
The Economics of Peace and Security Journal, ISSN 1749-852X Gilby, Corruption and the arms trade     p. 21

© www.epsjournal.org.uk – Vol. 3, No. 1 (2008)

Corruption and the arms trade: the United

Kingdom’s Ministry of Defense and the bribe
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B
ribery has long been the handmaiden of the arms trade. Richard Jordan Gatling,

the inventor of the Gatling gun, wrote in the 1870s that “our best policy will

be to keep up the prices of the guns and give liberal commissions.”  The1

practice of paying commissions to agents, hidden in the overall price quoted to the

customer government, has become a common method by which arms companies have

passed bribes to decisionmakers.  Although not necessarily illegal, this is corruption,2

or bribery, as commonly understood by the layman, where promises of payments are

made by a company or individual, sometimes via intermediaries, to individuals in a

position to influence decisions, with the expectation that this will buy a favorable

decision for the company or individual promising the payments.  3

Arms exports are necessary to enable the U.K. government to achieve its objective

of sustaining the country’s arms industry.  But to export arms, U.K. arms companies4

seem to need to pay bribes.  (The government, which for forty years has actively5

promoted arms exports,  has, however, always denied being complicit in bribery by6

arms companies. ) Using previously unpublished material, this article considers7

exactly how the U.K. Ministry of Defense (MoD) has interacted with the “bribe

culture” that has surrounded international arms deals.  It argues that there were two8

basic phases. The first, in which the MoD directly paid commissions to agents, used

a subsidiary of the Crown Agents as a front, facilitated bribery by private companies,

and provided intelligence on corruption to U.K. companies. The second phase, after

the Lockheed scandal in the United States in 1975-76,  saw the MoD trying to avoid9

acquiring knowledge of bribes and to avoid asking awkward questions. In essence,

this left bribes on government-to-government deals to be paid by U.K. companies, and

misled Parliament about the truth.

The following sections explore these assertions in some detail.

In-house involvement

Up to the 1970s, there is evidence that the U.K. government actively participated in

arms trade corruption in four ways. First, the MoD, when selling surplus MoD

weapons or weapons produced by nationalized companies, directly employed agents

in the expectation they would indulge in bribery. This was evident prior to the setting

up of the Defense Sales Organization, DSO (which became the Defense Export

Services Organization, DESO, in 1985), when the Director of Sales at the MoD,

Harold Hubert, told the embassy in Tehran in July 1964 that he wanted an agent to

secure arms deals in Iran. Hubert complained of “loud protests about the

encouragement of graft. My own reaction to this is that I am not keen to educate the

Persians in virtuous ways.” He asked his agent to sell “through the back door.”10

Hubert admitted to the Foreign Office that in Saudi Arabia, Alamuddin, the agent he

wanted to use in Iran, had used the Zahid brothers, whom, Hubert said, “operate by

graft.” The Zahid brothers, he wrote, “gave me immediate access to the Minister of

Defence,” Prince Sultan, then and now the Saudi Minister of Defense.11

In May 1965 Hubert sold Geoffrey Edwards 10,000 Lee Enfield .303 rifles and 6

million rounds of ammunition.  The arms were to be sent to Saudi Arabia. Edwards12

was the agent in Saudi Arabia of BAE Systems’s forerunner, the British Aircraft

Corporation (BAC). Edwards, the Foreign Office believed, passed bribes to secure

arms deals.  Hubert pointed out that “the rifles which we sold to Edwards for13

£7.15.0d delivered in Jedda were re-sold to the Saudi Government for £15.” Clearly

showing he believed that bribes had been paid, Hubert wrote “a profit of this sort (on

ammunition as well) has no doubt to be shared.” The Foreign Office wrote to the

embassy in Jedda that “any sweetening of the Saudis is a matter for Edwards and not

the Ministry of Defence.”  The embassy replied that “certain military officers14

received bribes in consideration of passing the rifles as satisfactory.”15

When, in early 1967, a U.K. embassy official in Caracas asked Hubert whether the

government were prepared, through an agent, to enter into a government-to-

government contract involving bribery,  Hubert replied “I am completely mystified16

by just what your problem is ... people who deal with the arms trade, even if they are

sitting in a government office, live day by day with this sort of activity, and equally

day by day they carry out transactions knowing that at some point bribery is involved.

