
 

U4 Anti-Corruption Helpdesk 
A free service for staff from U4 partner agencies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

U4 Helpdesk Answer 2019:16 

The use of amnesties for corruption 
offences 

 
 

The use of amnesties – whether for human rights abuses or corruption – is a politically 

controversial measure that is often perceived as fueling impunity and undermining the rule of 

law. Amnesties are predominantly used for human right abuses in post-conflict contexts to foster 

stability and ensure a non-violent political transition. Although there have been recent examples 

in countries such as Tunisia, Moldova and Romania, using amnesties for economic crimes and 

corruption is exceptional, politically sensitive and usually met with massive resistance. 
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Query 

What experiences of using amnesties for corruption exist? What have been the 

outcomes and conditions of success of such initiatives?
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Potential risks and benefits of 
using amnesties for corruption 

Amnesties refer to general absolutions of certain 

categories of crime granted to groups of people or 

individual offenders or to a decision whereby the 

state chooses not to prosecute crimes related to 

certain periods or groups of persons (Roth-Arrazia 

2014). As such, amnesties are a legal mechanism 

adopted by the legislature or the government that 

exempt certain categories of offences and/or 

offenders from prosecution and provide some form 

of immunity (UNODC 2004). However, contrary to 

immunities, which can also protect a person from 

criminal or civil liability for crimes that may not 

have occurred yet, amnesties exclusively relate to 

past offences (Katz 2017). 

The literature primarily discusses the use of 

amnesties within the framework of transitional 

justice in connection with human right abuses at 

the sensitive time of political transition or regime 

change.  

While there are few studies looking at the use of 

amnesties for economic crimes, some lessons can 

be drawn from the experience of using them on 

issues related to human rights abuses. Some 

authors argue that transitional justice should 

handle economic rights in the same way it 

approaches human rights as corruption and human 

rights violations are mutually reinforcing forms of 

abuse (Carranza 2008). Focusing exclusively on 

human right violations and not violations of 

economic and social rights such as corruption 

would result in leaving accountability for economic 

Main points 

— The use of amnesties is a politically 

controversial measure, which is 

primarily considered for human rights 

abuses in the sensitive context of 

political transition or regime change. 

— The use of amnesties for economic 

crimes, such as corruption is 

exceptional, politically sensitive and 

usually met with massive resistance in 

most countries. 

— There have been recent controversial 

examples of countries granting 

amnesties for corruption in Tunisia, 

Moldova, Romania, Nigeria among 

others. 

— A number of conditions and safeguards 

need to be considered when using 

amnesties to balance accountability 

with stability and peaceful political 
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rights to ineffective domestic institutions or 

nascent anti-corruption mechanisms (Carranza 

2008).  

The use of amnesty – whether in the case of 

economic crimes or human right abuses – is a 

politically controversial measure that challenges 

the principles of criminal responsibility and 

accountability. By cancelling the effect of a judicial 

decision and its consequences and/or stopping 

judicial investigations, amnesties may also 

undermine the deterrent effect of sanctioning and 

weaken the rule of law (Ardigo 2017). In its article 

30, the United Nations Convention against 

Corruption calls states parties to impose sanctions 

that “take into account the gravity of the offence”, 

including taking all necessary measures to ensure 

law enforcement and deterrence in relation to 

corruption offences and making provision for the 

removal of corrupt officials from positions or 

offices where such offences are likely to be 

repeated. In recent years, however, there has been 

a growing interest in granting amnesties under 

certain conditions, although rarely for economic 

crimes. A recent study of amnesties adopted since 

1990 indicates that over 75% of them are related to 

conflict and that 49% of the peace agreements 

adopted in the same period provided for some form 

of amnesty (Mallinder 2018).  

As a highly sensitive political decision, amnesties 

are usually granted on a case by case basis 

(UNODC 2004). Granting them in cases of 

corruption, however, has been exceptional and also 

mainly envisaged for contexts of political 

transitions when the new governments are willing 

to have a fresh start and make a clean break from 

the past (UNODC 2004). Such an approach entails 

a series of risks and challenges that should be taken 

into account when assessing the relevance and 

potential of using amnesties for corruption 

offences. This answer elaborates on a previous U4 

Helpdesk answer on the Use of Amnesties in 

Tackling Corruption that was published in January 

2006 (U4 2006).  

The rationale for using amnesties for 

corruption offences 

Dealing with past offences should help achieve 

accountability for past crimes and prevent future 

new crimes. In the context of anti-corruption, 

leniency measures such as amnesties for corrupt 

practices may be considered – and are often 

perceived by the public – as measures that are not 

consistent with the goal of deterrence, 

accountability and criminal responsibility (UNODC 

2004). There is also the fear that they may foster a 

culture of impunity. Some scholars argue, however, 

that amnesties can play an important anti-

corruption role and contribute to the 

transformation of the political culture of a 

particular society (David 2010). In certain cases, 

the recourse to amnesty laws for economic crimes 

may also be justified, either for pragmatic reasons 

or by the specific political circumstances of a given 

country.  

