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Intigam Ismayilov, opposition activist from the Nakchivan
Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan (NAR), refused to pay
a five manats (US$6) bribe to the local police department
to get his citizenship identification card. He complained to
the Interior Ministry of NAR.

But instead of launching a corruption investigation, officials
arrested Ismayilov and sentenced him to 15 days in jail.
After media covered the story, Ismayilov was released
after only three days in prison. As a result, Zakir
Mammadov, chief of the relevant department of the NAR
Interior Ministry, was fired.

This case shows that while corruption is still endemic in
Azerbaijan, on occasion and at high cost, citizens are
successful in claiming their rights. But these are small
victories within an environment rife with problems.

Consider that Azerbaijan’s judiciary system remains the
subject of international criticism. Resolution No.1614 of the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE)
recommended that the Azerbaijani government, “enhance
efforts to effectively eradicate corruption among judges, to
further reform the judiciary and to improve its negative
image in the country.”

At the street level, the police are perceived as one of the
most corrupt state institutions in Azerbaijan.

“Corruption is still one of the major problems in Azerbaijan.
It embraces all areas of society, including high echelons of
the government,” according to the 2007 U.S. State
Department annual report on human rights in the world.

Fast-tracked Passports

In an attempt to curtail the bribing of passport officials, new
legislation set an official fee of 120 manats (US$147) and
accelerated the waiting period from one month to one
week. This tactic proved unsuccessful. Seemingly endless
lines outside the Interior Ministry’s Passport Department
start at 5 a.m., regardless of the weather, and there is no
guarantee that citizens will receive their documents.

As a result, many continue to pay bribes to avoid the
hassle. Right inside the department’s foyer, men in civilian
dress offer such deals as a passport within five to seven
days for a 170-manats (US$209) bribe, plus 40 manats
(US$49) to cover the official fee.



In August 2008, following a huge wave of media criticism,
the passport department expanded its hours from 9 a.m. to
1 p.m. three days a week to every day from 9 a.m. to 6
p.m.

Real Estate Gone Awry

A surge of development in the real estate market has led
to corruption in the State Real Estate Register Agency
(Daşinmaz Əmlakin Dövl∂t Reestri Xidm∂ti — DƏDRX).

The bribe to get a property certificate from the agency
costs 100 manats (US$123). Alimamed Nuriyev of the
nongovernmental organization (NGO) Cooperation
Network Against Corruption (Korrupsiyaya qarsi QHT
sabakasi) and chairman of the Constitutional Researches
Foundation (Konstitusiya Araşdirmalari Fondu — KAF),
said that up to 40 percent of transactions regarding real
estate ownership certificates in Azerbaijan take place with
“unofficial payments.”

Getting Nowhere Fast

Corruption also flourishes in the transportation sector.
Many city bus drivers complain about continued extortion
by employees of the Ministry of Transportation. Drivers say
they have to pay daily bribes to avoid problems. Eldar
Ibrahimov, a bus driver in Baku, said that all passenger
bus drivers in Baku must pay a 1.2-manats (US$1.50)
daily bribe to the ministry officials. Ibrahimov once refused
to pay and his bus was temporarily confiscated by the
ministry under false pretenses.

Following the confiscation of his bus, Ibrahimov
complained to law enforcement agencies, but his efforts
were futile. He was told that Ziya Mammadov, the
influential minister of transportation, stood behind the
system of extortion and that law enforcement agencies
would find themselves in trouble if they interfered.

Ibrahimov took his complaints to the media. As articles
describing his case were published, he received a call
from the ministry was and was offered 404 manats
(US$500) for “not making noise.”

“I was offered the chance to take my bus back,” Ibrahimov
said. “They also said I would not have to pay the daily
bribe for two months. But I refused and demanded
punishment for the ministry’s employees.”



In May 2008, his bus was secretly returned and parked in
front of his apartment building. It had been deliberately
rendered out of order.

Corruption in Construction

On Aug. 28, 2007, a 15-story apartment building under
construction in Baku collapsed, killing 25. The collapse
was widely seen as a sign of endemic corruption in the
construction sector. Despite the existence of many
regulatory and control bodies, no government officials
were punished for this tragedy.

According to an investigation, the construction company,
Mutafakkir, owned by Ali Muradov, began the
“unauthorized” construction in 2002. Such news provoked
only sad smiles among ordinary citizens: Everyone knows
that without a number of governmental permissions, one
cannot even build a small garage, let alone a 15-story
building downtown.

