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T he COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing corruption risks 
worldwide while creating new opportunities for authoritarian 
regimes to repress political opposition, independent media, and 

civil society groups. An unprecedented global surge in public spending 
and procurement that has sidestepped important safeguards against 
abuse, combined with distraction and disarray in the international 
community, has created ideal conditions for transnational kleptocracy. 
Yet authoritarian regimes also are facing unprecedented challenges, 
as their populations grow less tolerant of the corruption that often 
undermines the pandemic response.

The new coronavirus swept across a world that had only recently begun to recognize and 
acknowledge the serious, pervasive harm inflicted by decades of unchecked transnational 
corruption. From the Arab Spring to Malaysian voters’ backlash against the 1MDB (1Malaysia 
Development Berhad) scandal,1 populations suffering the consequences of kleptocracy 
have turned to social media activism and protests to challenge corrupt political systems. 
In advanced economies, leaks such as the Panama Papers in 2016 combined with Russian 
attempts to interfere in democratic processes have caused many to reflect on the role 
that the legal and financial institutions based in democracies have played in facilitating 
authoritarian behavior and illicit financial flows. Nonetheless, democratic governments still 
have far to go in their efforts to insulate these institutions against this “corrosive capital.”2 
They are only starting to explore measures that target the corrupt underpinnings of 
adversarial mafia states—the Global Magnitsky Act being a notable example.3 Meanwhile, 
authoritarian leaders continue to engage freely in corrupt activities for the reinforcing 
purposes of illicit self-enrichment, consolidating their power at home, and projecting malign 
influence overseas. 

Even before the pandemic struck, independent media and civil society groups working to 
expose and document these activities faced increasing repression. Whether the threat came 
from authoritarian governments or from sometimes deadly attacks by criminal networks 
linked to powerful interests in politics and business—no longer just in places like Russia 
and Venezuela, but in democracies like Malta and Slovakia—those who attempted to per-
form a watchdog role did so with heightened peril.4 Inspired by the sweeping crackdown 
launched by Xi Jinping in 2012, several regimes have emulated China’s example by coopting 
anticorruption narratives and launching their own disingenuous campaigns to target political 
opponents.5
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Meanwhile, trillions of dollars continue to be siphoned out of developing countries into 
tax havens and major financial centers. A recent United Nations (UN) study pegged global 
money laundering at around $1.6 trillion per year, and found that more than $7 trillion in 
private wealth is being held in secretive offshore accounts—the equivalent of 10 percent of 
global gross domestic product (GDP).6 This level of capital flight, sustained over decades, has 
crippled many countries’ capacity to respond to unexpected crises like a global pandemic. 

Opaque public spending

This is the precarious context into which an estimated $11 trillion in emergency fiscal assis-
tance has been unleashed worldwide in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.7 Democratic 
and authoritarian governments alike have suspended or ignored anticorruption safeguards 
as they scrambled to meet unprecedented strains on their healthcare systems, prop up 
collapsing economies, and placate fearful and frustrated populations. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) early plea to governments to “spend 
what you can, but keep the receipts” is being adhered to patchily or not at all.8

Law enforcement and private sector institutions charged with detecting suspicious financial 
activity have reported a surge in COVID-related fraud and cybercrime.9 For corrupt elites, 
this chaotic environment has created new opportunities for self-dealing, price gouging, 
bribery, and embezzlement. For obvious reasons, the criminal involvement has been most 
acute in the healthcare sector, which even in ordinary times loses an estimated $500 billion 
to corruption each year.10 In Russia, wealthy individuals hoarded ventilators and other 
resources for their own use.11 Moreover, kleptocratic networks also took advantage of the 
crisis to engage in reputation laundering by stepping in to supply equipment when local 
health providers came up short.12 In South Africa, rampant overpricing of personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) and widespread fraud has created a political crisis.13 But scarcity has 
created opportunities for graft in almost all sectors. In Bangladesh, for example, officials 
were accused of reselling six-hundred thousand pounds of rice intended as food aid for 
hungry citizens.14