Obviously I and my colleagues in this office do not engage in it, but we believe that

various people who are somewhere along the lines of our transactions do. They do not

tell us what they are doing and we do not inquire. We are interested in the end

result.”  Leonard Figg of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s (FCO) Defense17

Department replied that “we accept the proposition that an agent acting in a

government-to-government deal (or of course firm-to-government) should get his

commission and the price HMG charge must reflect this cost.”18

Later that year DSO promised £50,000  to an agent “to help with the promotion19

of the Chieftain Tank sale to Holland because of the influence it was considered he

could bring to bear in influential quarters.”  The Treasury believed the agent was20

Prince Bernhard,  widely believed to be “on the take.”  In 1975 Bernhard was21 22

removed from public duties after it was revealed he had requested $4 million to $6

million in commission from Lockheed on the Dutch purchase of F-104 Starfighter

aircraft.  Defense Secretary Denis Healey was told in 1969 that “the [Chieftain] deal23

did not come off and no money was paid” but that another agent  had been hired to24

sell the 30mm Rarden Gun to Holland.25

In early 1969, the MoD used Shehadah Twal to sell Royal Ordnance Factory
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products in Jordan.  According to26

the Amman Defense Attaché, Twal

“was previously hand in glove with

[Major General] Sherif Nasser.”

Hubert’s deputy, Edgar Nissen,27

wrote that “Sherif Nasser is known

as 'Mr 15 per cent' so far as Services

equipment is concerned. Unless we

can keep in with him and offer

acceptable terms, it is unlikely that

we can hope for any serious

business.”  Nasser was the uncle of28

King Hussein and Commander-in-Chief of the Jordanian Army. Ray Brown, the Head

of DSO, told Defense Secretary Denis Healey that Twal had been hired because of

“the need to have individuals at the Department’s disposal to ensure that those able

to influence where orders may go are appropriately recompensed by the agents.”29

Twal was promised 2.5% “commission” in 1969.  On 5 November 1970, DSO sold30

16 Centurion tanks to Jordan for £16,500 each. Twal was “incurring considerable

expenditure on sales promotion and entertainment”  and on 22 June 1971 was paid31

his commission.  The MoD canceled the agreement in June 1972 as Twal had not had32

further success.  This hiring of agents by the MoD was authorized by ministers and33

very senior officials.  Even Defense Secretary Denis Healey was aware of the34

arrangements regarding Holland, and he and Defense Minister Ian Gilmour knew of

the MoD’s employment of Alamuddin (Alamuddin was promised 2.5% “commission”

on sales) in the Lebanon and Twal in Jordan.35

Second, there is evidence that the MoD used Millbank Technical Services (MTS),

a wholly owned subsidiary of the Crown Agents for Overseas Governments and

Administrations, as a front to pass on bribes. The Crown Agents were financial,

professional, and commercial agents for overseas governments and public bodies.3 6

Working with DSO, it offered “to defence forces overseas a comprehensive range of

technical supply and support services.”  Crucially, MTS was able and willing to pay37

“agents commissions.”38

At the start of the 1970s DSO were heavily involved in an attempt to sell the Saudi

Arabian National Guard (SANG) five armoured battle groups  for £112 million.39 40

SANG Commander Prince Abdullah (now King of Saudi Arabia) pressed for a formal

government-to-government deal  and the MoD answer was to use MTS. The Head41

of DSO, Lester Suffield, explained to Defense Secretary Lord Carrington’s Private

Secretary in 1972 that “because of the usual considerations that apply to any business

in Saudi Arabia i.e. the need to pay 'commissions' and because also Prince Abdullah

wished to give any purchase the appearance of a Government-to-Government deal,

we proposed to Prince Abdullah that a middle course would be to make the U.K.

