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Corruption complaint to EBRD and IFC resubmitted

Baku, Azerbaijan -- Following a four month information vacuum, an  Azeri organisation has resubmitted a complaint to the European  Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the  International Finance Corporation (IFC) concerning corrupt practices at the State Oil Company of Azerbaijan (SOCAR). 

The original complaint from the Committee of Oil Industry Workers' Rights Protection, drawing on recent cases as well as insider knowledge from former employees, sought to demonstrate to both international development banks that SOCAR is riddled with corruption. [1] 

SOCAR, with a 19 per cent stake, is part of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline (BTC) consortium. In November, the  EBRD and IFC sanctioned loans to the consortium totalling USD 500 million. At a ceremony in Baku last week to mark the financing of BTC, Noreen Doyle, the EBRD's vice-president, outlined three  key criteria which governed the EBRD's funding decision: "We needed to assure our shareholders that this project would be safe, that it would fairly benefit the population, and that it would bring sustainable benefit."[2] 

Mirvari Gahramanli, chairwoman of the Committee of Oil Industry  Workers' Rights Protection, commented, "Our complaint to the banks has gone unacknowledged and unanswered now for four months. Everyone knows how things work in Azerbaijan and of the consequences of speaking out. That's why we turned to the EBRD and IFC in October. Corruption at the heart of BTC is bound to deny benefits to the people of Azerbaijan." 

Gahramanli was a long-serving SOCAR employee until being fired in 2002 on her return from addressing a US Congress roundtable about human rights in Azerbaijan. Last year her daughter and sister were dismissed from their jobs at SOCAR. The corruption investigation mechanisms of the EBRD and IFC do not oblige the institutions to respond to complaints within a specific timeframe, nor are the banks required to give out information on how investigations are proceeding, if, that is, they are proceeding at all.[3] 

Gahramanli continued, "The banks' regulations are vague about the handling of complaints but we hope that they will deliver on their  many fine words and look seriously at this SOCAR case. At least  some of the shareholders of these institutions must be alarmed by stories like ours." 

In an unrelated case, SOCAR was named in a US indictment last September against a Swiss lawyer. The federal court for the Southern District of New York, indicting Hans Bodmer, alleged that  he had "paid bribes and authorised the payment of bribes to induce Azeri officials" to allow western investors to participate in a  potential privatisation of SOCAR. The current president of 
Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev, was vice-chairman of SOCAR until recently. [4] 
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