Restrictions on civil liberties

In many countries, these heightened corruption risks have been compounded by draconian 
restrictions on civil liberties. As of September 2020, the COVID-19 Civic Freedom Tracker, a 
project of the International Center for Nonprofit Law, identified ninety countries with emer-
gency declarations; 124 with measures affecting freedom of assembly; 44 with measures 
affecting freedom of expression; and 47 with measures that affect privacy.15 In most cases, 
these restrictions are legitimate, proportionate, and temporary efforts to prevent further 
spread of the virus. But others undoubtedly have been implemented primarily in response 
to perceived threats to governments during this period of uncertainty, or even proactively as 
an opportunistic attempt to crush dissent while the international community is distracted. 
Even where they do not directly target efforts to document corruption, these actions can 
have a chilling effect on investigative activities. The declaration of emergency powers to 
handle the pandemic response has too often carried echoes of post-9/11 antiterrorism laws 
enacted hastily by governments whose primary intention was to use them against nonvio-
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lent political opponents.

Legitimate justifications for restricting freedom of expression and access to information are 
few and far between, especially during a global pandemic when access to reliable infor-
mation saves lives. Yet according to a recent survey of 1,308 journalists in 77 countries, 
three-quarters reported experiencing deliberate obstruction or intimidation in their efforts 
to cover the virus.16 Several countries also have implemented internet shutdowns, ostensibly 
to prevent the spread of misinformation about the virus or for vague “security” reasons.17

Unsurprisingly, whistleblowers who expose the spread of the new coronavirus or the misap-
propriation of life-saving resources have been especially targeted. Indeed, the origin of the 
pandemic owes much to the persecution of honest health officials by authorities in Wuhan 
and subsequent cover-up efforts by Beijing.18 In Russia, more than a few doctors who have 
highlighted problems with the country’s coronavirus response have faced an unusually grue-
some fate: falling to their deaths from windows, with enough suspicion around the circum-
stances to suggest deliberate defenestration.19 

Some governments have also enacted prohibitions on movement and initiated surveillance 
measures that significantly compromise privacy and civic activity. In China, for instance, 
track-and-trace technology seems likely to become yet another method of monitoring 
perceived opponents of the Chinese Communist Party.20 In much of the world, edicts that 
limit movement and assembly are vital for preventing further spread of the virus, yet they 
have the side effect of hindering journalists and researchers from conducting interviews and 
other in-person research, especially in societies where it would be unsafe or impractical to 
do so online. In theory, they also prevent citizens from gathering to protest against corrup-
tion and other issues—though of course, this has not stopped anyone in Iraq, Hong Kong, 
Belarus, or indeed the United States from taking to the streets.

Challenges for kleptocrats

Even though the pandemic has offered numerous opportunities to those who make a living 
by fraud or exploitation for self-enrichment, in some cases it has reduced corruption risks 
and hampered the activities of those engaged in it—albeit temporarily. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that closed borders and shuttered businesses have significantly disrupted much 
of the illicit economy that preys on them. This may especially be true of schemes linked to 
the cross-border movement of goods such as trade-based money laundering, drug traffick-
ing, and the illegal wildlife trade. Incentives for corruption may have been reduced or have 
disappeared altogether in sectors affected by the economic shutdown, for example where 
bribes are routinely demanded in return for license acquisition.

Perhaps more significantly in the long term, the potential costs of being caught engaging in 
corruption are higher as populations ordinarily conditioned to tolerate avaricious political 
elites begin to lose patience. In Kenya, for example, police fired tear gas to disperse crowds 
protesting alleged misuse of PPE.21 Countries that have tried to use the crisis for political 
advantage by engaging in exploitative or corrupt behavior often have found their efforts 
backfiring.22 
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14

A Perfect Storm: The COVID-19 Pandemic and Transnational Kleptocracy

MARCH 2021  |   GLOBAL INSIGHTS         NATE SIBLEY

Finally, corrupt leaders should be concerned about the implications of renewed global 
anticorruption leadership by the United States and its democratic partners. President Biden 
has committed to countering kleptocracy as a cornerstone of his administration’s foreign 
policy, while the 116th Congress overcame partisan divisions to enact the most significant 
anti-money laundering reforms in nearly two decades.23

This is not to downplay the alarming proliferation of corruption risks caused by the pan-
demic; however, the situation is more complicated than initial fears of an unmitigated klep-
tocratic free-for-all would suggest.