Promoting future anti-corruption reforms and 

overcoming political resistance to change 

The first rationale is to resort to amnesties during 

times of political transition. In such a critical period, 

new governments may also primarily need to target 

resources to implementing new anti-corruption 

reforms to prevent future acts of corruption rather 

than on enforcing past standards and regulations. In 

addition, endemic corruption combined with high 

public expectations placed on the new government 

may result in the costly process of prosecuting an 

overwhelming number of cases, paralysing 

overstretched judicial systems. This can also 

potentially lead to the removal of large numbers of 

civil servants from the public sector and undermine 

the provision of public services.  

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/de/treaties/CAC/
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/de/treaties/CAC/
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Amnesties can then be considered a realistic form 

of transitional justice that prevents overburdening 

the court system and allows limited resources to be 

focused on the most serious violations (Tahir 

Institute of Middle East Policy 2018). In such 

contexts, there is also some recognition that civil 

servants may have been forced into corruption by 

low wages and economic hardships. When large 

numbers of low-level officials are involved in 

corruption, a general amnesty followed by re-

training may therefore be preferable to the 

prosecution costs and need to replace a large 

number of public officials (UNODC 2004).   

One of the most compelling arguments for granting 

amnesties is the need to achieve peace, stability, 

reconciliation and democratic governance in 

countries emerging from conflicts (Han no date). 

Most studies of amnesties find that they have a 

positive effect on peace when used as part of 

negotiated peace processes (Mallinder 2018). 

In times of political transition, the need for 

influential officials to overcome the resistance to 

change may be directly affected by anti-corruption 

reforms and can also justify the use of amnesties to 

gain support for reform. In such cases, amnesty 

may be granted to senior officials as part of the 

negotiation process associated with ensuring a 

smooth and non-violent transfer of power and the 

return of stolen assets (UNODC 2004).  

Encouraging cooperation with law enforcement 

authorities 

By nature, corruption occurs behind closed doors, 

and successful detection, investigation and 

prosecution of corrupt offences often depend on 

insiders or involved individuals reporting corrupt 

deals and cooperating with the law enforcement 

                                                           
1 The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission was set 
up by the Government of National Unity to help deal with events 
during apartheid. 

authorities. As a result, some forms of amnesty, 

immunity or mitigation measures may be granted 

in certain situations for economic crimes, where 

offenders cooperate with the prosecuting 

authorities. Article 37 of the UNCAC specifically 

allows state parties to consider mitigating 

punishment or granting immunity from 

prosecution to individuals who “provide substantial 

cooperation in the investigation or prosecution of 

an offence”. Granting some form of immunity or 

leniency provides incentives for persons who 

participate in crime to cooperate in the 

investigation/prosecution process and may lead to 

more information on the forms, nature and extent 

of corrupt practices and identify weaknesses in 

current laws and procedures. Immunity provisions 

are usually left to the discretion of the prosecutors 

and provide a certain degree of flexibility.  

Promoting accountability through the voluntary 

disclosure of offence 

Immunity from prosecution may be granted in 

exchange for self-reporting or confessing the 

offence. Such measures, similar to “effective 

regret”, which applies when offenders report the 

crime shortly after its commission, seek to promote 

accountability through truth telling. This approach 

has been used in several countries, mainly but not 

exclusively for human right abuses, usually in the 

form of a public process where perpetrators are 

required to make full disclosure of their criminal 

actions. The well-known South African Truth and 

Reconciliation1 Commission is an illustration of 

this strategy (Kushleyko 2015).  

Voluntary disclosure provides the perpetrators with 

an opportunity to clear the past at a relatively low 

cost while revealing useful information on corrupt 

deals and practices. This can help uncover 
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corruption cases that may never have come to light 

otherwise. Accountability is ensured through the 

process of publicly admitting guilt and facing 

public humiliation and stigmatisation. Immunity 

seekers are encouraged to reveal all information on 

corrupt practices and identify all other persons 

involved in the offence.  

Recovering the proceeds of corruption 

In addition to truth telling, the UNDOC anti-

corruption toolkit recommends the redistribution 

of the corruption proceeds in exchange for 

immunity from prosecution (UNODC 2004). This 

approach provides an opportunity to recover – at 

least partially – ill-gotten gains. In some cases, 

where the offender cannot fully restore the stolen 

funds, a tax could be levied on illicit wealth, as has 

been used in some cases of tax amnesties (World 

Bank 2001).  

While “amnesty-for-truth” is not per se an asset 

recovery mechanism, it can contribute to 

establishing a perpetrator’s complicity in large-

scale corruption schemes and to tracking hidden 

assets. There have been some examples of a 

judicious use of “conditional amnesties” 

contributing to asset recovery processes. In the 

Philippines, for example, immunity offered by an 

inquiry agency led to the disclosure of hidden 

assets by Ferdinand Marco and supported asset 

recovery litigation in Switzerland (Carranza 2008). 

Potential risks and challenges 

The strategy of creating a fresh start by granting 

amnesty for past corruption offences has some 

moral, practical and political implications. 

Prosecution has deterrence, retribution and 

incapacitation functions – i.e. removing dangerous 

criminal from society – which may be undermined 

by the use of amnesties. Amnesties that are too 

broad create a precedent and are likely to 

undermine deterrence and rule of law, fostering a 

culture of impunity where potential offenders 

simply assume that malpractice will eventually be 

ignored or amnestied.  

