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Abstract

Over the past three decades, South Africa has experienced increased corruption in the public
sector, undermining democratic institutions, infrastructure development and service delivery.
This study aimed to identify the successful anti-corruption strategies implemented in
Singapore and compare them to the South African public sector's policy, institutions, legal
frameworks, leadership, and governance practices. The research was conducted in two
phases. The first phase consisted of a systematic review of 33 peer-reviewed papers
published up to 2024 to identify the strategies employed by Singapore to curb corruption.
During the second phase, academic literature was used to identify the current policy,
practices and governance trends in the South African public sector and compare them with
Singapore's governance, institutional effectiveness, law enforcement and socio-cultural
influences. The analysis identified Singapore's model as hinging on strong political will, an
autonomous and well-resourced anti-corruption agency, comprehensive legal frameworks,
enforcement mechanisms, meritocracy, and a zero-tolerance culture supported by advanced
digital governance. The comparison reveals South Africa has inconsistent law enforcement,
socio-cultural acceptance of patronage and nepotism, and limited public engagement. The
study identifies political leadership and commitment, strict enforcement with harsh
consequences, institutional autonomy, and adequate resource allocation as critical for
effective corruption control. Insights from this study contribute to scholarly work on anti-
corruption strategies across divergent socio-political environments. The review aims to inform
effective, anti-corruption policies to enhance governance and accountability in the South
African public sector by highlighting best practices and contextual challenges.
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Introduction

Background

Corruption severely undermines a nation's economic stability by inflating business costs,
deterring local and foreign investment, and wasting public resources (Chizema, 2025).
Corruption is further known to erode the criminal justice system's integrity, ultimately
compromising law enforcement efforts (Jakobi, 2013). Since its democracy, the South African
government has implemented various initiatives to address corruption. However, these were
largely ineffective due to the institutional and endemic nature of corruption in the country
(Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018; Tshishonga, 2024). The Zondo Commission's report on State
Capture showed how politically connected individuals manipulated government decision-
making and exploited their power to enrich themselves at the expense of the general public
(De Klerk & Solomon, 2019; Nel & Van Romburgh, 2024; Pillay, Chitunhu, & Chivandire,
2023). Recent reports of the police minister's involvement in organised crime further highlight
the level and extent of corruption. As a result, the country scored a disappointing 41 out of
100, ranking 82nd in the world on the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) (Transparency
International, 2024). Therefore, questions persist over whether South Africa's political
environment and socio-economic context hinder the implementation of effective anti-
corruption measures.

Like South Africa, Singapore was a British colony for 140 years, except for the three-year
Japanese occupation during World War |l (Quah, 2017). Before gaining self-governance
status in 1959, Singapore was considered one of the most corrupt countries in Asia. Black
market trading was common, and corruption and nepotism were rampant (Quah, 2017).
However, within 30 years of gaining independence, the country transformed its Third World
economy with a GDP of US$400 per capita in 1960, to a First World economy in 1990 (Chew,
2016). Today, Singapore has a GDP per capita of $59 000 and ranks fourth globally, scoring
85 on the CPI alongside Norway and Sweden (Transparency International, 2024). As a
result, it is considered a "model" for anti-corruption efforts. For admirers, the Singaporean
model is seen as an economic miracle, characterised by "growth, meritocracy, morally
upright government, high standard of living, and social harmony" (Liu & Wang, 2018, p. 991).
Also, for non-Westerners, this model, which is built on Confucian values that emphasise
education, industriousness, order, filial piety, and selflessness, is more acceptable (Liu &
Wang, 2018).

Problem Statement

The specific problem addressed is the entrenched and systemic nature of corruption in
South Africa's public sector, characterised by political interference, weak accountability, and
fragmented anti-corruption efforts (Munyai, 2024; Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024a). In this study,
corruption refers to the "intentional, dishonest and illegitimate conduct by bureaucrats in the
performance of their duties to accrue some personal benefits or initiate benefits for others,
benefits that ensue in breach of public trust" (Hlongwane, 2018, p. 2). Numerous scholars
have explored corruption and its implications on the South African economy (Budhram &
Geldenhuys, 2018; Tshishonga, 2024), its democracy (Dlamini & Onwuegbuchulam, 2024;
Hlongwane, 2018; Manyaka & Nkuna, 2014; Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024a) and social and
service delivery (Mabitsela, 2024; Pillay, 2004; Safara & Odeku, 2023). When examining the
factors contributing to the high levels of corruption in the country, some researchers
emphasise the importance of political patronage and governance failures (Mabizela, 2024;
Motswaledi & Maseng, 2024), while others highlight cultural and normative factors that
sustain corrupt practices (Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024a).
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Due to the success of the Singaporean anti-corruption model, comparative studies have
been conducted with various other countries, primarily with countries in Southeast Asia
(Fritzen & Basu, 2011; Liu & Wang, 2018; Lustrilanang, Suwarno, Darusalam, Rizki, Omar, &
Said, 2023; Mutebi, 2008; Putri, Wahyunengseh, & Suharto, 2024; Quah, 1995, 2004). A
knowledge gap exists in comparative analyses that critically evaluate South Africa's anti-
corruption challenges alongside Singapore's integrated and politically supported model (Duc,
2019; Quah, 2020Db).

