commercial
activities whose purpose was ‘hiding wealth, evading or aggressively
avoiding tax, [and] dodging customs duties and domestic levies’.*
Multinational corporations’ standard way of limiting tax liabilities,
the report explained, was to make false declarations, whether about
undervaluing export receipts, overvaluing the costs of business with



the ultimate purpose of limiting profits, or, in the extreme case,
falsely declaring losses. One intriguing example in the report was
that of an unnamed telecommunications giant which was causing
the host government to lose an estimated $90 million annually
through methods such as ‘diverting international calls and trans-
forming them into local calls, with operators then making fake dec-
larations of incoming international call minutes to reduce the tax

payable to the [host] government’.?”

Though many governments and multilateral agencies committed to
implementing the reports’ recommendations when it was published
in 2015, there is little to show for these promises as capital continues
its unimpeded flight from Africa.

22
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Part 3: Five Ways to Make Money from
Africa

In his 1963 book Africa Must Unite, Ghana’s first President Kwame
Nkrumah wrote, ‘We have here, in Africa, everything necessary to
become a powerful, modern, industrialised continent. United Nations
investigators have recently shown that Africa, far from having inad-
equate resources, is probably better equipped for industrialisation
than almost any other region in the world’. Nkrumah was refer-
ring to the United Nations’ Special Study on Economic Conditions and
Development, Non-Self~-Governing Territories (1958), which detailed
the continent’s immense natural resources. “The true explanation for
the slowness of industrial development in Africa’, Nkrumah wrote,
‘lies in the policies of the colonial period. Practically all our natural
resources, not to mention trade, shipping, banking, building, and so
on, fell into, and have remained in, the hands of foreigners seeking

to enrich alien investors and to hold back local economic initiative’.®

How exactly do alien investors go about making money from
‘everything necessary’ for Africa’s sovereign development? We
decided to put together a five-point guide that begins to answer that
question.

1. Working with the IMF, World Bank, and World Trade
Organisation to encourage (i.e., coerce) African govern-
ments to implement ‘investor-friendly’ policies. By ‘inves-
tor-friendly policies’, we mean the kinds of policies that
make it easy to bring capital into Africa and use that capital

24
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to extract as much wealth as possible from the continent.
Examples of such policies include privatising vital social
services (health and education are key); enacting tax incen-
tives that make it possible for investors to pay zero taxes;
eliminating labour rights so that workers can be exploited as
much as possible; and liberalising the host country’s capital
account, which makes it easy to extract all the profits made
in Africa.

Investing in the extractives sector, but not in manufac-
turing. The trick is to invest in those sectors that make it
easy to make a quick buck while hiding behind a veil of
opacity. There is no better sector to do this than extractives
in Africa, whether drilling oil in Angola, collecting coltan
in the Congo, or capturing natural gas in Mozambique. The
sites of extraction in this sector are often in enclaves far away
from capital cities and, therefore, away from the prying eyes
of regulators and the citizenry, thus providing the necessary
cover to extract as many resources as possible. Furthermore,
investing in extractives rather than manufacturing promises
the perpetual underdevelopment of Africa and, therefore,
guarantees that the continent will forever be vulnerable to
extractive capital — an investment that just keeps giving.

Engaging in transfer pricing. Transfer pricing is a time-
tested technique developed by MINC:s to expatriate as much
profit as possible from the Global South. The subsidiary
company in Africa ‘sells’its products to the so-called parent
company in the West, which subsequently sells the product
to the ultimate beneficiary and, therefore, pockets the profits



in the West. For example, a Swiss-owned mining opera-
tion in the Congo sells its cobalt to its parent company in
Switzerland for a price that is nearly zero; the Swiss com-
pany then sells the cobalt to the ultimate buyer located at an
electric car company in the US at the true value of the cobalt.
'The general idea with transfer pricing is to pay as little taxes
as possible in Africa while booking the profits in the West

and paying moderate taxes there.

Exaggerating production costs. Remember that since cor-
porate taxes are levied on profits, anything that fictitiously
reduces profits reported in Africa also limits the taxes that
the corporation is obliged to pay. The example of transfer
pricing is one way to reduce the profits reported in Africa.
Another trick is to exaggerate costs incurred on the conti-
nent in ways that the authorities cannot verify. For exam-
ple, a consulting company, located in the West, can provide
expensive ‘consulting services’ to an African operation in
a way that limits the profits in Africa and shifts them to
the West. Another cost exaggeration gimmick is to grant
a non-existent loan to an African subsidiary: interest pay-
ments on this fake loan serve to exaggerate production costs
in Africa and, therefore, limit profits that must be reported
there, instead shifting them to the West.

Hiring one of the Big Four accounting firms. The
Big Four accounting firms — all British — are Deloitte,
PricewaterhouseCoopers, Ernst & Young, and Klynveld Peat
Marwick Goerdeler. Their stamp of approval is golden, and

their audited reports are treated as legal documents. Instead
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of using information barriers (so called ‘ethical walls’) as they
were intended — to ensure the independence and objectivity
of the tax advice, consulting services, and auditing — these
firms obscure the fact that, often, the same firm provides
consulting services while also auditing the hiring company’s
books — including auditing these consulting services. For
instance, a firm proposes an operational optimisation plan
or aggressive tax planning, and that same firm is the ‘inde-
pendent auditor’ that oversees this plan and then issues an
allegedly unbiased opinion that the financial statements are
fair. Due to the reduction of state capacity, many African
governments now rely upon the reports of accounting firms
as uncontested statements of the truth about the operations
of MNC:s. The hefty fees demanded by the Big Four are very
much worth the investment for MNCs, given the hundreds
of billions of dollars that they save in taxes.

These five points allow MNCs to make off with Africa’s wealth while
ensuring that the continent remains underdeveloped, and yet they
are conceptualised as smart business strategies rather than a form
of corruption or theft. These actions are legitimised by the hegem-
onic discourse of corruption, which has taken a decisively neolib-
eral direction that seeks to dismantle state regulation and protect
MNC:s. Actual corruption — which manifests both in the corrup-
tion of MNCs and the petty corruption of public officials — must be
tackled head on, indeed with a clarity that does not exist at present.

Will there ever be an AU Convention on Corporate Corruption?
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