Dealing with the inherent transnational links of modern kleptocracy

The best thing that democratic governments can do in response is stay the course on 
enacting vital anticorruption reforms and ramping up measures to target authoritarian klep-
tocracy overseas. Because contemporary kleptocracy is inherently transnational, improving 
transparency in advanced economies will assist independent media and civil society groups 
working to expose and document abuses within authoritarian regimes. Additional support 
for whistleblowers, strengthened anti-money laundering controls, and improved corporate 
transparency all will be part of this focus on fighting corruption on all fronts.

The same is true of law enforcement actions and sanctions to hold those responsible for 
COVID-related corruption and human rights abuses accountable. After all, authoritarian 
regimes are counting on distraction in the international community to engage in repression 
that might ordinarily carry adverse consequences. Providing material support for indepen-
dent media and civil society within kleptocratic societies, for example through the Global 
Media Defense Fund, and helping them to network with collaborative groups, such as the 
International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, should also be priorities.

The COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly has exacerbated existing corruption risks while 
creating new opportunities for avaricious political elites. At the same time, it has posed 
some unexpected challenges and exposed vulnerabilities for corrupt authoritarians who 
are accustomed to exploiting the global economy in secrecy and with total impunity. Public 
awareness of the harm caused by kleptocracy has never been keener—and never felt more 
personal than when it involves the theft of resources that should have been used to save 
lives. Independent media and civil society groups who work to expose corruption may be 
under severe attack, but they are also more organized and connected than ever before. And 
with renewed U.S. leadership, many democracies are now working to address financial vul-
nerabilities that facilitate and incentivize transnational corruption while targeting kleptocracy 
overseas. It is still possible that we may look back on the COVID-19 pandemic as a turning 
point, rather than a setback, in the longer struggle against transnational kleptocracy.

Because contem-
porary kleptocracy 
is inherently trans-

national, improving 
transparency in 

advanced economies 
will assist indepen-

dent media and  
civil society groups  
working to expose 

and document  
abuses within  

authoritarian regimes.



15

A Perfect Storm: The COVID-19 Pandemic and Transnational Kleptocracy

MARCH 2021  |   GLOBAL INSIGHTS         NATE SIBLEY

Endnotes

1 Shamim Adam, Laurence Arnold, and Yudith Ho, “The Story of
Malaysia’s 1MDB, the Scandal That Shook the World of 
Finance,” Bloomberg, 24 May 2018, www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2018-05-24/how-malaysia-s-1mdb-scandal-shook-the-financial-
world-quicktake.

2  John Morrell et al., Channeling the Tide: Protecting Democracies 
Amid a Flood of Corrosive Capital, Center for International Private 
Enterprise, September 2018, www.cipe.org/resources/channeling-the-
tide-protecting-democracies-amid-a-flood-of-corrosive-capital.

3 “The Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act,” 
Congressional Research Service, 28 October 2020, https://fas.org/sgp/
crs/row/IF10576.pdf. 

4  Juliette Garside, “Maltese Journalist Was Killed Over Reporting 
on Power Plant, Say Police,” Guardian, 31 August 2020, www.
theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/31/police-maltese-journalist-killed-
power-station-reporting-daphne-caruana-galizia; and Rob Cameron, “Jan 
Kuciak: Murdered Slovakia Journalist Remembered,” BBC, 21 February 
2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-47294178.

5 Keith Zhai and David Tweed, “In Saudi Crown Prince’s Crackdown,  
 Echoes of Xi’s China,” Bloomberg, 8 November 2017, 

www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-08/in-saudi-crown-prince-s-
graft-crackdown-echoes-of-xi-s-china. 

6 “Tax Abuse, Money Laundering and Corruption Plague Global
Finance,” United Nations, 24 September 2020, www.un.org/
development/desa/en/news/financing/facti-interim-report.html.

7 “The IMF’s Response to COVID-19,” International Monetary
Fund, 19 October 2020, www.imf.org/en/About/FAQ/imf-response-to-
covid-19. 