package offer through Millbank Technical Services.”  Earlier Hubert had explained42

that “there might be advantages in MTS co-ordinating any British equipment business

to provide the quasi-Government oversight as well as passing on the douceurs.”43

MTS employed Abdullah’s brother-in-law, Fustuq, as their agent.44

Ministers were told “at various times other ‘fixers’ tried to get in on the act and

we did our best to string them along while continuing to deal through the channel

Abdullah desired [Fustuq].” With the deal slipping away from the United Kingdom,

Hubert advised that MTS should try and do a deal with Khashoggi (who represented

the big U.S. arms companies) and “we should go for it and pull out all the stops. If a

deal has to be done with Khashoggi it should be done. His own personal demands will

probably be high, but that is the way business is done in Saudi Arabia, the King’s

edict about 25 percenters notwithstanding. Either Khashoggi is offered the cut he

wants or we should pull out.”  Khashoggi had previously been used as an “agent” on45

arms deals by the MoD,  but the United States eventually secured the deal.46

Third, there is evidence that bribery by private companies was facilitated by U.K.

officials. General Makki Tounisi, the Director of Operations in the Saudi Army, asked

Jedda Defense Attaché Colin Fitzpatrick for a substantial bribe (3.5 percent of the

contract price) for the sale of Vickers private venture tanks to the Saudi Army. This

bribe request was duly passed to Vickers by Fitzpatrick.  Colonel Bernard Heath of47

Vickers told his superiors that Hassan Gabr, chief interpreter to Saudi Defense

Minister Prince Sultan, had said “everyone else used agents and that no deal would

go through unless Sultan and the Army Officers got a cut.”48

Last, there is evidence that the DSO consulted “fixers” to glean intelligence for

U.K. arms companies. In January 1971 Adnan Khashoggi met DSO in London to

advance his proposals for a “systems management organisation” for the Saudi Arabian

Air Defense scheme.  Khashoggi was also consulted by DSO over the attempts by4 9

Vosper Thorneycroft to sell ships in the early 1970s.  By the early 1970s senior DSO50

officials such as Harold Hubert and Reg Anderson were meeting Khashoggi at least

monthly to discuss arms sales, and hoped he could generate business as well as

intelligence. Hubert observed “to K pressing for or against a particular equipment was

not appreciably affected by its military qualities.” Hubert said to Khashoggi “naturally

we should not interfere with commissions paid to him by firms.”  Meetings between51

DSO and Khashoggi took place in February 1972,  late March 1972,  and in May52 53

and November 1972.  The relationship continued into the mid-1970s, and in 19745 4

DSO met with Khashoggi and others to discuss the sale of Rapier.55

Overall, there is considerable evidence that over this period the government was

aware of corruption in arms deals and participated in various ways. The advent of the

Lockheed scandal in 1975-76 changed everything. Until then no questions had to be

asked about what activities the agents undertook.  But, post-Lockheed, questions56

might be asked, and new MoD Permanent Secretary Sir Frank Cooper was worried

about the answers. An MoD official for many years, Cooper almost certainly knew

that, as Chancellor and former Defense Secretary Denis Healey later said in 1977,

“there was no doubt that bribery had been going on for years on a large scale in the

Overall, there is considerable evidence

that prior to the mid-1970s the British

government was aware of arms deal

corruption, and that it participated in

this corruption in various ways. For

the period thereafter, an argument can

be made that government knowingly

“subcontracted” arms-related

corruption to other agents.
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Middle East and Africa, and that organisations responsible to Government (including

Defence Sales and nationalised industries) had been involved.”57

Subcontracting corruption

In May 1976, Cooper decided that “in view of the current interest in the subject of

special commissions” guidelines were needed.  His directive, issued on 9 June 1976,58

stated that public money was not to be used for illegal or improper purposes, that

officials should not engage in or encourage illegal acts, that DSO should avoid

employing agents, and if any agent was employed by DSO they should be reputable

and not demand an “excessive” fee.  This might have seemed a reasonable response,59

but as agents could still be employed by private or nationalized companies with the

knowledge of the MoD, it failed to do more than lead to the subcontracting of

corruption.

