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Corruption is a complex phenomenon that is encountered 
worldwide; it is present in both developed and developing 
countries.1 There is no universally authoritative definition 
of corruption but it has been broadly understood as ‘the 
dishonest misuse or abuse of a position of power to secure 
undue personal gain or advantage, or to secure undue gain 
or advantage for a third party’.2 Corruption includes acts as 
bribery, money-laundering, embezzlement, trading in influ-
ence, abuse of function, illicit enrichment and obstruction 
of justice.3 Corruption may be direct or indirect, through 
acts or omissions, pecuniary (bribery) or non-pecuniary 
(favours), all underpinned by the threat of violence.

JUDICIAL PROCESS
Similarly, corrupt practices during the judicial pro-
cess also engender conditions of torture and 
ill-treatment.10 Conversely, torture or its threat may 
also be used to influence judicial processes whether 
in terms of obtaining favourable outcomes in ordi-
nary criminal trials or interfering with accountability 
for corrupt practices themselves.  For instance, the 
difference between whether a detainee is brought 
before a judge or not is in some jurisdictions depen-
dent on bribes. The detainee who is not able to pay 
can conceivably languish in arbitrary detention and 
poor conditions. 

LINKAGES & CAUSES
Torture and other ill-treatment and corruption must 
be recognized as inextricably linked; more instanc-
es of torture and ill-treatment are usually found 
where there are higher levels of corruption. Corrup-
tion prevails in non-custodial settings as well as in 
the context of deprivation of liberty, as document-
ed in the literature and by international monitoring 
bodies, such as the CPT and SPT.

The UN Special Rapporteur on Torture has also il-
lustrated a number of manifestations, such as be-
ing forced to ‘engage in a sexual act in return for 
the performance of an official duty’, where acts 
or threat of torture are instrumentalized as a ‘tool 
to extort money and other valuables from victims, 
their families or friends’, conversely undue advan-
tage may be deliberately offered to induce acts of 
torture or prevent accountability.6 

POLICING & POLICE CUSTODY
Most analyses of police violence and police corruption 
point to fragile institutional frameworks and impunity cou-
pled with low pay and low prestige in policing.7 In countries 
where state agents may not receive proper or adequate 
pay, there will be a greater temptation to resort to corrup-
tion, abuse of power and incomes. During police custody 
and the early phases of pre-trial detention suspects may 
be forced to pay the investigating officer(s) money to avoid 
being subjected to torture or other forms of ill-treatment, 
such as extraction of confessions or information. While 
policing poor urban neighbourhoods, the police and other 
public authorities may use force and threats thereof to ex-
tort money – or services, such as sexual services – from 
vulnerable groups living on the margins of society and on 
the fringes of the law, incl. juveniles in conflict with the law, 
sex workers, slum dwellers and street vendors. 

DETENTION
During detention, prison officials may resort to extortion of 
money from prisoners in return for granting them access 
to basic needs (such as access to medical care, family vis-
its) and to certain privileges, services of benefits (e.g. be-
ing placed in a cell instead of a dormitory, liberty to move 
around more freely within the prison). Corruption may 
cause or contribute to lack of resources to provide for basic 
needs.8 In understaffed institutions, a system based on the 
use of trusted inmates is more likely to be in place, and the 
trusted inmates themselves may take advantage of their 
privileged position to extort money or favours from other, 
more vulnerable inmates.9

IMPACTS & SOLUTIONS
Corruption ‘facilitates, perpetuates and institutionalizes’ vi-
olations of human rights.4 According to the Human Rights 
Council, it is ‘difficult to find a human right that could not be 
violated by corruption’.5 Corruption disproportionately ag-
gravates and compounds existing disadvantage, the most 
vulnerable. 

Efforts to improve institutional transparency and account-
ability should be complemented by understandings of the 
complex relational and contextual realities pertaining to 
pre-conditions, causes and consequences.11 It is relevant 
to focus more specifically on the negative impact of corrup-
tion concerning prevention, reporting and accountability as 
areas where existing measures or identified areas of con-
cern may be overlapping and mutually reinforcing. This is 
the case concerning e.g. legal and procedural safeguards, 
education and information in training of law enforcement 
personnel, and cooperation between preventive bodies/
authorities. Conversely, limitations with respect to conven-
tional approaches, such as prosecution and documenta-
tion, need to be accepted. The ‘under-perceived’ experienc-
es and needs of the urban poor must be featured.12 

Other solutions include adoption of legislation to criminal-
ize corruption and preventing persons in vulnerable situa-
tions at particular high risk of becoming victims of torture 
and corruption.  Strengthening independent monitoring and 
reporting, transnational efforts, and synergies within United 
Nations bodies are significant.13
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