Research objectives
To address the research problem, this research set out to:

¢ systematically review and analyse the strategies that have made Singapore effective in
combating corruption; and
e compare these strategies to South Africa's current anti-corruption landscape.

Research Questions

e What themes emerge from the literature on Singapore's key strategies to combat
corruption?

e How do these compare to anti-corruption efforts in South Africa?

e What reforms could be implemented by the South African government to combat
corruption?

This study is essential as corruption remains a critical barrier to public governance,
economic development, and public trust. By synthesising the literature, this report aims to
identify key factors contributing to the success or limitations of anti-corruption frameworks,
thereby informing policymakers, scholars, and practitioners seeking to enhance governance
and accountability in diverse contexts.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. The initial section outlines the two-
phase approach employed to address the research questions. This is followed by a
presentation of the results and a discussion of the findings. The subsequent section explores
the management implications of the research. Finally, the concluding section offers
recommendations and identifies potential areas for future studies.

Research Methodology

This research was conducted from an interpretivist paradigm, using qualitative methods.
The analysis was conducted in two phases. The first phase consisted of a qualitative
thematic analysis of existing literature to identify the strategies employed by Singapore to
curb corruption. During the second phase, a comparative policy approach was used to
compare the strategies used in Singapore with those employed in South Africa.

Phase 1: Identifying and Analysing Singapore's Anti-Corruption Strategies

Literature Identification

A systematic process was used to identify the literature included in the sample. Scopus
and Web of Science databases were searched to identify relevant sources. The search was
limited to peer-reviewed journal articles in English published in the social sciences until 2024.
The following search term was used for identifying the preliminary documents from the
selected databases:

("Singapore”) AND ("corruption” OR "bribery" OR ‘"fraud”) AND ("elimination” OR
“reduction” OR "prevention" OR "eradication") AND ("strategy" OR "approach"” OR "policy"
OR "framework").
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After all duplicate sources were eliminated, the initial search identified 42 sources. The title
and abstract of each article were screened to ensure relevance to the studyi,i.e., to determine
whether the study identifies, discusses or evaluates Singapore's anti-corruption strategies.
After removing unrelated sources, a total of 33 papers were selected for the thematic
analysis.

Thematic Analysis

The study adopted the following six-step approach for conducting a thematic analysis,
proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006):

e Step 1 - Familiarisation with data: The researcher familiarised themselves with the
sampled literature by reading the documents to understand possible themes and
patterns.

e Step 2 - Generating initial codes: Scopus Al was used to identify the initial codes
used as a starting point for coding. These codes and preliminary themes are shown
in Figure 1

Figure 1: Initial coding framework

s
Meritocracy and Values Education Rule-of--aw

Salaries

Values Education

Cultural Practices
Training
Corruption Elimination.in-Singapore

Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau

Legislation and Enforcement

Prevention of Corruption Act

Corruption Scandals
Political Will and Capacity

Lee Kuan Yew

Source: Scopus Al Output

e Step 3 - Coding and searching for themes: The researcher used Atlas Ti, version 25,
for coding the papers. The initial codes identified in step 2 were refined, and more
codes were added throughout the coding process. After coding was completed, the
codes were analysed to understand how they connect to enable categorisation into
potential themes.

e Step 4 - Reviewing themes: The themes were then checked to ensure that they are
distinctly different and accurately reflect the underlying data.

e Step 5 - Defining and naming themes: This step involved naming and developing
clear definitions for each theme. Table 1 shows the final coding framework,
indicating the themes, codes and subcodes identified during this process.
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Table 1: Coding framework for identifying Singapore's anti-corruption strategies

Themes Codes Sub-codes
Political Will and Leadership Political Commitment Examples
Zero-tolerance Culture
Leadership: Lee Kuan Yew
Consistent Political Message
Strong Legal Frameworks and | Corrupt Practices Investigation | Independence

Institutional Independence Bureau (CPIC) Authority

Examples
Consistent Law Enforcement Prevention of Corruption Act Examples
and Judicial efficiency Consistent Law Enforcement

Swiftness in Prosecution
Harsh Penalties

Public Sector Accountability Appointments on merit Examples
and Meritocracy Competitive Salaries

Strict enforcement of ethical

standards
Socio-Cultural Influences Cultural Practices Examples

Values Education
Public Engagement
Freedom of Information

Source: Researchers' own

o Step 6 — Writing up the results. The final step, which involves writing up the results
by presenting the identified themes and providing evidence supporting the findings,
is set out in the Results and Findings section of the paper.

Phase 2: Comparing South African anti-corruption strategies

An unsystematic literature study technique (or traditional review) was employed to
compare South Africa's anti-corruption strategies to Singapore's. The approach is similar to
what Putri et al. (2024) used to compare Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia's corruption
handling methods. The choice of the traditional review technique is because this technique is
considered more flexible, enabling a deeper and more targeted review.