This became evident in 1977 when Comptroller and Auditor General, Sir Douglas

Henley, was investigating the MoD’s contract with BAC to provide the Saudi Arabian

Air Defense Project (SADAP). In the deal payments were made by the Saudis to BAC

via the MoD’s accounts. BAC had told the MoD they had to pay 10 percent in

“consultants’ fees” – over £30 million.  The MoD’s lawyer made clear Henley’s60

purpose: “the question he is asking is whether we have satisfied ourselves as to the

propriety of accepting the payments.”  MTS had by then commissioned a legal61

opinion on the question of corruption. Using this opinion, Henley noted that in the

SADAP case none of the three criteria MTS’s lawyers had seen as necessary to avoid

corruption had been met. Rates of commission were much higher than those paid for

Iranian or Kuwaiti arms contracts; no information was provided as to the recipients

of the consultants’ fees; and a separate confidentiality agreement had been

requested.62

The MoD commissioned its own legal advice from the Treasury Solicitor’s

Department who replied “MoD are not aware of the identity of the agents nor of the

details of their services and that they have no means themselves or knowing whether

the payments are excessive for the services rendered.” The advice then stated that

because of this the MoD could not know whether public money had been used for

illegal or improper purposes and thus was in breach of Cooper’s June 1976 directive.63

The legal advice was that “the Department is entitled to obtain full information in

relation to the payments. Whether or not this is practicable is, however, a matter for

administrative decision.”  A suggestion that the MoD should ask BAC for further64

information about its agents and their services prompted Cooper’s Private Secretary

John Howe  to minute “I don't really like the way this is going and what may be65

unearthed.”  Howe wrote “we do not have a responsibility for going to some pains6 6

to discover what agents are employed by firms or exactly what the arrangements are

between firms and agents” and that Cooper felt it was “business which is properly the

companies’ and not our own.”67

As a result he merely asked BAC for an assurance that “the third party consultants

to whom the fees in question are paid are reputable companies and individuals; and

that in your company’s opinion you are obtaining an adequate return through the

services performed by third party consultants for the fees which you pay. Finally I

should be grateful if you would confirm that the position of these consultants in

relation to the contract is acceptable to the appropriate Saudi authorities.” BAC agreed

to provide the assurance provided that the last sentence was qualified by the phrase

“to the best of your knowledge and belief.”  This was a crucial qualification for it68

absolved BAC of responsibility should it turn out that (officially) the Saudi

government were not aware of BAC’s agency arrangements (as they almost certainly

were not). The assurance was given and Cooper stressed this to Henley, neatly

evading the point that SADAP had not been in compliance with his own directive

about the use of agents by failing to mention to Henley that the assurances had only

very recently been received.  Cooper then told Henley the MoD had “not thought it69

necessary to know the identity of the recipients” as long as BAC gave assurances.70

His parting shot was that “it is accepted Government practice to avoid over extensive

enquiries. We must have regard for the risk of unnecessary interference in industry’s

business and for placing firms at a disadvantage with their competitors.”  As a71

concession Cooper reissued his 1976 directive to DSO. It was amended so that in

cases where firms asked for MoD approval for fees or commissions to be included in

the final price, the MoD should obtain assurances from the firm that the agents are

reputable, providing “an adequate return” for the payments, and “to the best of the

firm’s knowledge” the position of the agents should be accepted by the customer

government.72

Cooper’s amended guidelines certainly made it easy for the government to turn a

blind eye to corruption, by accepting companies’ word that nothing was wrong at face

value, while private arms sales did not require MoD approval of specific contract

terms. Why the MoD wanted to avoid knowledge and further enquiries by Douglas

Henley became clear two weeks later in June 1976 when the Head of Defense Sales,

Lester Suffield, gained Cooper’s approval for “agency fees” of 15 percent on the

SADAP II deal and for the same level of “agency fees” on a contract for

communications for SANG. The “fees” would be paid by the MoD’s subcontractors

– BAC and Cable and Wireless, respectively.  In the draft of Suffield’s minute to73

Cooper asking for approval, the fees were described as amounting “in practice to the

exertion of influence to sway decisions in favour of the client” and that senior Saudis

“would certainly not approve the payment of fees, although they undoubtedly expect

appropriately discreet arrangements to be made.”  It appears that some MoD officials74

did believe that the payments were essentially corrupt.