Opposition Member of Parliament Iqbal Agazade said that
the government bodies responsible for overseeing the
construction sector broke laws by taking huge bribes.
Agazade said the standard bribe for permission to build a
one-entrance, multi-story apartment building in Baku is
121,140 manats (US$150,000).

After the building’s collapse, Ali Muradov was arrested, but
he died in prison before the trial. The only government
official arrested was Akif Maharramov, chief of the Baku
mayor’s Housing Cooperative Office. Maharramov, who
issued flat ownership documents to buyers, was released
from jail after serving less than one year.

The tragedy did not improve the situation in the
construction sector. “In May 2007, the management of my
newly constructed apartment building asked me to pay a
242 manats (US$300) bribe to the Baku executive
authority in order to receive temporary ownership
documents for my flat,” said Fakhri A., who bought a newly
built apartment in Baku. “However, after Akif
Maharramov’s arrest, the process of issuing the
documents was suspended. In August 2008, I was asked
to pay an additional 162 manats (US$200) because of —
as they explained — ‘increased tariffs.'”

Government Misuse and Misappropriation

Azerbaijan’s increased oil revenue also has created new
corruption opportunities, especially in the area of booming



government investments. The 2008 state budget allocated
2.8 billion manats (US$3.4 billion) to fund 978 government
investment projects (3.2 times more than in 2007).
However, the implementation of these projects, their costs,
and their supply contracts are completely non-transparent.

Rovshan Aghayev, head of the Economic Initiatives
Support Center (İqtisadi T∂ ş∂bbüsl∂r∂ D∂st∂k M∂rk∂zi —
İTDM), a Baku-based NGO, said there are serious
concerns about the misappropriation of funds. “In 2007,
the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan built, in line with its
program, a school building for 400 pupils, and it cost 638
manats (US$784) per pupil,” explained Aghayev.
Meanwhile, a similar school was built by the country’s
Education Ministry in the Saatli district and cost three
times as much. Aghayev says this sort of thing happens
often.

According to the Ministry of Transportation, construction of
a 14-kilometer highway to Baku International airport in
2008 cost 254,456,998 manats (US$315 million), or
18,755,500 manats (US$22.5 million) per kilometer. In
most developed countries, the cost of constructing one
kilometer of high-quality highway would hardly exceed
11,309, 200 manats (US$14 million).

Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev criticized officials for
“attempts to exaggerate expenses in some investment
projects” during an August 2008 government meeting. He
also called for the prevention of wasting of government
funds.

Baby Steps

The government has undertaken some efforts to fight
corruption through its “National Strategy on Increasing
Transparency and Strengthening the Fight Against
Corruption in Azerbaijan in 2007-2011,” a proposal that
was adopted in July 2007.

Alimamed Nuriyev emphasized the positive effects of a
new transparent process for hiring government employees.
The system now works on a competitive basis using tests
that are monitored by NGOs. More than 700 vacancies in
the government bodies were filled this way in 2008.

The introduction of a “one window” system for state
registration of companies and private enterprises is
another efficient step in reducing corruption. Before the
introduction of this system in January 2008, business
owners needed 72 days and had to go through 15 legal



procedures to register a business. Now it takes only three
days and five procedures.

Reduction of obstacles for business registration has
resulted in a sharp increase in the number of companies
registered in Azerbaijan. From January 2008 to June 2008,
24,000 new business entities, including 2,000 companies,
have been registered, representing a 30 percent increase.

Nevertheless, the small and medium-sized businesses are
still subject to officials’ extortions. Many business owners
complained about bribery by the employees of the State
Anti-Monopoly Service (Dövl∂t Anti-İnhisar Xidm∂ ti —
DAİX) under the Ministry of Economic Development. In
August of 2008, the head of DAİX, Samir Dadashev, was
arrested with four other top employees on bribery charges.
The press speculated on the true motives of these arrests,
including internal political rivalry within the ruling elite.

Despite these minor improvements, Azerbaijan is still
internationally criticized for widespread corruption. U.S.
Ambassador to Baku Anne Derse said in July that
Azerbaijan is the only Council of Europe member state that
has yet to establish a financial intelligence service. She
also called for improved legislation that seeks to combat
corruption.

Resolution No.1614 of the PACE reads that “corruption
continues to touch all levels of society and threatens
economic growth as well as social and political
development in Azerbaijan.”