Literature Identification

The first stage of this research is to identify literature that supports the analysis of South
African anti-corruption strategies against those employed by Singapore. Literature sources
were purposefully selected using SciSpace's deep review functionality. The first step involves
expanding the query "Evaluate South Africa's anti-corruption strategies relating to political
will, leadership, institutional independence, legal enforcement, socio-cultural influences and
public engagement" through artificial intelligence (Al) into several targeted queries. This step
ensures that the literature search is both comprehensive and relevant to the research topic.
The following transformed queries were created:

¢ Evaluate South Africa's anti-corruption strategies focusing on the influence of political will
and leadership, institutional independence, legal enforcement, and socio-cultural aspects
on anti-corruption efforts.

¢ Investigate the relationship between political will, governance quality, and public
perception of corruption in South Africa's anti-corruption strategies.

¢ Analyse the role of public trust and institutional integrity in shaping the effectiveness of
South Africa's anti-corruption strategies, focusing on how these factors influence political
will and leadership, legal enforcement, and socio-cultural dynamics.
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¢ Investigate the role of citizen engagement and institutional reforms in enhancing the
effectiveness of anti-corruption strategies in South Africa, considering the socio-cultural
context and public perception.

e Examine the impact of citizen engagement and social accountability mechanisms on the
effectiveness of anti-corruption strategies in South Africa, focusing on political will,
institutional independence, and legal enforcement.

Each transformed query was executed with the artificially generated inclusion and
exclusion criteria to retrieve a focused set of candidate papers for the database. During this
process, 145 papers were identified. Forward and backwards citation chains were used to
identify 79 additional papers. From the pool of 224 papers (145 + 79), the Al imposed a
relative ranking method to select the 50 most pertinent peer-reviewed academic papers and
book chapters. The top 30 available for download from the university database were included
in the comparative analysis.

Comparative analysis

The titles and abstracts of the literature sources selected for review were used to organise
the literature into the different themes identified during phase 1. Table 2 sets out the
framework for comparison.

As the literature consisted of journal articles, examples were found to be outdated and did
not reflect the current political situation in South Africa. The researcher, therefore, decided to
select purposefully and include examples obtained from News24, Daily Maverick and
Moneyweb to support the comparative analysis.

Table 2: Comparison framework

Themes
Political Will and Leadership Political Commitment
Allegations of elite impunity in South Africa - examples
selected from newspapers
Strong Legal Frameworks and CPIB vs. South Africa's SIU, Hawks, and NPA
Institutional Independence Independence, funding, and capability
Consistent law enforcement and Law enforcement
Judicial efficiency Judicial efficiency
Examples of law enforcement
Public Sector Accountability and Cadre deployment and politicisation
Meritocracy Patronage
Socio-Cultural Influences Transparency and media freedom
Whistleblower protection
Citizen activism
Culture type and social factors

Source: Researchers' own

Ethics

The research used secondary data from existing peer-reviewed academic literature and
has limited ethical implications.

The results and findings

This section outlines the key themes identified in the literature examining the Singaporean
model for combating corruption. Each theme's significance in addressing corruption is
discussed, along with an explanation of its implementation in the context of Singapore. A
comparison with South Africa is then provided.
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Theme 1: Political Will and Leadership Integrity

Transparency International (2024) defines political will as politicians' commitment to
addressing problems society faces, namely supporting reform nationwide and responding
with well-planned policy. Political leaders play a critical role in changing the culture of
corruption by enacting policies and allocating resources that strengthen these efforts (Quah,
2022a). Political will is, therefore, regarded as the most vital factor in the fight against
corruption (Quah, 2022b). Without strong leaders dedicated to eradicating corruption, other
anti-corruption strategies are unlikely to succeed. Consequently, political leaders must
spearhead anti-corruption initiatives and execute from the top down (Abdulai, 2009; Quah,
2021).

However, if political leaders accept bribes to fund their parties and themselves, they will
unlikely cleanse their colleagues or nation of corruption (Quah, 2022a). When individual
rulers or high-ranking government officials focus on using their discretionary powers for
personal gain, it creates a ripple effect that increases corruption throughout the system
(Makarenkov, 2024). Public servants become disinterested in enforcing laws and contracts
because they see that the state's leadership is more concerned with personal interests than
the public's welfare. Additionally, corrupt governments attract corrupt corporations
(Makarenkov, 2024). Where the top political leadership's commitment to eradicating
corruption in a country is weak, they are likely to only talk about "zero tolerance for
corruption" but continue to tolerate it (Abdulai, 2009).

Singaporean model

The thematic analysis results indicate that 28 of the 33 reviewed papers emphasise the
crucial role of strong and consistent political will in Singapore's success in combating
corruption.

When the People's Action Party (PAP) came into power in Singapore in 1959, Lee Kuan
Yew's leadership style and vision transformed the country into one of the least corrupt
globally (Quah, 2022a). Lee believed corruption was a significant impediment to
development and was committed to eradicating it from Singaporean society (Quah, 2022b).
As a result, a zero-tolerance policy towards corruption was the cornerstone of his
governance (Quah, 2013a, 2022b). This approach was a significant shift from the previous
governments during the British colonial period and Japanese occupation, which lacked the
motivation to address corruption (Abdulai, 2009; Quah, 2013a, 2014).

