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L FUNDAMENTALS OF ETHICS AND ACCOUNTABILITY

1. From an African or developing country’s stand point, ethics or code of conduct and
accountability need not be synonymous with western-style democracy. However, there can be
no escaping from the fact that both concepts as well as the institutions that define and uphold
them, depend on prevailing laws and conventions in each country. To a very large extent
also, the general attitude of the citizens towards both concepts be it in the public and private
sectors seems to retlect their respective cultural, moral and philosophical values and, not to
mention the historical experiences of the people concerned.

2. Ethics is about values or moral codes that ultimately lead to action(s). More
pointedly, they represent a set of principles by which human behaviour can be measured. It is
possible even at this early stage of the analysis, to be categorical about the negative effects on
society regarding permitting unethical behaviour, let alone forsaking accountability as part
and parcel of good governance. Generally speaking, disregarding accepted social norms is to
court danger that results in some individuals seeking or pursuing self interest(s) and self
glorification at the expense of others.  Accountability related to public administrators or
officials is about holding them responsible individually and/or collectively for their actions or
lack of it.  Governance implies the exercise of political, economic and administrative
authority in managing a nation’s affairs and not merely about ownership. “Good governance”
demands of its institutions and the leadership to perform optimally to the satisfaction of
stakeholders that includes the electorate.

3. Interpretation of these concepts need not be too varied neither should it be wide
ranging and complex in spite of the many points of view that are often encountered. Where
there is a tendency of narrow interpretation of terminologies is because certain organized
societies fail to take cognisance of the period in question or they use misleading reference
yardsticks or due to their failure not to recognise the danger of comparing the non-
comparables. These kinds of considerations make it necessary to exercise caution when it
comes to selecting parameters in the analysis. This sort of approach considerably helps to
focus the analysis away from issues that are either peripheral or not quite relevant. [t is also
important to bear in mind the fact that several lengthy treaties on the subject of governance
have already generated heated debates among sociologists, philosophers, political scientists
and the like minded.

4, It is in this regard that La Rue Tome Hosmer (Ethics and Management: 1987) places
emphasis on the role of ethics in administration as vet another important benchmark used in
determining what “is right” and “proper” and “just” in anv decision and action affecting other
people. The analysis has so far alluded to accountability tending to be associated with the
notion of responsibility to other people or for whatever is in one’s legitimate custody.
Modern democratic governments without exception are expected to be accountable to the
people (i.e. the electorate) through the legislature and all other institutions set up to monitor
these trends. The evolution of democratic government makes it inescapable for tenure of
office to become increasingly dependent on how long the incumbent continues to have the
confidence of the stakeholders or the electorate as the case may be. There can be no better
yardstick for measuring their performance than the application of ethical behaviour, let alone
the readiness to account for individual and/or collective actions than against the code of
ethics and application of accountability.



3. Governance comprises complex mechanisms. processes, relationships and institutions
through which citizens and groups ariculate their interests, exercise their rights and

obli g lons including mediating their differences. The indispensability of accountability and
ethics in sustaining good governance is no longar a question of debate.  Partly against that
kind of background, the General Assembly of the United Nations decided on 28 January

1997, to adopt resolution 5 ;/)0 re-affirming the need o correct the situation since scme of the
observed trends of unethical behaviour and lack of accountability and transparsncy were
already “endangering the smability and security of societies, undermining the values of
demoeracy and morality and jeopardising social, economic and political development”.
The United Nations Development | roum nme (UNDP) in “Discussion Paper 2:1997” states
that governance embraces all good and bad methods that societies use to distribute power and

manage public resources and try to soive pro‘o ems.