Rule of law and victims’ access to redress 

It is clear that granting amnesties may undermine 

the rule of law by providing protection to offenders 

while depriving victims of access to justice (Han No 

date). Amnesties also deny victims the right to 

redress, and such approaches may erode the trust 

of the public in the government commitment to 

fight corruption and render justice, ultimately 

undermining the legitimacy of the regime and the 

rule of law.  

Legitimacy of the regime 

Within the framework of “transitional justice” 

following violent conflicts, amnesties, reconciliation 

or similar attempts to deal with the past have only 

been implemented in a few exceptional cases for 

economic crimes as most serious economic crimes 

can ultimately affect the legitimacy of the regime 

(Mallinder 2008). In fact, many “new” governments 

excluded economic crimes such as embezzlement, 

extortion and bribery from their amnesty laws, 

probably willing to distance themselves from the 

corrosive effect of corrupt practices on regime 

legitimacy and image (Mallinder 2008). Several 

amnesty laws covered a range of crimes, including 

murder and physical injury but excluded fraudulent 

crimes committed by public officials. For example, 

extortion practices were not included in the 1987 

Salvadorian amnesty law (Mallinder 2008). 

Misuse of amnesties by the political elite 

The rationale and political readiness for using 

amnesties in countries where the whole political 

class is, to a greater or lesser extent, widely 

involved in corruption, could also be questionable. 
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In such contexts, there could be a general interest 

among politicians across the board to promote (and 

misuse) the use of blanket amnesties to cover past 

or present acts of corruption and preserve a certain 

form of status quo that benefits the elite. 

Intersection between economic and human rights 

abuses 

Both economic and human rights forms of abuse 

are connected and mutually reinforcing. For 

example, providing amnesties for corruption 

abuses leave corrupt dictators access to their ill-

gotten assets that they can use to finance 

destabilisation and intimidation tactics to obstruct 

justice, delay trials, fight extradition and ultimately 

undermine efforts to hold them accountable for 

human rights abuses or corruption. As such, 

impunity for economic crimes may fuel impunity 

for human rights abuses, and some authors 

recommend handling economic crimes as human 

rights violations (Carranza 2008). 

Impunity for international crimes 

A duty to prosecute international crimes exists in 

international law under a number of international 

treaties and conventions (Han No date). Since 

granting amnesties implies that there will be no 

criminal trials in the domestic sphere, this may 

prevent alleged offenders from being prosecuted in 

international courts, which can be problematic 

when dealing with crimes against humanity. Sierra 

Leone and Uganda provide examples of how 

national blanket amnesties can conflict with 

international actions. In 2004, the Special Court 

for Sierra Leone rendered the first decision of an 

international criminal tribunal unequivocally 

stating that amnesties do not bar the prosecution of 

international crimes before international or foreign 

courts (Meisenberg 2004). In 2005, the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) challenged the 

blanket amnesty that had been granted to the 

Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and issued warrant 

arrests against five members of the LRA, arguing 

that “domestic amnesties are strictly a matter for 

national authorities and do not bar an investigation 

by the ICC” (The New Humanitarian 2005).  

A recent study of the Amnesties, Conflict and Peace 

Agreements (ACPA) dataset – a dataset of 

amnesties in all regions of the world from 1990 to 

2016 – indicates that 22% of amnesties grant 

immunities for international crimes such as 

genocide, crimes against humanity and serious 

human rights violations, while 23% exclude them. 

Less than half of these amnesties relate to 

international crime (Mallinder 2018). 

The use of amnesties for corruption offences may 

also challenge the recovery of assets from other 

countries as such procedures are generally linked 

to criminal prosecution and a final court decision. 

Furthermore, the granting of amnesties should be 

consistent with international commitments 

regarding extradition and prosecution.  

Forms of amnesties 

The diversity of amnesty design  

There is considerable diversity in the design of 

amnesties. They can, for example, be either broad 

or limited in scope, conditional or unconditional, 

generous or punitive in their legal effects. There is a 

growing trend to move away from unconditional 

blanket amnesties to “smarter” conditional 

amnesties (Mallinder 2018). In fact, only 37% of 

the amnesties in the above-mentioned ACPA 

dataset were unconditional (Mallinder 2018). 

Amnesty design can vary greatly in terms of the 

enactment process, the categories of beneficiaries, 

the nature of the crimes covered, the conditions 

attached to the amnesty, and the amnesty’s legal 

effect and implementation process. The analysis of 
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the ACPA datasets reveals considerable disparity in 

State practice relating to amnesties, with some 

aiming to provide victims with a remedy, and 

others seeking to create complete impunity for 

perpetrators. To date, few legal trends relating to 

amnesty laws are emerging, although it appears 

that amnesties offering unconditional “blanket 

amnesties” that apply across the board without 

requiring any initial inquiry into the facts or 

application on the part of the beneficiary have 

declined (Mallinder 2018). 

