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What was singer Andrei Makarevich expecting when he wrote a letter last week to President
Vladimir Putin about the widespread corruption in the country?

He was probably hoping for the same thing that thousands of journalists hope for when they
write about the illicit businesses run by state officials and their wives and the high tax that
corruption adds to nearly every product that Russians buy.

In fact, journalists do not write these stories to inform leaders of the problem. Senior officials
and siloviki know better than anyone else how the cheating is accomplished, how much
money changes hands, and who is involved.

Journalists publish these facts to inform the public. One of their goals is to convince
the authorities that the people know who is behind some of the country's worst corruption
schemes.

Makarevich was not really expecting an answer. He simply wanted to pose certain rhetorical
questions to Putin.
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Nonetheless, he received a quick response from Putin, who wrote that everyone is responsible
for the corruption in the country and that the only way to eliminate it is to change
the mentality of society as a whole. Putin also offered Makarevich some advice: Send the same
letter to the business community. After all, Putin explained, businesspeople are "largely
responsible for the current situation."

But Putin can't dodge the issue by just saying "everyone steals" and that corruption is
an inherent, historical trait of Russians. From his point of view, Russians are genetically
inclined to steal at every opportunity, and any meeting with a government official prompts
a knee-jerk reaction to offer a bribe.

The tiresome debate over who is most responsible for corruption — those who offer bribes or
those who take them — is beside the point. In fact, three factors must be present for a corrupt
transaction to take place: human greed, laws that are sufficiently vague and pliable, and the
absence of governmental controls that would normally be provided by the Audit Chamber,
impartial courts, law enforcement agencies and, of course, an independent media.

Greed is an inherent human weakness and can never be cured. You could say the same thing
for the desire to gain wealth through easy means, even when that means breaking the law. Yet
the government still has an enormous responsibility to address the problem and limit
the level of corruption that erodes society and the business climate. For starters,
the government must make and enforce laws to remove the loopholes that businesspeople
exploit to avoid paying taxes, as well as those that allow them to use corrupt business
schemes with impunity.

The government can try to convince people to not give or take bribes anymore, but the only
guarantee they will actually stop is if they risk losing their businesses or personal freedom if
caught. This is because most bribes are demanded by state employees and not initiated
by their constituents or clients. As long as there is a favorable environment for corruption
and the individuals involved almost never face punishment, the problem will remain firmly
entrenched. Officials operating within such a system will always find a way to extort bribes
from individuals or organizations.

There are many examples of countries that have won the battle against corruption through
concerted government efforts. Take, for example, Singapore, Spain and Chile. Even countries
once famous for high levels of corruption in government — such as Italy and the United States
— have been able to keep it more or less under control.

The main reason for their success was the policy of making everyone equally accountable
before the law. Friends, relatives and business partners answered for their crimes, and no one
was above the law.

For Russia to end corruption, the interests of society, not state officials, must become
the overriding priority. It's that simple.

This comment appeared as an editorial in Vedomosti.
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