6. Perhaps the discussion of these issues in the context of problems facing most modern
democracies ought to take as point of departure, trends that evolved during the Meiji
Restoration in Japan and those associated with the British Northcote-Trevelyan Reforms of
1854, [t is noteworthy that those British public service reforms have won considerable
acclaim as being the first milestone in the evolution of the professionalism that characterizes
Whitehall.  Similarily for the Japanese 1870s” bursaucratic reforms that provided a basis for
the consolidation of a well-trained public service of Uood standing and a traditicn that
endowed the system with a strong sense to duty. It is important therefore not to fail to
mention that at the material time, those trends were evolving neither in Japan nor in Britain
were the two countries practicing any semblance of fundamental democratic systems. This
apart, neither of them acdhered in theory and in practice to the principle of separation of
powers. In other words, the separation of functional responsibilities between the executive,
the legislature and the judiciary did not exist in a way of being enshrined in their
constitutions. A criterion made cardinal in today’s democracies and also used as an important
benchmark in distinguishing democratic governments from non-democratic systems of
governance.
7 In a majority of poor economies, poverty compounds the situation, especially where
the environment allows a few intellectuals and the majority of the people to be trapped by
circumstances bevond their control.  Manv a times under that kind of environment, ethics and
accountability, let alone governance issues tend to be relegated to the periphery, especially
where the ormar\' concern is survival by wharever means possible. Siwations of this kind at
times also create temptations 0 set aside ethics and accountability. Over and above. such
situations become very difficulf to reverse in later times. However, this does not in any way
imply that poverty is a result of lack of ethics and accountability. To the contrary, there is
more than ample evidence in many poor societies upholding high ethical standards.

8. Needless o say, where better ethical behaviour and accountability are thrown to the
wind, the environment tends to become a breeding ground for all sorts of bad conduct by
public officials and the rest of society. It also provides an opportunity sooner rather than
later, for even those in the private sector to take undue advantage, ultimately resulting in
anarchy and general exploitation. It therefore becomes much easier for rampant abuse and
misuse of public office, escalating corruption, nepotism and tota{ disregard by public servants
of the fact that they are sustained from public resources and not vice versa.  Services that
should normally be rendered free in the course of duty are then only provided after some
consideration to official functionaries.



5. Analysing these concepts takes account of the impact brought to bear by endogenous
and exogenous factors.  Contextualizing the phenomenon in the light of advancement in
communication technology is necessary since it is one such factor, among many others that
has exerted the greatest influence in the way ethics and accountability respond to the changed
circumstances, given the new global village dimension.  After all, it is no longer possible for
any single society or country “to be an island to the exclusion of others™. In other words,
what happens to neighbouring states/countries. no matter, how remote and insignificant, tends
ultimately, to have repercussions not easy to avoid. Examples in this regard include some of
the repercussions from the Far East financial crisis, the near collapse of Barings Company and
the fall of Sumitomo with tremendous losses to several other economics, to mention but a
few. These are examples of bad ethical behaviour and lack of accountability. Individually
and collectively, they underline the significance of upholding corporate governance where
ethics and accountability are not compromised and high integrity is demanded at both the
public and private sector levels.

10. Section three focuses on Africa’s dilemma by tracing some of the causes to colonial
legacy. The section also highlights some of the experiences in several African countries
since the attainment of political independence. This is in order to lay the foundation for what
follows in the next section where emphasis is on the evils of corruption.  The concluding
section attempts to give hope by emphasising that the pursuit of these principles assures better
prospects for good governance.

1L THE WIND OF DEMOCRATIC CHANGE, ITS IMPACT ON ETHICS AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

H The wind of democratic change in most societies and not only in Africa is partly a
result of enlightened populace coupled with the fact that ethics and accountability
complement one another. Fundamental to the wind of democratic change aside from the
impact brought to bear by these principles is their crucial role as important support pillars of
governance. Ethics in bureaucracy as earlier stated is the basis for accountability, given the
fact that the latter refers to the obligation required of any subordinate to be answerable to
his/her supervisor In carrying out assigned and expected discretionary powers. The same
principle makes it mandatory tfor leadership to live up to high standards of behaviour and
strict observance of accepted ethical code. It is standard practice for democratically written
constitutions to have enshrined provision that require national presidents or heads of
government and of certain institutions to swear 10 uphold the letter and spirit of their
respective constitutions.

