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“One of the truest tests of integrity is its blunt refusal to

be compromised”. Chinua Achebe
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“Corruption and hypocrisy ought not to be inevitable products of democracy, as they undoubtedly are today” (Mahatma Gandhi). From Independence in
1962, the history of Trinidad and Tobago has been littered with allegations of corruption at all levels of society. The litany of corruption allegations has
culminated in the country’s low ranking on the 2020 Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of 86 out of 180 countries, a decline of 1. In the succinct words
of Senator Hazel Thompson-Ahye: “Corruption is about selfishness and greed and must never be facilitated by right-thinking persons... (Trinidad and
Tobago Hansard, December 08, 2020).

The cost of corruption in TT is mindboggling. A recent parliamentary debate reported a statement by Senator Wade Mark over our national debt: “we are
dealing with the future of our country; we are seeing where the debt is rising exponentially and growing. And there is a price that we will pay. And not we,
Madam President, future generations will pay. That is why I was able to demonstrate that we started off in 2010 at $39,000 per head, man, woman and child
owing that, and by the end of 2020, we are somewhere around 70 something, 75 or thereabout thousand dollars”. (TT Hansard March 23, 2021). Put this
in perspective. According to Trading Economics, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in TT has averaged USD9.11 billion from 1962 to 2019, reaching an
all-time high of USD27.87 billion in 2008. This would mean that our GDP has been close to USD500 billion over that period. In 2018, the Secretary-
General of the United Nations, in an address to the UN Security Council, stated that the global cost of corruption is at least 5 per cent of the world’s GDP.
If we apply this to TT, the loss due to corruption is around USD25 billion. According to Finance Minister Imbert, our national debt at February 2021 stood
at TT$124.73 billion or USD18.3 billion. If all the monies lost to corruption are returned to our Treasury, we would repay our national debt and still have
USD?7 billion left over. Man, woman, and child would no longer be liable for paying TT$75,000.00 to clear the national debt, and instead would receive a
rebate of TT$35,000.

In this national scenario the Integrity Commission can be found, one of the statutory weapons established by Parliament to address corruption. The long
title of the Integrity in Public Life Act (IPLA) states that it is an “Act to... make new provisions for the prevention of corruption of persons in public life...”.
A review of the webpage of the Integrity Commission reveals its ambitions. “The Integrity Commission of Trinidad and Tobago is the premier state
institution for the promotion and preservation of integrity in all affairs, to make Trinidad and Tobago a corruption free society”. Alas, the Integrity
Commission, in its latest re-incarnation, which is approaching two decades, is considered by many as an underachieving institution. We must go beyond
saying no to corruption. Words are insufficient. We must act and do so rapidly. There is no room for dithering. It is, indeed, appropriate to return to the
words of Chinua Achebe. “Hold your peace!” screamed the priestess, her voice terrible as it echoed through the dark void. “You have offended neither the
gods nor your fathers. And when a man is at peace with his gods and his ancestors, his harvest will be good or bad according to the strength of his arm. You,
Unoka, are known in all the clan for the weakness of your machete and your hoe. When your neighbours go out with their axe to cut down virgin forests,
you sow your yams on exhausted farms that take no labour to clear. They cross seven rivers to make their farms; you stay at home and offer sacrifices to a
reluctant soil. Go home and work like a man.”

Like Unoka, we are doing the same thing over and over, yet expecting a different result. We hope for a bumper yield in governance, but we are not prepared
to do things differently. We have need now to cross the rivers and clear virgin forests and to forget offering sacrifices to the reluctant soil. We must cease
working on exhausted farms and engage in the necessary labour to change our fortunes. There can be no appeal to the gods for excuses for our lack of desire
to make the tough decisions. Taxpayer-funded institutions like the Integrity Commission must demonstrate vigorous regard for their statutory

mandates and be prepared to work with a full understanding of the adverse impact of corruption on our present and future. "Change does not roll in on the
wheels of inevitability but comes through continuous struggle." - Martin Luther King Jr.

So, on this day that is dedicated by the global community as Anti-Corruption Day, every single citizen must pledge to bend his or her back to the task of
ridding our society of the scourge of corruption. There must be a unity of purpose that transcends the parochialism of politics. An even greater burden is
cast on the Integrity Commission and its staff members. There is no room for ego or thirst for power. It is time for unrestrained service. As a nation we
must go beyond saying no to corruption. Only then will we rise like a rose growing from concrete.

Did you hear about the rose that grew from a crack in the concrete?

Provin nature's laws wrong it learned how to walk without havin feet

Funny it seems but, by keepin its dreams

It, learned to breathe fresh air

Long live the rose that grew from concrete

When no one else even cared

No one else even cared...

The rose that grew from concrete (The Rose that Grew from Concrete, Tupac Shakur)