In his memoirs, Lee explains why he and his colleagues were determined to keep
Singapore corruption-free: "We were sickened by the greed, corruption and decadence of
many Asian leaders. We had a deep sense of mission to establish a clean and effective
government. When we took the oath of office in June 1959, we all wore white shirts and white
slacks to symbolise purity and honesty in our personal behaviour and public life (Lee, 2000,
pp. 182-183) as referenced by (Quah, 2022a).

The Singaporean government's initiatives to mitigate corruption have resulted in a
sustained influx of foreign direct investment (Chizema, 2025). When asked why Caltex chose
to establish its Asian refinery in Singapore rather than Thailand, regional manager Jack
Braidy explained, "What happened in Singapore is Lee Kuan Yew ... If they see any
corruption, they come down on it hard. It's not a cultural thing; it's a national decision that
comes from the top" (Quah, 2022b, p. 164)

Despite gift-giving being an essential social norm among all ethnic groups in Singapore, it
has not contributed to bribery because of the strict enforcement of the regulations prohibiting
the acceptance of gifts by civil servants and political leaders. When Lee became prime
minister, he was showered with gifts from well-wishers who wanted to ensure favourable
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consideration for their future requests. However, he refused those gifts to set an example for
his colleagues, civil servants, and Singaporeans (Quah, 2022b).

South African comparison

Lee Kuan Yew said, "My experience has led me to conclude that we need good men to
have good government. However good the system of government, bad leaders will harm
their people" (Quah, 2022b). Unfortunately, this is true for South Africa, where constant
political interference and poor leadership have significantly compromised its anti-corruption
efforts (Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024a).

Several studies have identified leadership failures as the primary cause of persistent
corruption (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018; Dlamini & Onwuegbuchulam, 2024; Fagbadebo &
Isioma, 2022; Mabizela, 2024; Maduku & Enaifoghe, 2018; Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024a).
Ragolane and Khoza (2024) found that the recent rise in organised crime in South Africa was
attributable to insufficient political will in combating corruption.

A notable example of leadership failure is the state capture case involving former President
Jacob Zuma and the Gupta family. State capture is a form of systematic corruption in which
narrow interest groups take control of the institutions and processes through which public
policy is made (David-Barrett, 2023). This type of corruption diverts public policy from serving
the public interest to benefiting specific groups instead (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018). It
involves improper and corrupt relationships between high-ranking officials, senior managers
of state-owned enterprises, business people, and their family members, representing one of
the most severe forms of corruption (De Klerk & Solomon, 2019). The Zondo Commission
report revealed that the Gupta family had significant influence over government
appointments and contracts, leading to the recruitment of unqualified individuals in critical
positions within state-owned enterprises, including Eskom (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018).

Previous studies have noted that in countries with high levels of corruption, the political will
is often inconsistent or symbolic, lacking sustained commitment to reform (Labik
Amanquandor, 2024; Maduku & Enaifoghe, 2018; Tsheola, Sebola, & Mamabolo, 2023). An
illustration of this phenomenon in South Africa can be found in the 2030 National
Development Plan 2030 published in 2012. The document outlines the government's
commitment to overcoming the challenges of corruption and lack of accountability through a
zero-tolerance approach. It emphasises the political will to implement a robust anti-corruption
system free from political interference, supported by strong institutions and a solid legal
framework. Moreover, it indicates the importance of empowering active citizens to hold public
officials accountable (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018). Thirteen years later, none of these
promises have materialised, raising doubts about the plan's feasibility and the government's
dedication to addressing corruption.

Examples of President Cyril Ramaphosa's action, or inaction, in addressing corruption
often illustrate weak political will:

e Only four criminal cases were successfully concluded three years after the release of the
state capture report. Eleven other cases involving 51 natural persons and 27 companies
are currently in court (Corruption Watch, 2025). However, none of these cases involves
the high-level political leaders implicated in state capture. It has been argued that
President Ramaphosa prioritises political stability over the aggressive prosecution of
corrupt officials, reflecting a lukewarm approach to leadership. The reasons provided by
the NPA for this are budget and personnel constraints (Corruption Watch, 2025).

e Critics suggest that Ramaphosa has been cautious about alienating influential business
and political figures linked to corruption, which hampers comprehensive reforms. This
perceived hesitation has been seen as a sign of weak political will to challenge
entrenched interests (Roelofse, 2021).
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e Nobuhle Nkabane, the higher education minister, has also come under fire for presenting
misleading information to parliament about the process of making controversial
appointments. After significant pressure from GNU partners, President Ramaphosa were
forced to take action against the minister (Cele, 2025).

One explanation for the weak political will may be the normalisation and endemic
corruption within South African political leadership structures (Ndwakhulu Stephen, 2024,
Tshishonga, 2024). Mkhize, Makau and Madumi (2020) have suggested that the ANC's
unwavering support for its members further obstructs political commitment to combat
corruption.