8 Larry Elliot, “Spend What You Can to Fight Covid-19, IMF Tells
Member States,” Guardian, 15 April 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/
business/2020/apr/15/spend-what-you-can-to-fight-covid-19-imf-tells-
member-states. 

9 Kenneth A. Blanco, “Prepared Remarks of FinCEN Director 
Kenneth A. Blanco, Delivered Virtually at the ACAMS AML Conference,” 
ACAMS AML Conference (Virtual), 29 September 2020, https://www.
fincen.gov/news/speeches/prepared-remarks-fincen-director-kenneth-
blanco-delivered-virtually-acams-aml.

10 Till Bruckner, The Ignored Pandemic: How Corruption in
Healthcare Service Delivery Threatens Universal Healthcare Coverage, 
Transparency International, March 2019, http://ti-health.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/03/IgnoredPandemic-WEB-v3.pdf. 

11 Pjotr Sauer, Evan Gershkovich and Jake Cordell, “Exclusive: Rich
Russians Are Hoarding Ventilators to Protect Themselves Against the 
Coronavirus,” Moscow Times, 21 March 2020, www.themoscowtimes.
com/2020/03/21/exclusive-rich-russians-are-hoarding-ventilators-to-
protect-themselves-against-the-coronavirus-a69703. 

12 Elisabeth Schimpfössl, “Why Vladimir Putin’s Tax Hike for the 
Rich Won’t Bother Russia’s Oligarchs,” The Conversation, 1 July 2020, 
https://theconversation.com/why-vladimir-putins-tax-hike-for-the-rich-
wont-bother-russias-oligarchs-141624.

13 Mogomotsi Magome, “South Africa Warns COVID-19 Corruption
Puts ‘Lives at Risk,’” Associated Press, 26 July 2020, https://apnews.com/
article/ap-top-news-understanding-the-outbreak-health-cyril-ramaphosa-
africa-ba586b6bebf961e999046a9dd28ab6fd.

14 Anthony Faiola, “A Pandemic of Corruption: $40 Masks, 
Questionable Contracts, Rice-Stealing Bureaucrats Mar Coronavirus 
Response,” Washington Post, 26 April 2020, www.washingtonpost.com/
world/the_americas/coronavirus-corruption-colombia-argentina-romania-
bangladesh/2020/04/26/c88a9a44-8007-11ea-84c2-0792d8591911_
story.html. 

15 “COVID-19 Civic Freedom Tracker,” International Center for 
Not-for-Profit Law, www.icnl.org/covid19tracker/. 

16 Samuel Petrequin, “Journalists’ Working Conditions Hit Hard by
Coronavirus,” Associated Press, 30 April 2020, https://apnews.com/
article/47db5132af91c52d6c0757aa59ffed2b. 

17  Justin Sherman, “This Is No Time for an Internet Blackout,” Slate, 
20 April 2020, https://slate.com/technology/2020/04/pandemic-internet-
shutdown-danger.html.

18 Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian, “Timeline: The Early Days of China’s
Coronavirus Outbreak and Cover-up,” Axios, 18 March 2020,  
www.axios.com/timeline-the-early-days-of-chinas-coronavirus-outbreak-
and-cover-up-ee65211a-afb6-4641-97b8-353718a5faab.html.

19 Charles Maynes, “Three Russian Frontline Health Workers
Mysteriously Fell Out of Hospital Windows,” NPR, 7 May 2020,  
www.npr.org/2020/05/07/852319465/three-russian-frontline-health-
workers-mysteriously-fell-out-of-hospital-windows.

20 Raymond Zhong, “China’s Virus Apps May Outlast the Outbreak,
Stirring Privacy Fears,” New York Times, 26 May 2020, www.nytimes.
com/2020/05/26/technology/china-coronavirus-surveillance.html.

21 Mohammed Yusuf, “Kenya Police Fire Tear Gas at COVID-19 
Corruption Protesters,” Voice of America, 21 August 2020, 
www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/kenya-police-fire-tear-gas-covid-
19-corruption-protesters. 

22 Minxin Pei, “Chinese Diplomats Behaving Badly,” Project 
Syndicate, 9 June 2020, www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/china-
reputation-wolf-warrior-diplomacy-covid19-by-minxin-pei-2020-06.