Conditions that allow for some form of 

accountability or strive to address the risks 

associated with such measures are increasingly 

attached to amnesties along with the introduction 

of complementary programmes to repair the harm 

and prevent a repetition of the crimes (Mallinder 

2008 and 2018). Such amnesties are typically 

attached to a series of conditions such as admitting 

guilt, providing information or cooperating with 

law enforcement authorities, paying reparations, a 

commitment to renounce violence and non-

recidivism, participating in community-based 

justice mechanisms and/or being removed from 

office. (Mallinder 2014).  

In terms of categories of crimes, political offences 

such as treason, sedition, espionage, rebellion, 

human rights violations etc. are by far the most 

amnestied type of offences while only between 2% 

and 7% of amnesties adopted between 1990 and 

2016 cover economic crimes (Mallinder 2018).  

Different categories of actors can benefit from 

amnesties, including State agents, evaders and 

deserters, nationals outside borders, foreigners, 

participants in coup d’état, non-state armed 

groups, etc. It is interesting to note that State 

actors are more likely to benefit from unconditional 

forms of amnesties than other actors (Mallinder 

2018). 

Amnesty design can also vary greatly in terms of its 

legal effects, ranging from barring new criminal 

investigations, stopping ongoing trials and 

investigations, immunity from administrative 

sanctions, removing administrative penalties as 

well as any negative consequences linked to the 

conviction to imposing alternative sanctions and 

barring civil liability (Mallinder 2014).  

Truth and reconciliation commissions 

Amnesties granted through a transparent process 

involving all parties and guaranteeing some form of 

accountability are more likely to gain public 

support and achieve the intended purposes, as 

shown by the experience of truth and reconciliation 

commissions.  

As of 2008, more than 30 countries had 

established truth and reconciliation commissions 

(International Center of Transitional Justice 

2008). For example, in addition to the famous 

South African Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission, truth and reconciliation commissions 

have been established in countries as diverse as 

Ghana (2002), Sierra Leone (2005), Morocco 

(2004), Timor-Leste (2002), Liberia (2006) and 

Rwanda (1999). Such mechanisms have mainly 

been established for serious human rights 

violations in the context of transitional justice for 

post-conflict countries, but some of the lessons 

learnt in the process could be applied to economic 

crimes. The potential of such an approach to 

corruption-related crimes was discussed 

extensively in the above-mentioned answer on the 

use of amnesties to tackle corruption (U4 2006).   

In spite of this potential, most truth commissions 

have ignored corruption and economic crimes 

(Carranza 2008). Some authors strongly 

recommend that transitional justice mechanisms 

also engage with economic crimes as such an 

approach would help to reveal the full scale of the 
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damages caused by perpetrators beyond violence 

(Carranza 2008). In practice, there have been very 

few examples where such commissions have 

reported on corruption, such as the Chad 

commission, which had the mandate to identify the 

financial operations and bank accounts as well as 

other assets of former President Hissène Habré or 

the Truth, Justice and Reconciliation Commission 

established in Kenya in 2008 (Carranza 2008).  

As part of the lessons learnt from these examples, 

the International Centre of Transitional Justice 

(2008) emphasises the need to create such 

commissions only through broad national 

consultation and to give them a clear and 

appropriate mandate. Civil society should be 

involved in the establishment process to ensure 

legitimacy and diversity of the membership. The 

success of such approaches also depends on their 

credibility, transparency and independence from 

undue governmental or societal pressure. A truth 

commission must therefore have full autonomy to 

control its resources, conduct its investigation, 

build alliances and propose policy changes. The 

presence of a genuine political will to allow an 

independent and robust inquiry is an important 

prerequisite for the success of this process. 

Leniency and immunity programmes as an 

alternative approach 

Leniency programmes that mitigate sanctions rather 

than grant full amnesty for economic crimes have 

been considered as an alternative approach likely to 

have a deterrent effect on corrupt deals (Kukutschka 

and Chêne 2017). Such programmes offer immunity 

or reduced sentences to offenders if they blow the 

whistle, self-report criminal activities or cooperate 

with law enforcement. Research into this area is still 

at an early stage, and there is little empirical 

evidence to demonstrate the impact of such 

approaches on the prevention of corrupt deals 

(Kukutschka and Chêne 2017). However, such 

voluntary disclosure programmes were introduced 

in the US in the context of anti-cartel law 

enforcement and extended to other forms of 

collusion in view of their effect on the number of 

successful prosecutions (Nell 2008).  

Such leniency programmes have been extended to 

the fight against corruption, and countries such as 

Brazil and Mexico use such approaches to 

encourage whistleblowing and cooperation with 

law enforcement in corruption cases (Luz and 

Spagnolo 2016). In the United States, a pilot 

leniency programme has been implemented since 

2016, granting credits in matters related to the 

enforcement of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act 

(FCPA). Companies and individuals that self-

disclose wrong-doing, fully cooperate with law 

enforcement and implement remediation, 

including improving the company’s compliance 

programme, receive credits that can grant a 

reduction in the applicable sentencing (McFadden 

et al. 2016). 

A few conditions must be met for leniency 

provisions to act as a deterrent to corrupt deals. 

For example, mitigating sanctions in exchange for 

valuable information or self-reporting should not 

be left to the discretion of the prosecutors but be 

universally and automatically applied in codified 

situations to establish a sense of certainty and 

provide stronger incentives to report (Nell 2008).   