Theme 2: Strong Legal Framework and Independent Institutions

Effectively addressing corruption requires a strong legal framework supported by independent
institutions (Hlongwane, 2018). The most common government response to corruption is
establishing an anti-corruption agency (ACA). According to the OECD (2013), the aim of
ACAs should be to solve and reduce corruption issues through the following main functions:
1) to investigate and prosecute, 2) to prevent, 3) to educate and raise awareness, 4) to
coordinate, and 5) to monitor and research corruption. To fulfil this mandate, the government
must provide the agencies with sufficient legal powers and human and financial resources
(Quah, 2010, 2017). Also, these agencies should have sufficient operational autonomy to
investigate anyone, regardless of status or position (Hlongwane, 2018; Quah, 2009), also
known as the STIRS (specialised, trained, independent, resourced and secure in tenure)
criteria. Quah (2010) asserts that the absence of these criteria will erode the institution's
benefits.

Singaporean model

In 1959, corruption was a way of life in Singapore (Quah, 2013a). However, the country
demonstrated that it is possible to eradicate corruption through proactive policies.
(Makarenkov, 2024). The leaders of the People's Action Party (PAP) learned from the
missteps of the British colonial government in their attempts to combat corruption. They
underscored their commitment to a zero-tolerance stance on corruption by strengthening the
Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB) through increased legal powers, personnel,
and funding. Additionally, they enacted the Prevention of Corruption Act (PCA) on June 17,
1960 (Quah, 2009, 2010, 2013b)

The CPIB operates with a high degree of independence from other government agencies,
specifically tasked with investigating corruption among public officials. This autonomy
enables the agency to conduct investigations without fear of political interference (Quah,
2009, 2010, 2013b, 2022a). According to Quah (2014), a key principle in preventing police
corruption is that law enforcement should not be responsible for investigating their own
misconduct and crimes. The independence, authority, personnel, and budget of the CPIB
contribute to effectively enforcing the Prevention of Corruption Act (PCA) (Quah, 2010).

Quah (2013a) outlined the key enhancements of the PCA, compared to the British Anti-
Corruption Act. The first notable improvement was the PCA's broader scope, which includes
a clear definition of corruption encompassing various forms of gratification. Secondly, it
specified the establishment of the CPIB and its director. Most importantly, the PCA bestowed
additional powers upon the CPIB, such as the authority to arrest individuals without a court
warrant and search those arrested. It also allowed the ability to investigate suspects' bank
accounts, other financial records, and the accounts of their spouses, children, or agents if
necessary. Moreover, the PCA empowered the court to impose a financial penalty on
offenders equivalent to the amount of gratification received, serving as a deterrent against
future offences. Additionally, police and CPIB officers were permitted to access suspected
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locations to search, seize, and detain incriminating documents under a warrant issued by a
magistrate or the director of the CPIB.

In addition to the CPIB and the PCA, Singapore's legal framework was fortified by stringent
laws that criminalise corrupt activities, imposing severe penalties on those convicted,
including lengthy prison sentences and substantial fines (Quah, 2022b).

South African comparison

Governments committed to curbing corruption should demonstrate their political will by
providing the anti-corruption agency (ACA) with adequate legal powers, personnel and
resources to enforce the anti-corruption laws impartially, without political interference (Quah,
2022a).

South Africa has a variety of legal frameworks and institutions responsible for preventing,
investigating, and prosecuting corrupt activities, while promoting transparency and
accountability within both the public and private sectors (Hlongwane, 2018).

The Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act (PCCAA) is the cornerstone of the
country's anti-corruption efforts, criminalising corruption and bribery, and providing
investigative measures (Hlongwane, 2018). Various other legislations support the PCCAA.
The Financial Intelligence Centre Act, International Co-operation in Criminal Matters Act,
Public Finance Management Act, Local Government: Municipal Finance Management Act,
Companies Act and Public Administration Act (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018). Regarding
anti-corruption legislation, the PCCAA is similar to Singapore's Prevention of Corruption Act
(PPA). However, the PCCAA has been criticised for its broad scope. Its vague definitions,
which include non-criminal, immoral conduct, dilute its effectiveness (Pragal, 2006).

Regarding anti-corruption institutions, South Africa no longer has a single ACA unit. The
effective crime-fighting Directorate of Special Operations (Scorpions), established in 2001,
was a specialised unit of the National Prosecuting Authority, with broad powers to investigate
and prosecute priority crimes, including corruption. However, the unit was dismantled after a
politically motivated resolution at the ANC's 2007 national conference (Ashton, 2024). lts
functions were delegated to various institutions, including the newly formed Directorate for
Priority Crime Investigation (the 'Hawks'), based in the South African Police Service (SAPS)
(Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018). Other institutions responsible for investigating and
prosecuting corruption-related crimes include: 1) The National Prosecuting Authority (NPA) is
responsible for prosecuting criminal cases, including those relating to corruption. 2) The
Special Investigating Unit (SIU) investigates corruption and maladministration in the public
sector. 3) Public Protector investigates complaints of maladministration and corruption in
government (Hlongwane, 2018).

In addition, a multi-agency anti-corruption Task Team was established to combat
corruption. The task team is placed within the SAPS. It includes the National Prosecuting
Authority, Special Investigating Unit, Asset Forfeiture Unit, South African Revenue Service,
Independent Police Investigative Directorate and the Financial Intelligence Centre
(Hlongwane, 2018). The anti-corruption task team has been accused of neglecting corruption
crimes relating to state capture (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018). Naidoo and Magakwe
(2024) found that the fragmented legal and policy frameworks in the public sector create
opportunities for corruption and maladministration, as evidenced by studies in the Western
Cape Province.