This episode provides an illuminating insight into the culture change that the

Lockheed and British Leyland corruption allegations had wrought in the MoD by the

mid-1970s. The MoD tolerated “commissions” on arms deals, and the documents

contain many tacit admissions of knowledge, or suspicion, about what the arms
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companies were up to. But while running deals like SADAP through the MoD

accounts and promoting private arms sales, senior officials tried to avoid knowledge

of, and prevent the Exchequer and Audit Department discovering, what lay beneath.75

Turning a blind eye

Archival evidence about the government’s role in the U.K.’s arms trade is, generally,

only available up until 1976. But what little evidence there is after that point does tend

to suggest that the government’s avoidance of knowledge of bribery in arms sales

continued in the 1980s.

In January 1986 the former Group Marketing Director at British Aerospace (BAe)

and then Head of Defense Export Services at the MoD, Colin Chandler, met Prince

Sultan in Riyadh to conclude the Al Yamamah arms deal (the U.K.’s biggest ever).76

Chandler’s telegram on the negotiations said that the price of each IDS variant

Tornado had risen from £16.3 million in May 1984 to £21.5 million, and the price of

each Hawk trainer from £4 million to £5.3 million.  This represented a price rise on77

both types of aircraft of 32 percent over a period of 19 months. Inflation in the United

Kingdom between May 1984 and January 1986 was around 9.5 percent. No reason

was provided in the telegram to London for the dramatic price rise,  although Patrick78

Wright, the Ambassador in Riyadh who was at the meeting with Chandler and Sultan,

would probably have been aware of the possibility of corruption. In 1974 when Head

of the FCO’s Middle East Department, DSO official Ian McDonald had told Wright

“the ‘fiddle factor’ was an element that could not be overlooked”  in arms sales to79

Saudi Arabia.  Despite this, the now available U.K. government documents on the80

negotiations  contain no discussion by any officials about the possibility of corruption81

at all, suggesting the MoD preferred not to know. Indeed, the still suppressed National

Audit Office report into Al Yamamah, according to Robert Sheldon, one of its

authors, was “not able to follow money outside the department once it is paid to the

contractors, so we do not know what was done with it.”82

Cooper’s 1977 guidelines were updated by the Permanent Secretary Sir

Christopher France in November 1994.  The revised guidelines stressed that83

“commissions” were the business of the companies only – DESO was forbidden to

employ agents. Arms companies were, however, given more flexibility in

government-to-government deals. The MoD dropped the requirement for assurances,

demanding only that companies were told the MoD believed companies should only

employ “reputable companies or individuals” and ensuring the agents provided “an

adequate return for ... payments.”  This directive essentially amounted to the MoD84

relaxing its standards from the late 1970s.

In March 2001 the Chief Executive of the Serious Fraud Office, Rosalind Wright,

wrote to Permanent Secretary at the MoD, Kevin Tebbit, about the allegations of

Edward Cunningham, a former employee of Robert Lee International (RLI), a

company linked to BAe. The Guardian newspaper has alleged RLI was running a

“slush fund” for Saudi royals. Wright wrote “I thought it right to draw this to your

attention since it is conceivable that Government money has been misused.”  Later85

that month Tebbit replied saying he had “no wish to set damaging hares running, but

given the sensitive issues raised in your letter, I have conducted a discreet initial

exploration of the allegations’ implications.”  In a move reminiscent of Cooper in8 6