Experience of using amnesties for 
corruption 

The use of amnesties for economic crimes has been 

the exception rather than the rule and is often 

accompanied by massive public controversy and 

resistance. However, there have been a number of 

examples of individuals who have been absolved 

for corruption (Ardigo 2017). These examples tend 

to illustrate that granting amnesties or some form 
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of impunity are highly sensitive decisions, 

especially when they are granted unilaterally by the 

government for political bargaining. 

Romania 

In 2017, a decree granted a general amnesty for 

people sentenced for corruption crimes under a 

value of €34,000.  The leader of the ruling party, 

the Social Democrats party, who was involved in a 

corruption case himself that bars him from 

becoming prime minister, is a fervent supporter of 

this law (Matomoros 2019).  A series of mass 

demonstrations – the largest demonstrations in the 

country since 1989 – resulted in the withdrawal of 

this decree (Ardigo 2017). The debate has been 

rekindled since the end of 2018 amid the ruling 

coalition’s plan to draft and pass an emergency 

ordinance on amnesty and pardoning, which would 

grant amnesty to individuals with a sentence 

shorter than five years for certain crimes. Although 

some politicians justify this measure as a way to 

relieve overcrowded prisons, this measure is largely 

perceived as a way for politicians to avoid prison 

for corruption (BBC 2019). A study revealed that 

most Romanians (91% of respondents) oppose the 

pardoning of criminals convicted for corruption, as 

well as the amnesty for acts of corruption (Marica 

2018). In early 2019, the European Commission 

also warned Romania against passing such a decree 

(Gotev 2019). 

Moldova 

In July 2018, a law of “capital amnesty” was 

adopted in Moldova, allowing the legalisation of 

money with fraudulent provenance, in spite of a 

2017 legal analysis by the National Anticorruption 

Centre (Ursu 2018). The law allows individuals and 

businesses to legalise their currently hidden assets 

– even if the assets were acquired from illicit 

wealth – by paying a 3% fee from the declared 

value of the asset. This declaration of assets will 

come with a guarantee that they will not be 

prosecuted (Lupusor 2018). The president justified 

this measure as “economically, socially and 

politically reasoned” to bolster business and 

diminish the informal sector and increase tax 

revenues (Necsutu 2018; Expert Grup 2018). 

However, the short duration of the capital amnesty 

- only 2-3 months compared to similar 

programmes that usually run for at least one year 

appears suspicious. The concern is that the purpose 

of this measure is more to legalise illegally obtained 

and owned assets by a narrow group of people than 

extend the tax base(Expert Grup 2018). This 

controversial law triggered protest from civil 

society and is largely seen in the international 

community as a law fuelling impunity for the 

corrupt (Transparency International 2018). 

Tunisia 

In 2017, a law granting amnesty to Tunisian 

officials accused of corruption under former 

President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali was passed by 

parliament, triggering angry protests from the 

opposition and activists who had been resisting the 

legislation since a version was presented in 2015 

(The Guardian 2017). The law gives amnesty as 

long as civil servants did not personally benefit 

from embezzling public funds. While promoted as a 

necessary step to restore trust, the amnesty law is 

widely perceived as a means for President Essebi’s 

political party to reward the business leaders that 

supported its campaign in 2014, undermining the 

credibility of the anti-corruption campaign 

launched by the government in August 2016 

(Washington Post 2017).   

Mongolia 

A 2015 law terminated 45 out of the 55 cases that 

the Independent Agency against Corruption in 

Mongolia was investigating and granted amnesty to 

the accused. The alleged crimes involved more than 

https://www.ft.com/content/b90f3226-995c-11e7-a652-cde3f882dd7b
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/25/world/africa/corruption-crackdown-intensifies-in-tunisia-and-the-people-cheer.html?mcubz=0
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32 billion Mongolian Togrog (US$16.2 million).  

Observers also saw this law as an attempt to 

undermine the Independent Agency against 

Corruption. The law also clearing criminal records 

was promoted by the politicians who were under 

investigation by the Independent Agency against 

Corruption in order to continue their political 

careers (Transparency International 2015). This 

decision was met with controversy in the 

international NGO community who saw this 

decision as a “blatant attempt by politicians to 

grant themselves impunity” (Transparency 

International 2015). Civil society organisations 

called the President of Mongolia to veto the law 

and he finally issued a partial veto specifying that 

amnesty would not apply to those accused of 

corruption, abuse of power, illegal enrichment, 

embezzlement of budget funds, among others 

(OECD 2015).  

Nigeria 

In 2013, President Goodluck Jonathan granted a 

pardon to ex-Bayelsa State governor and former 

ally, Diepreye Alamieyeseigha who was convicted of 

corruption during his time in office because he had 

been “remorseful”. Alamieyeseigha was also 

declared free to run for elections again (Agbiboa 

2013). This decision was perceived by activists as a  

major blow to efforts to curb corruption in Nigeria 

(BBC 2013). 

Philippines 

In September 2007, ex Philippines leader Estrada 

was convicted of plunder and theft of public funds 

and ordered to return US$16.7 million of ill-gotten 

assets. He first challenged the court’s decision but 

finally dropped the appeal of his conviction for 

large-scale corruption at the end of Octber 2007, 

seeking an unconditional pardon from President 

Gloria Macapagal Arroyo instead. His pardon was 

granted in October 2007 and met with controversy, 

with some suspecting that Arroyo was trying to 

curry favour with the opposition. 