With regards to the institutional independence of the anti-corruption bodies, 18 of the
papers analysed reported that the institutional independence of the anti-corruption bodies is
frequently compromised by political interference, limiting the effectiveness of anti-corruption
bodies (Hlongwane, 2018; Ndlovu & Chelin, 2025; Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024b). In response
to parliament's query about why the NPA has only completed four cases relating to State
Capture to date, the authority blamed budget and personnel constraints .

10
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In 2021, the Constitutional Court ruled in favour of establishing a specialised integrity
commission. Such a commission should be supplied with sufficient resources, trained staff
and leadership who can't easily be removed to be established (Ashton, 2024). This sentiment
was echoed by the Zondo Commission in response to state capture (Kohn, 2024).

In comparing South Africa's anti-corruption institutions, the study found that South Africa
did not meet any criteria for an effective agency, as the country does not have a stand-alone
entity for investigating and prosecuting corruption. None of the institutions is independent,
and the Hawks do not have the authority to prosecute or arrest suspects. In addition, the NPA
has a large backlog of outstanding issues due to personnel and budget constraints.

Theme 3: Consistent Law Enforcement and Judicial Efficiency

Themes 2 and 3 are closely related, as effective enforcement is crucial for a robust legal
framework (Quah, 2009). In a corrupt country, there is often internal resistance to combating
corruption (Senior, 2006), making it essential to implement consistent and stringent law
enforcement practices as part of a zero-tolerance policy. Additionally, the penalties for
corruption should be severe enough to discourage any violations.

Singaporean model

In 1960, Singapore faced significant poverty, a challenge exacerbated by corruption
(Quah, 1995). The government strengthened its law enforcement measures and increased
penalties for corrupt behaviour (Lustrilanang et al., 2023). Enforcing consequences for those
found guilty of corruption, irrespective of their position, status, or political affiliation, became a
core component of Singapore's zero-tolerance policy toward such misconduct (Quah, 2013a,
2020a). Under Lee's leadership, the country's approach to handling corruption scandals was
characterised by a commitment to transparency and accountability. High-profile cases were
investigated thoroughly, and offenders faced appropriate punishment, reinforcing the
government's dedication to cultivating a corruption-free society (Quah, 2020a). Due to the
consistent enforcement of stringent penalties for any transgression, high-level corruption in
Singapore is limited (Quah, 2020a). The following case examples illustrate the strength and
consistency of Singapore's zero-tolerance stance on corruption (Quah, 2020a):

¢ In November 1986, the CPIB investigated the Minister for National Development, Teh
Cheang Wan, for accepting bribes of S$1 million from two property developers. The
investigations were completed on 10 December 1986, but the minister committed suicide
on 14 December before he could be charged in court (Quah, 2020a).

¢ In May 1979, Phey Yew Kok, a prominent trade unionist and member of parliament from
the People's Action Party (PAP), was accused of committing a criminal breach of trust
involving S$101,000. In January 1980, he jumped bail and fled to Thailand, where he
remained a fugitive for 35 years until he turned himself in in June 2015. Despite being 81
years old, Phey was sentenced to five years in prison in January 2016 after spending a
year under home detention (Quah, 2020a).

¢ In 1995, Choy Hon Tim, deputy chief executive (operations) of the Public Utilities Board,
was accused of accepting bribes of S$13.85 million from contractors. He was found guilty,
sentenced to 14 years' imprisonment, and ordered to return the $S$13.85 million (Quah,
2020b).

¢ Another case involved the conviction of Edwin Yeo, the CPIB's assistant director, who
was found guilty of misappropriating S$1.76 million during 2008-2012. He was sentenced
to 10 years' jail in February 2014. To prevent a conflict of interest, the CAD investigated
Yeo's offences in July 2013, and his conviction in February 2014 shows that there was no
cover-up of Yeo's scandal and that anyone found guilty is punished according to the law,
regardless of their position, status or political affiliation (Quah, 2020b).
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Singapore has succeeded in minimising corruption because its government did not cover
up the scandals but punished the guilty offenders sufficiently harshly. It also introduced
measures to prevent the recurrence of similar events (Quah, 2020a). These cases are
prioritised and investigated swiftly (Quah, 2020b).

South African comparison

The effective enforcement of the law is second only to political will and leadership, the
biggest obstacle to effective corruption prevention (Fagbadebo & Isioma, 2022). Unlike
Singapore, which has a list of effective law enforcement examples, South Africa has many
incidents where politically connected persons were not prosecuted for their involvement in
serious crimes (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018). In the limited instances where prosecution
was effective, political connections were used to reduce sentences to almost nothing
(Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018).

The list below provides examples of such cases:

e Despite being implicated in state capture, Mantashe and Kodwa still serve in the current
administration as Cabinet ministers, while David Mahlobo is a deputy minister (Corruption
Watch, 2025b).