1977, Tebbit asked the Chairman of BAE, Sir Richard Evans, about the allegations:

“The Chairman told me that this was an old story and reaffirmed BAES’ commitment

to operation within the law in all countries in which the company was involved.”87

Defense Secretary Geoff Hoon told Labour MP Gavin Strang that “Sir Kevin looked

into the issue at the time and was satisfied that the allegations were of no relevance

to the MoD and that no contractual impropriety regarding Government employees

existed.”  Around this time the Serious Fraud Office began its investigation into the88

Al Yamamah “slush fund” allegations which lasted until late 2006, but which was

curtailed following lobbying by the Prime Minister and BAE Systems.

More recently, allegations have emerged that for at least 10 years BAE Systems

paid £30 million every quarter to a U.S. bank account controlled by Prince Bandar bin

Sultan, the son of Saudi Defense Minister Prince Sultan, as part of the Al Yamamah

deal.  An investigator for the bank told the BBC “there wasn’t a distinction between89

the accounts of the Embassy or official government accounts as we would call them

and the accounts of the Royal Family.” Prince Bandar has denied the payments were

corrupt. The BBC claimed that, like SADAP, the payments were made via the MoD

accounts, due to Al Yamamah being a government-to-government deal. Until more

documents are available, the truth will be impossible to establish. But it appears

inherently unlikely that MoD officials processed quarterly invoices from Prince

Bandar as the BBC alleged. It is possible that Al Yamamah was similar to SADAP,

with payments being made by the MoD to BAe, who then paid for “support services,”

with the MoD turning a blind if knowing eye.90

Frank Cooper’s determination to avoid “unnecessary interference in industry’s

business” has thus persisted in the MoD to this day. Current policy is that “all

decisions on the employment of agents and on their remuneration are matters for the

companies” and DESO “is now concerned only with responding to requests ... for

assistance in determining whether to employ an agent, or for information about

reputable agents.”91

Misleading Parliament

Throughout the period, Parliament has generally been kept in the dark. In the 1970s,

during Henley’s investigation into SADAP, an MoD lawyer made clear the MoD’s

anxiety to avoid parliamentary scrutiny on the issue of corruption. She wrote of

Henley that “he is still concerned about the whole subject of agents’ commission in

its various forms, but in a longer-term context. Like us he cannot overlook the danger

of the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) rambling on to the subject but I think this
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1. Phythian (2000, p. 85).

2. For reasons of brevity I do not intend to substantiate this point in this paper. Those

who are skeptical about this assertion can turn to the following for enlightenment (this

is not an exhaustive list of the relevant literature but they give a good overview of the

would be as unwelcome to him as to us.”  Henley felt that in the light of the British92

Leyland bribery allegations in the Daily Mail the SADAP transactions’ “unusual

nature and large magnitude are such that Parliament would now expect them to

receive very special scrutiny and to be informed of the situation.”  It was not.93

In 1978, FCO official Derek Thomas, struggling to answer a Parliamentary

Question asking “how many cases of corruption involving alleged bribery by British

companies had come to the notice of the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary

during the last five years and how many such cases were connected with arms

contracts,” wrote “I find that it is impossible to state categorically that no such cases

had come directly to Dr. Owen’s notice in his capacity as Foreign and Commonwealth

Secretary. This would simply not be true.”  Thomas arranged for Frank Judd, FCO94

Minister of State, to merely reply that “the enforcement of legislation and general

standards relating to business activities is a matter for the appropriate authorities

acting within their own jurisdiction.”95

At the end of the 1970s Cooper found himself before Parliament trying to defend

actions that had been taken under his own guidelines. International Military Services

(IMS), the successor to MTS, was found to have deposited just under half a million

pounds into a Swiss bank account as “consultancy” on an arms deal. The MoD told

the Public Accounts Committee, a powerful Parliamentary committee that scrutinizes

government expenditure, that it did not “condone” bribery, a statement that as we

have seen was dishonest. It emerged that, following Cooper’s own guidelines, the

MoD had “undertaken not to require IMS to supply documentation relating to the

company’s commercial partnerships with third parties,” and as a result Cooper

conveniently could not be certain whether or not a bribe had been paid.96

An article in The Guardian in 2003 claimed that “bribery has been at the heart of