12. Empirical evidence shows why certain methods used to quicken the pace of the wind
of change by political stalwarts during the struggle for political independence by the likes of
Nkrumah did not help the cause of sustaining ethics and accountability in the public service.
Blind total pre-occupation with the attainment of political kingdom and not sparing a thought
about the significance of ethical code of conduct and accountability was a big mistake. The
other freedoms failed to take place in the wake of political independence because of the
failure to appreciate the pivotal role of ethics and accountability. Economic development in
many African countries in spite of all the efforts made through economic planning and
attempted economic restructuring has not achieved the envisaged goals. Some of the causes,
at least in certain African countries include incessant or frequent ! mhtary coups that in some
of them nearly became a permanent feature of their landscape. The same can be said
regarding economic diversity, social unrest, and rapid decay of the very institutions that
should have been at the forefront in capacity building and inculcating ethical behaviour and
accountability, let alone avoidance of corruption. lt is important at this point of the analysis
to reiterate that the crisis of governance weighed against ethics and accountability should not
be used as an alibi or constitute an apology for some of the difficulties faced by African
public services in sustaining good governance.



13. Suffice to say, ethics provide a basis for accountability, and vice versa. The latter
reinforces the former by ensuring that public officials are held responsible for their actions or
inactions.  This is partlcul irly the case where modern society gives greater opportunity to
enlightened citizenry to keep the public officials on their toes. Over and above, many of
them have since realised though later rather than earlier, that ethics and accountability
constitute part of society’s non-imaterial resource for economic and political development. [t
is encouraging at the same time to note that more and more societies are doing everything
possible to positively expioit this trend. it is therefore not surprising in the light of the above
that Africa’s cooperating development partners show a much keener interest than before in
addressing and helping to remove governance weaknesses in the recipient economies.

4. [ustrative examples include the way the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the Development Bank for
econstruction and Develoepment (IBRD/World Bank) individually and collectively, view
seriously these issues and solutions thereof. There is no longer any debate about “the
responsibility for governance issues lying first and foremost, with the national authorities™.
In other words, they acknowledge the sovereignty of recipients of their assistance, be it
materially, financially and moraily.  To the above. they expect the respective sovereign
governments in doing so to act in accordance with their traditions. customs and culiture
bearing in mind that such actions do not compromise ethical norms and accountability.
15 Admittedly, the wind of Africa’s political and economic change has been influence
by several exogenous developments. Putting traditicnal and cultural aspects aside, the
influence of colonial legacy continues to be significant, given some of the styles adopted or
left behind by the different colonizing powers.  This can be seen from some of the
differences in the styie of public administration betwesn say, the French-speaking as opposed
to both the Lusophone and the English-speaking countries. Granted some of the differences
are not very substantial but rather superﬂc;ai And it is the cronies of colonialism that have
tended to be more “catholic than the pope™ in insisting that these be not modified. These
same tendencies were replicated by the way the African countries responded differently at the
height of the “cold war baitle” when the western market economies and the eastern socialist
block countries competed for influence in Africa and other developing countries.
16. It is important therefore not to loose sight of some
what constitutes new challenges and pressures. Th
professionals, civil, public and private powers as they gr
many and varied. Some belong to the realm of perceived tensions berween traditional public
service values and the required values of gocd governance. These must be contrasted with
reconciling greater managerial flexibility without undermining essential standards of
accountability. Within the same confines of the wind of ch"nge capacity building in the form
of training and retaining public servants is intended to enable them to cope with complex
ethical issues in service delivery. Nurturing better ethical behaviour and accountability, by
the public service towards enhancing democratization of polity and a citizenry capable of
demanding higher ethical performance from public officials requires more than passing
legislation. However, these actions can only be sustained where ethics and accountability are
part and parcel of the entire fabric of soc @ty.