¢ In a recent corruption scandal, Nhlanhla Mkhwanazi, the head of police in the eastern
KwaZulu-Natal province, has accused Police Minister Senzo Mchunu and several of his
colleagues of involvement in organised crime and efforts to obstruct an investigation into
political killings. This allegation implies that the minister responsible for overseeing crime
prevention may himself be engaged in serious criminal activities. Mchunu denied the
accusations during a press conference, and President Ramaphosa placed him on leave
while ordering a judicial inquiry. This investigation could take months to complete, during
which Mchunu will continue receiving his salary (Cele, 2025). Given the gravity of the
allegations, there have been demands for the president to dismiss Mchunu outright.
However, according to a research associate at the Institute of Global Dialogue,
Ramaphosa must adhere to established procedures, thoroughly examine the allegations
against Mchunu, and safeguard the national interest (Cele, 2025).

Theme 4: Meritocracy and Public Sector Accountability

Meritocracy refers to the practice of appointing people to positions based on merit only.

One of the values of the Constitution, as shown in Section 1(d), is "to ensure
accountability, responsiveness and openness". Accountability and responsive values are
pervasive in promoting effective public service delivery through ethical leadership
(Fagbadebo & Isioma, 2022). Therefore, leaders, in whatever capacity at all levels of the
government, have a responsibility to perform their duties as stipulated by the requisite
statutes prescribed by the Constitution.

Singaporean Model

Lee Kuan Yew's vision of a meritocratic society is a key element of the "Singapore model,"
focusing on filling government positions based on merit to minimise corruption (Quah, 2013a,
2014, 2022b). The government allocated adequate resources to the CPIB and introduced
competitive salaries for public officials to attract talent and reduce financial incentives for
corrupt activities (Quah, 2014).

Recognising issues like bureaucratic inflexibility and a "colonial mentality" among civil
servants, the government encouraged their active participation in national development
(Quah, 2013c). Changes included voluntary involvement in civic projects, recruiting Chinese-
educated graduates to balance the workforce, and establishing the Central Complaints
Bureau for public grievances against civil servants (Quah, 2013a). Additionally, competent
expatriate civil servants were retained, while those guilty of misconduct faced discipline.
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These strategies reflect the notion that competitive salaries deter corruption and highlight the
PAP government's commitment to reforming the civil service since 1959. This approach has
successfully curbed the brain drain to the private sector, ensuring stability and effectiveness
within the public service (Quah, 2022b).

South African comparison

Political patronage involves political leaders offering rewards, appointing people for key
government positions, and allocating resources based on their political loyalty rather than
their abilities and qualifications (Mabizela, 2024). Political patronage and cadre deployment,
done under the pretence of broad-based black economic empowerment (BBBEE), have
benefited a few at the expense of many (Ndlovu & Chelin, 2025). Political patronage and
cadre deployment practices sharply contrast with the meritocracy policies emphasised in
Singapore. Mabizela (2024) argues that these practices intensify corruption by fostering a
culture in which competence is subordinate. As a result, inadequately qualified individuals
assume key positions and receive benefits. In turn, this practice undermines the
effectiveness and integrity of public sector institutions. Kotze (2025) argues that it is obvious
why there should be no political involvement for essential appointments. Reinforcing a
system where a minority can prosper from positions of power and state funds can be
misappropriated, corruption results in weak institutions, a lack of enforcement mechanisms
against perpetrators and poor public service provision that ultimately hinders the
development of most citizens (Ndlovu & Chelin, 2025). The Zondo Commission concluded
that the cadre deployment under the Zuma administration contributed to state capture (Kohn,
2024).

Civil servants' salaries in South Africa range from well-paid in some sectors (for example,
office workers, managers, and accountants in municipalities) to underpaid in others (for
example, teachers, police officers, and nurses). However, compared to other African
countries, South African civil servants generally earn better salaries. The concern in the
South African public service is the lack of accountability. One of the values of the
Constitution, set out in Section 1(d), is "to ensure accountability, responsiveness and
openness.". Accountability and responsive values are pervasive in promoting effective public
service delivery through ethical leadership (Fagbadebo & Isioma, 2022). Therefore, leaders,
in whatever capacity at all levels of the government, have a constitutional responsibility to
perform their duties as stipulated by the requisite statutes prescribed by the Constitution.
Service delivery at the local government level is unacceptably low due to a lack of
accountability, yet there are limited to no consequences for not doing one's job (Maduku &
Enaifoghe, 2018). This is "Quiet corruption" and refers to what happens when public workers
intentionally disregard their obligations to provide public services or products (Maduku &
Enaifoghe, 2018).

Discussion

Most scholars agree about the importance of political will and leadership in the
effectiveness of anti-corruption efforts (Budhram & Geldenhuys, 2018; Dintwe, 2013;
Mabitsela, 2024; Mabizela, 2024; Maduku & Enaifoghe, 2018; Putri et al., 2024). Without a
strong political will, anti-corruption measures amount to little more than empty rhetoric
(Abdulai, 2009). The findings indicate a link between the different anti-corruption themes,
with "Political will and Strong Leadership" being pervasive in them all. It is argued that
without political will, institutional bodies will never be truly independent and will never be
allocated sufficient resources to perform their duties. Without a strong political will, there will
be no real consequences for high-level officials involved in corruption. Without political will,
unqualified individuals will continue to be placed in positions they are not qualified for, due to
their political connections.
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Studies conducted by Quah (2004) and Gobel (2013) examined the effectiveness of anti-
corruption strategies in Vietham, South Korea, and Taiwan following their transitions to
democracy. Both studies concluded that democratisation alone does not effectively combat
corruption, but that significant progress was only made when substantial resources,
accountability, and political will accompanied the reform initiatives. Gobel (2013) also found
that a change in the ruling party always accompanied successful anti-corruption reforms.