Conditions of success for granting 
amnesties 

To be “smart”, conditional amnesties need to 

satisfy key accountability requirements while 

facilitating a peaceful transition and reconciliation 

process (Kushleyko 2015). A few principles emerge 

from the literature and experiences of granting 

amnesties for economic and other crimes 

(Kushleyko 2015; Mallinder 2008, 2014 and 2018; 

World Bank 2001). 

Last resort strategy 

The option of using amnesties should be taken as a 

last resort after other less extreme alternatives have 

been considered. The decision to proceed should be 

definitive and mechanisms to determine exceptions 

should be trusted. It is also worth keeping in mind 

that overly broad or repeated amnesties may be 

counterproductive, erode the goal of deterrence as 

they reinforce a signal of impunity. Amnesties 

should be carefully circumscribed by law, in 

accordance with the intended policy, and only be 

used once (UNODC 2004). 

Transparency and participation 

“Transparency in the clemency process can prevent 

arbitrariness, discrimination, and political 

favouritism by allowing added public scrutiny” 

(Nowak 2016). The amnesty granting process 

should be transparent, open to scrutiny and fully 

trusted. Decision makers should enjoy the 

confidence of the public, comply with the highest 

standards of integrity and be perceived as 

representative and unbiased. The rationale for 

using amnesties should be made public for citizens 

to fully understand the need for and benefits of 

such a reconciliation mechanism. This could be 
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achieved through strategic communication and 

awareness raising activities accompanying the 

granting of full or conditional amnesty. 

Scope of amnesties 

The scope of the amnesty law should agree with 

international laws and commitments, and be 

restricted with regards to eligible persons, crimes 

or acts. Those having committed especially serious 

or prejudicial offences (e.g. war crimes, crimes 

against humanity, etc) should be excluded from the 

amnesty process. Amnesties should also be 

conditional on good behaviour, granted only for 

specific offences, limited in time and not applicable 

to future acts of malfeasance. They should also be 

reversible if the beneficiary repeats the type of 

offences covered by the amnesty.   

Victim empowerment and redress 

Amnesties granted in exchange for truth telling 

should involve victims, offenders and communities 

in the decision and be publicised. Public hearings 

can be held in accessible public halls and publicised 

on TV. Victims should be given a chance to 

challenge an individual claim to amnesty and be 

provided with some form of reparation. When 

individuals fail to comply with the requirements of 

the truth commission, prosecution should be 

pursued. The granting of amnesties should be 

accompanied by a reparation programme that takes 

into account the needs of the victims and society. 

Ideally, amnesty for economic crimes should be 

granted in exchange for the redistribution of the 

proceeds. 

Balanced use of transitional justice 

mechanisms 

The need to balance accountability with stability 

and peaceful political transitions support a 

balanced approach to transitional justice, with a 

combination of trials, amnesties and truth 

commissions. Trials, amnesties or truth and 

reconciliation commissions cannot alone and by 

themselves provide a successful pathway to peace, 

democracy and human rights. Instead of promoting 

a single mechanism, holistic approaches should 

combine a balanced use of trials and amnesties, 

with or without truth commissions (Olsen, Payne 

and Reiter 2010).   

  



 

U4 Anti-Corruption Helpdesk 

The use of amnesties for corruption offences 12 

References  

Agbiboa D. 2013. One Step Forward, Two Steps 

Back: the Political Culture of Corruption and 

Clean-Ups in Nigeria.  

Ardigo I. A. 2017. Judicial Pardon and Corruption.  

BBC 2013. Nigeria pardons Goodluck Jonathan 

ally, Alamieyeseigha.  

BBC. 2019. Romanian minister challenged on 

amnesty for corrupt politicians.  

Carranza R. 2008. Plunder and Pain: Should 

Transitional Justice Engage with Corruption and 

Economic Crimes?  

David R. 2010. Transition to Clean Government: 

Amnesty As An Anti-Corruption Measure.  

Expert Grup 2018. Capital Amnesty in Moldova: 

Why it comes with substantial risks and should be 

watched closely.  

Gotev G. 2019. Commission Warns Romania 

against Amnesty Plans for Corrupt Officials 

Han S.W.D. No date. The International Criminal 

Court and Amnesty.  

International Center of Transitional Justice. 2008. 

Truth Commissions: Fact Sheet.  

Katz A. 2017. Pardons, amnesties and immunities.  

Kushleyko A. 2015. Accountability v “Smart 

Amnesty” in the Transitional Post-Conflict Quest 

for Peace. a South African Case Study.  

Kukutschka R., Chêne M. 2017. Deferred 

Prosecution Agreements, Plea Bargaining, 

Immunity Programmes and Corruption.  

Lupusor A. 2018. Capital Amnesty in Moldova: 

Why it Comes with Substantial Risks and Should 

Be Watched Closely.  

Luz R.D. and Spagnolo G. 2016. Leniency, 

Collusion and Whistleblowing.  