e of J“e causes of the dimensions of
1ose most likely to be faced by
app Ie with the ethical dilemma are



17. Each sector of society is expected to play an effective role if ethics and accountability are to
sustain the wind of democratic change. Basically because their respective contributions are a total sum
of efforts that lead to greater good for the nation as a whole. To artain these goals requires thart all
sectors are manned by people with necessary competence and experience. Individuals and institutions
capable and willing to uphold ethical and accountability principles are often endowed with integrity,
honestly in a transparent manner. Over and above, they rerfrain from decisions and actions calculated
to benefit themselves at the experise of the nation art large. The system then makes it mandatory for
them to act in conformity and consistent with the principles of accountability to their superiors and the
electorate.

18. Questions begging for answers in the light of the above relate to the possibility of establishing
the extent to which some of these trends have taken root? Perhaps an observation with greater impact
is a result of adherence to the code of ethics and accountability. Partly heightened by what has
transpired through economic globalisation. Thus enterprises irrespective of size are forced to respond
to greater market fragmentation, shorter product market. faster redesign and production that is
consumer specific. This kind of flexibility is not easy for the public sector, given its bureaucratic
inertia and the built-in rigidities of the normal budget procedures.

19. It is somehow difficult for society to towally eliminate unethical behaviour and lack of
accountability. This is not to imply that it is impossible to minimise both in the medium and long run.
Generally speaking, in most unethical cases, moneyv and material gratification are a major factor. One
problem among many regarding eliminating unethical behaviour has to do with conflict between
private interests and the public good. It is aiso because it is basically a social-cultural dimension trend.
Furthermore, much depends on the levels of social development and the cultural dynamics of each
society. Coupled with this is the question of magnitudes berween and among societies.  Africa’s
recent history particularly during the late 1980s to early 1990s suggests that countries like the Sudan,
Ghana, Uganda, Sierra Leone, Bourkina Faso or Nigeria saw their economies collapse and their social
climate became prone to increasing breakdown because they neglected better ethical behaviour and
accountability.

20. Perhaps in the same vein. virulent economies grappling with scarcity of essential materials
and goods become the order of the day. The same applies when the political-economy is not
characterized by market forces but by a sharp distinction berween the “haves” and the “have-nots”.
Such environments sink societies deeper and deeper in problems, if at the same time they have to deal
with grinding poverty coupled with a callous and distant government that adopts an attitude of not
caring about ethics and accountabiiity. More often than not, public servants of low ethical behaviour
quickly rise to the top and become the new “haves”™. Worse of all is that these “new halves” then
strive to live and exhibit their newly acquired status through conspicuous consumption of luxury goods
they normally would not afford from their normal earnings. The many cases of corruption coming up
in the Zambian courts, especially the revelation bv the Mwanawasa regime clearly make clear what
happens when ethical behaviour and accountability loose credibility.

1L DILEMMA WITH ETHICS AND ACCOUNTABILITY

21. Ethical norms need not be formally wrien ar all times. Quite a number are implicitly
recognized and enforced by convention. Generally speaking, ethical codes as earlier pointed out reflect
accepted values and aspirations of society for lsaders. administrators and management to follow and
comply with.  One of the many problems with this approach has to do with elements of value
judgment that cannot be avoided, especially in countries with strong and long traditions. This vexing
problem can be pertinent when it comes to determining whether a “gift” should be or not considered
part and parcel of “seed” for corruption? Similarly, is the aspect of accountability that demands that it
be broad-based, participatory by a greater majority empowered to take an active, well-informed and
meaningful part in public affairs both at local and national levels.

22. It is necessary to reiterate that both ethics and accountability play a significant role in
governance and they have done so since the beginning of organised societies. It is
noteworthy that in most African countries, at least on paper if their respective constitutions
are to be believed thar they have taken the :rouble to enshrine in them the principle of
separation of powers. The separation of powers is intended to add to ways and means of
ensuring that various ethics and accountability monitoring mechanisms work transparently.
