23 Joseph R. Biden, Jr., “Why America Must Lead Again,” Foreign
Affairs, March/April 2020, www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-
states/2020-01-23/why-america-must-lead-again; and Ian J. Lynch, 
“U.S. Passes Historic Anti-Corruption Legislation With Global Reach,” 
Diplomat, 14 December 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/12/us-
passes-historic-anti-corruption-legislation-with-global-reach.

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-05-24/how-malaysia-s-1mdb-scandal-shook-the-financial-world-quicktake
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-05-24/how-malaysia-s-1mdb-scandal-shook-the-financial-world-quicktake
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-05-24/how-malaysia-s-1mdb-scandal-shook-the-financial-world-quicktake
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IF10576.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IF10576.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/31/police-maltese-journalist-killed-power-station-reporting-daphne-caruana-galizia
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/31/police-maltese-journalist-killed-power-station-reporting-daphne-caruana-galizia
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/31/police-maltese-journalist-killed-power-station-reporting-daphne-caruana-galizia
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-47294178
http://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/financing/facti-interim-report.html
http://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/financing/facti-interim-report.html
http://www.imf.org/en/About/FAQ/imf-response-to-covid-19.
http://www.imf.org/en/About/FAQ/imf-response-to-covid-19.
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/15/spend-what-you-can-to-fight-covid-19-imf-tells-member-states
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/15/spend-what-you-can-to-fight-covid-19-imf-tells-member-states
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/15/spend-what-you-can-to-fight-covid-19-imf-tells-member-states
https://www.fincen.gov/news/speeches/prepared-remarks-fincen-director-kenneth-blanco-delivered-virtually-acams-aml
https://www.fincen.gov/news/speeches/prepared-remarks-fincen-director-kenneth-blanco-delivered-virtually-acams-aml
https://www.fincen.gov/news/speeches/prepared-remarks-fincen-director-kenneth-blanco-delivered-virtually-acams-aml
http://ti-health.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/IgnoredPandemic-WEB-v3.pdf
http://ti-health.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/IgnoredPandemic-WEB-v3.pdf
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/03/21/exclusive-rich-russians-are-hoarding-ventilators-to-protect-themse
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/03/21/exclusive-rich-russians-are-hoarding-ventilators-to-protect-themse
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/03/21/exclusive-rich-russians-are-hoarding-ventilators-to-protect-themse
https://theconversation.com/why-vladimir-putins-tax-hike-for-the-rich-wont-bother-russias-oligarchs-141624
https://theconversation.com/why-vladimir-putins-tax-hike-for-the-rich-wont-bother-russias-oligarchs-141624
https://apnews.com/article/ap-top-news-understanding-the-outbreak-health-cyril-ramaphosa-africa-ba586b6bebf961e999046a9dd28ab6fd
https://apnews.com/article/ap-top-news-understanding-the-outbreak-health-cyril-ramaphosa-africa-ba586b6bebf961e999046a9dd28ab6fd
https://apnews.com/article/ap-top-news-understanding-the-outbreak-health-cyril-ramaphosa-africa-ba586b6bebf961e999046a9dd28ab6fd
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/coronavirus-corruption-colombia-argentina-romania-bangladesh/2020/04/26/c88a9a44-8007-11ea-84c2-0792d8591911_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/coronavirus-corruption-colombia-argentina-romania-bangladesh/2020/04/26/c88a9a44-8007-11ea-84c2-0792d8591911_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/coronavirus-corruption-colombia-argentina-romania-bangladesh/2020/04/26/c88a9a44-8007-11ea-84c2-0792d8591911_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/coronavirus-corruption-colombia-argentina-romania-bangladesh/2020/04/26/c88a9a44-8007-11ea-84c2-0792d8591911_story.html
http://www.icnl.org/covid19tracker/
https://apnews.com/article/47db5132af91c52d6c0757aa59ffed2b
https://apnews.com/article/47db5132af91c52d6c0757aa59ffed2b
http://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/26/technology/china-coronavirus-surveillance.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/26/technology/china-coronavirus-surveillance.html
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-01-23/why-america-must-lead-again
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-01-23/why-america-must-lead-again