Mallinder L. 2009. Uganda at a Crossroad: 

Narrowing the Amnesty?  

Mallinder L. 2008 Amnesty, Human Rights and 

Political Transitions Bridging the Peace and Justice 

Divide  

Mallinder L. 2014 Belfast Guidelines on Amnesty 

and Accountability Report.  

Mallinder L. 2018. Amnesties and Inclusive 

Political Settlements  

Marica I. 2018. Study: Most Romanians don’t Want 

Amnesty or Pardon for Acts of Corruption.  

Matomoros C.A.  2019. Cristina  Romania working 

on granting amnesty to politicians imprisoned for 

corruption.  

McFadden T.; Thomson C.; Garfield H.; Martin G. 

2016. Self-disclosure of Corruption Offences to the 

UK and US Authorities: Where Are We Now?  

Meisenberg S.M. 2004. Legality of Amnesties in 

International Humanitarian Law 

The Lomé Amnesty Decision of the Special Court 

for Sierra Leone.  

Necsutu M. 2018. Moldova’s President Gives Green 

Light for Controversial Fiscal Reform.  

Nell M. 2008. Strategic Aspects of Voluntary 

Disclosure Programmes for Corruption.  

Nowak A. 2016. Transparency and Comparative 

Executive Clemency: Global Lessons for Pardon 

Reforms in the United States.  

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2352352&download=yes
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2352352&download=yes
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2352352&download=yes
https://knowledgehub.transparency.org/helpdesk/judicial-clemency-and-corruption
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-21769047
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-21769047
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p06xj3t9
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p06xj3t9
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/IJTJ-Global-Justice-Corruption-2008-English.pdf
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/IJTJ-Global-Justice-Corruption-2008-English.pdf
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/IJTJ-Global-Justice-Corruption-2008-English.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10361146.2010.509309
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10361146.2010.509309
https://www.expert-grup.org/en/biblioteca/item/1658-amnistia-de-capital-in-moldova-ce-riscuri-aduce-si-de-ce-trebuie-privita-indeaproape
https://www.expert-grup.org/en/biblioteca/item/1658-amnistia-de-capital-in-moldova-ce-riscuri-aduce-si-de-ce-trebuie-privita-indeaproape
https://www.expert-grup.org/en/biblioteca/item/1658-amnistia-de-capital-in-moldova-ce-riscuri-aduce-si-de-ce-trebuie-privita-indeaproape
https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/commission-warns-romania-against-amnesty-plans-for-corrupt-officials/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/commission-warns-romania-against-amnesty-plans-for-corrupt-officials/
http://www.austlii.edu.au/nz/journals/AukULawRw/2006/5.pdf
http://www.austlii.edu.au/nz/journals/AukULawRw/2006/5.pdf
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Global-Truth-Commissions-2008-English2.pdf
http://cjc.org.za/pardons-amnesties-immunity/
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-09390-1_2
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-09390-1_2
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-09390-1_2
https://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/answer/deferred_prosecution_agreements_plea_bargaining_immunity_programmes_and_cor
https://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/answer/deferred_prosecution_agreements_plea_bargaining_immunity_programmes_and_cor
https://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/answer/deferred_prosecution_agreements_plea_bargaining_immunity_programmes_and_cor
http://iep-berlin.de/en/capital-amnesty-in-moldova/
http://iep-berlin.de/en/capital-amnesty-in-moldova/
http://iep-berlin.de/en/capital-amnesty-in-moldova/
https://academic.oup.com/jcle/article-abstract/13/4/729/4781632
https://academic.oup.com/jcle/article-abstract/13/4/729/4781632
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.510.8890&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.510.8890&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.bloomsburyprofessional.com/uk/amnesty-human-rights-and-political-transitions-9781841137711/
https://www.bloomsburyprofessional.com/uk/amnesty-human-rights-and-political-transitions-9781841137711/
https://www.bloomsburyprofessional.com/uk/amnesty-human-rights-and-political-transitions-9781841137711/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2477328
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2477328
http://www.politicalsettlements.org/publications-database/amnesties-and-inclusive-political-settlements/
http://www.politicalsettlements.org/publications-database/amnesties-and-inclusive-political-settlements/
https://www.romania-insider.com/study-romanians-amnesty-pardon-corruption
https://www.romania-insider.com/study-romanians-amnesty-pardon-corruption
https://www.euronews.com/2019/01/09/romania-working-on-granting-amnesty-to-politicians-imprisoned-for-corruption
https://www.euronews.com/2019/01/09/romania-working-on-granting-amnesty-to-politicians-imprisoned-for-corruption
https://www.euronews.com/2019/01/09/romania-working-on-granting-amnesty-to-politicians-imprisoned-for-corruption
https://globalcompliancenews.com/self-disclosure-corruption-offenses-u-s-u-k-authorities-now-20160812/
https://globalcompliancenews.com/self-disclosure-corruption-offenses-u-s-u-k-authorities-now-20160812/
https://www.icrc.org/en/international-review/article/legality-amnesties-international-humanitarian-law-lome-amnesty-decision
https://www.icrc.org/en/international-review/article/legality-amnesties-international-humanitarian-law-lome-amnesty-decision
https://balkaninsight.com/2018/08/09/dodon-gives-green-light-for-controversial-fiscal-reform-in-moldova-08-09-2018/
https://balkaninsight.com/2018/08/09/dodon-gives-green-light-for-controversial-fiscal-reform-in-moldova-08-09-2018/
https://ideas.repec.org/p/bav/wpaper/043_nell.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/bav/wpaper/043_nell.html
https://repository.law.umich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1162&context=mjlr
https://repository.law.umich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1162&context=mjlr
https://repository.law.umich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1162&context=mjlr


 

U4 Anti-Corruption Helpdesk 

The use of amnesties for corruption offences 13 

 

OECD.2015. Anti-Corruption Reforms in Mongolia. 