Regrettably, the findings of this study indicate a lack of genuine political will within the
South African ruling party to combat corruption (Mabizela, 2024; Maduku & Enaifoghe, 2018).
According to Senior (2006), corrupt political leaders will unlikely exhibit the necessary
political will to tackle corruption, as doing so would result in "killing the goose that lays the
golden eggs." Complex factionalism in the ruling party has contributed to inconsistent or
symbolic anti-corruption efforts, lacking sustained commitment to reform (Labik
Amanquandor, 2024). Thus, unless the ANC can put forward a presidential candidate without
a history of corruption and the political will to make unpopular decisions, the prospect of
creating a corruption-free South Africa is unlikely without a change in the ruling party.

Second to strong leadership and political will, it is argued that effective law enforcement is
needed to change corrupt behaviour (Ndlovu & Chelin, 2025). The current enforcement
practices are not sufficiently harsh for individuals to consider the consequences before they
act (Mabizela, 2024).

Although South Africa has strong legal frameworks to support anti-corruption efforts, the
many institutions responsible for upholding the law are ineffective (Budhram & Geldenhuys,
2018). Results also show that these institutions are not sufficiently independent due to
political meddling. In response to a constitutional court ruling and recommendations from the
Zondo Commission, the government has committed to establishing an independent
specialised Section 9 institution, with sufficient resources, trained staff and leadership that
cannot easily be removed. However, to date, such an institution is not being prioritised.

South Africa is currently at the political juncture where fighting corruption is a "matter of
national survival". In many instances, a crisis presents a decisive factor that leads to radical
transformation in fighting corruption (Dyussenov, 2019). For example, in the case of
Singapore, a corruption scandal led to Lee Kuan Yew's PAP party being voted into power
(Quah, 2013a).

Managerial Implications

¢ For policy, the findings suggest that South Africa must prioritise strengthening political will
and leadership commitment to anti-corruption efforts, learning from Singapore's example,
where political resolve translated into effective enforcement and institutional support
(Abdulai, 2009; Quah, 2022b; Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2024b). Without this, legal and
institutional reforms may remain ineffective.

e The establishment of a single, well-resourced, and autonomous anti-corruption agency in
South Africa is a practical necessity to avoid fragmentation and duplication of efforts, as
current multiple bodies have shown limited success (Fritzen & Basu, 2011; Quah, 2009;
Vorster & Nwosu, 2024). This would enhance coordination, case management, and
enforcement consistency.

e Lessons from Singapore's police and public service reforms, such as meritocratic
recruitment, regular ethics training, and strict monitoring, provide actionable models for
South Africa's public sector professionalisation efforts (Pilusa, 2024; Quah, 2014, 2022a).
These measures can help rebuild public trust and improve service delivery.
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Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

This paper compares anti-corruption strategies in Singapore and South Africa, revealing
Singapore's emphasis on strict enforcement, transparency, and institutional integrity. South
Africa's approach shows challenges due to political interference and weaker governance
structures. Analysing the anti-corruption strategies in Singapore and South Africa reveals a
stark contrast in effectiveness, primarily influenced by political will, institutional design, and
socio-cultural contexts. Singapore's success is consistently attributed to strong political
commitment, institutional independence, and comprehensive enforcement mechanisms,
whereas political interference, fragmented agencies, and socio-economic challenges hinder
South Africa's efforts. Effective anti-corruption efforts in Singapore correlate with sustained
economic growth, while South Africa continues to face systemic obstacles, highlighting the
need for stronger institutional reforms.

The comparative analysis underscores the need for South Africa to adopt a more unified
and politically supported anti-corruption framework, drawing lessons from Singapore's model
while addressing its unique contextual barriers.

Contextual differences (history, size, political systems, cultural and structural contexts) are
known to affect the success of anti-corruption policy significantly (Putri et al., 2024). The
Singaporean model may therefore not be directly transferable to the South African context.
Future studies could contribute by investigating the impact of these aspects on the effective
implementation of anti-corruption strategies (Makarenkov, 2024). Ngich and Cho (2020) and
Nguyen and Nguyen (2025) argue that while the Singaporean model for fighting corruption is
effective, it should be adapted to consider the history, culture, economic management, and
administrative system of the country implementing it.

While Lee Kuan Yew's leadership style and vision were instrumental in developing
Singapore's anti-corruption institutions, it is vital to acknowledge the criticisms of his
approach. Critics have pointed out the "dark side" of the "Singapore model" in terms of its
authoritarianism and elitism. His quasi-authoritarian governance style, which prioritised
economic development and anti-corruption over democratic freedoms, has been a point of
contention (Liu & Wang, 2018). Critics argue that while Singapore's success in minimising
corruption is commendable, it came at the cost of limited political freedoms and a tightly
controlled political environment. Care should therefore be taken to adapt the model to fit the
contexts in which it will be applied.
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