DESO’s mission from the day the unit was launched nearly 40 years ago,” and that

the “UK secretly connives at such payments.”  The article was fiercely rebutted by97

the MoD in a response to a parliamentary inquiry as “totally without foundation” and

irresponsible.”  While Parliament’s Quadripartite Committee still accepts the MoD98

denials,  the MoD’s defense  relies on the revised Cooper’s 1976 guidelines, which,99 100

as we have argued, were designed to allow them to turn a blind eye. These were

largely meaningless, as, two weeks after their promulgation, MoD officials apparently

believed that payments made on a government-to-government deal with Saudi Arabia

were essentially corrupt. Sadly, Parliament continues to be misled.

Conclusions

If we accept Joe Roeber’s plausible contention that the international arms trade is “the

most corrupt of all legal international trades,”  then the MoD’s close involvement101

with the international arms trade means that it is inevitably complicit in corruption.

The evidence presented here suggests, however, that it has been more than complicit

and that its insistence on the propriety of its own conduct is questionable. Newly

available evidence documents the involvement of the government in corruption before

the mid 1970s, and since then it appears to have deliberately chosen a strategy of

closing its eyes to the corruption it actually suspects. This is particularly the case in

the Al Yamamah arms deal, where MoD has been more closely involved than any

other U.K. arms deal. It has acted as government sponsor, committing its own staff

to the servicing of the contract, and lobbying for loan guarantees and for a new

lucrative contract known as Al Salam.  The allegations about corruption in the Al102

Yamamah deal have been sustained, from multiple credible sources and thoroughly

documented. Yet the MoD’s response has been to ignore them. When pressed by the

Serious Fraud Office (SFO) it merely sought unsubstantiated assurances from BAE

Systems. And once the SFO did investigate, it participated in the lobby for the

investigation to be stopped, as Defense Secretary Des Browne did in the autumn of

2006.103

For the last forty years the MoD has faced a choice – accepting corruption or

making a serious attempt to stamp it out. It has chosen the former. The likely costs of

this choice are high. A bribe culture “undermines democratic accountability, diverts

resources from the public good and into private pockets, and ‘redistribut[es] wealth

and power to the undeserving.’ Corruption can also increase inequality and

poverty,”  and generate demand for arms that could increase the likelihood of104

conflict. It also undermines democracy in the United Kingdom, and in the words of

former DSO employee Harold Hubert “besmirch[es] the good name of the British

Government.”105

To be able to stamp out corruption, the truth would need to be faced openly and

honestly so that effective solutions can be put forward.  To this end the government106

should remove its support for a corrupt trade, the National Audit Office (NAO) report

into Al Yamamah (the only NAO report still secret) should be published, the Serious

Fraud Office investigation into Al Yamamah should be reinstated, and an independent

enquiry into the whole affair should be launched. The U.K. government needs to bring

in effective corruption legislation, and, more importantly, enforce it. This may lead

to some embarrassment to the government, but the potential benefits are significant.

Notes

Nicholas Gilby is a researcher and author. He has carried out extensive research over

a number of years for Campaign Against Arms Trade (CAAT) in London. He may be

reached at CAAT, 11 Goodwin Street, London, N4 3HQ or enquiries@caat.org.uk.
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subject): Boulton (1978); Phythian (2000, pp. 84-96); Roeber (2005). In the United

Kingdom. there have also been many allegations in recent years concerning bribery

by BAE Systems and a company it now owns – Alvis plc – in Saudi Arabia,

Indonesia, South Africa, Romania, Tanzania, the Czech Republic, Chile, and Qatar.

These allegations have been given extensive coverage, particularly in The Guardian.

Aside from Saudi Arabia and Indonesia, all the allegations are being investigated by
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