Joint First and second Rounds of Monitoring of the 

Istanbul Anti-Corruption Action Plan.  

Olsen D., Payne L.A., Reiter A.G. 2010. The Justice 

Balance: When Transitional Justice Improves 

Human Rights and Democracy.  

Roth-Arrazia N. 2015. After Amnesties Are Gone: 

Latin American National Courts and the New 

Contours of the Fight against Impunity.  

Tahir Institute of Middle East Policy 2018. 

Amnesties as a Transitional Justice Mechanism.  

The Guardian. 2017. Amnesty of the Corrupt': 

Tunisia's Move to Heal Old Wounds Branded a 

Sham  

The New Humanitarian. 2005. Interview with ICC 

Prosecutor Luis Moreno-Ocampo 

Transparency International 2015. International 

Organisations Call on Mongolian Parliament to 

Withdraw Corruption Amnesty Law.  

 Transparency International 2018. There Must Be 

No Law for Amnesty in Moldova.  

U4. 2006. The Efficacy of Amnesties in Tackling 

Corruption. Accessible on request  

Ursu V. 2018. Tax Amnesty Can Help Determine 

the Ruling Coalition after the Parliamentary 

Elections of 2019.  

UNODC.2004. Tool 34: Amnesty, Immunity and 

Mitigation of Punishment. UN Anti-Corruption 

Toolkit.  

Washington Post.2017. Why Tunisia Just Passed 

Controversial Laws on Corruption and Women's 

Right to Marry.  

 

World Bank 2001. Anti-Corruption Legislation.  

 

http://www.oecd.org/corruption/anti-bribery/Mongolia-Round-3-Monitoring-Report-ENG.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/corruption/anti-bribery/Mongolia-Round-3-Monitoring-Report-ENG.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40930342?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40930342?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40930342?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://repository.uchastings.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2303&context=faculty_scholarship
https://repository.uchastings.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2303&context=faculty_scholarship
https://repository.uchastings.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2303&context=faculty_scholarship
https://timep.org/transitional-justice-project/amnesties-as-a-transitional-justice-mechanism/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/oct/27/tunisia-reconciliation-act-dismissed-amnesty-of-the-corrupt
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/oct/27/tunisia-reconciliation-act-dismissed-amnesty-of-the-corrupt
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/oct/27/tunisia-reconciliation-act-dismissed-amnesty-of-the-corrupt
http://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/fr/node/222383
http://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/fr/node/222383
https://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/international_organisations_call_on_mongolian_parliament_to_withdraw_corrup
https://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/international_organisations_call_on_mongolian_parliament_to_withdraw_corrup
https://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/international_organisations_call_on_mongolian_parliament_to_withdraw_corrup
https://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/there_must_be_no_amnesty_for_corruption_in_moldova
https://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/there_must_be_no_amnesty_for_corruption_in_moldova
http://viitorul.org/en/content/tax-amnesty-can-help-determine-ruling-coalition-after-parliamentary-elections-2019
http://viitorul.org/en/content/tax-amnesty-can-help-determine-ruling-coalition-after-parliamentary-elections-2019
http://viitorul.org/en/content/tax-amnesty-can-help-determine-ruling-coalition-after-parliamentary-elections-2019
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Toolkit_ed2.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Toolkit_ed2.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Toolkit_ed2.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTLAWJUSTINST/Resources/aclawissues.pdf


 

U4 Anti-Corruption Helpdesk 

The use of amnesties for corruption offences 14 U4 Partner staff can use the helpdesk for free. 
Email us at helpdesk@u4.no 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer 

All views in this text are the author(s)’ and may differ 

from the U4 partner agencies’ policies. 

Partner agencies 

DFAT (Australia), GIZ/BMZ (Germany), Global Affairs 

Canada, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 

Danida (Denmark), Sida (Sweden), SDC (Switzerland), 

Norad (Norway), UK Aid/DFID. 

About U4 

The U4 anti-corruption helpdesk is a free research 

service exclusively for staff from U4 partner agencies. 

This service is a collaboration between U4 and 

Transparency International (TI) in Berlin, Germany. 

Researchers at TI run the helpdesk. 

The U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre shares 

research and evidence to help international 

development actors get sustainable results. The centre 

is part of Chr. Michelsen Institute (CMI) in Bergen, 

Norway – a research institute on global development 

and human rights. 

www.U4.no 

U4@cmi.no 

Keywords 

Human rights – Tunisia – Moldova – Romania 

Open access 

We apply a Creative Commons licence to our 

publications: CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. 

 


