BBC television Newsnight, broadcast Monday 7 July 2014
(transcript of segment)
Kirsty Wark, Newsnight presenter

International aid is one of the government’s key commitments, but now the Serious Fraud Office is accused of turning a blind eye to alleged corruption involving millions of pounds in UK aid for Africa because UK investors didn’t lose on the deal. A Newsnight investigation has found that the government’s aid department, DfID, referred itself to the Fraud Office after receiving fresh evidence suggesting Whitehall officials had covered up the alleged corruption. Tens of millions of pounds were invested in companies, some of which were allegedly linked to one of Africa’s most corrupt politicians. As Peter Marshall reports, the former Aid Secretary, Andrew Mitchell, is accused of making misleading statements on the matter. 

Peter Marshall Newsnight journalist
One of Africa’s most corrupt politicians, James Ibori, is serving a 13-year prison sentence. And there’s evidence that millions of pounds in British government aid may have been used to launder money he’d looted and the Aid Department turned a blind eye. 

Nick Hildyard, Corner House
This is public money, intended for development aid, being invested in companies that are alleged to be money-laundering fronts for one of the biggest crooks in Nigeria. If you’re not going to prosecute that, what are you going to prosecute?

[Voiceover of old CDC film]
Under the guidance of Europeans, African drivers and mechanics . . . 

Peter Marshall, Newsnight
The department under fire, founded in the [19]‘40s, was previously a small branch of Britain’s aid effort, investing in the private sector and known as the Commonwealth Development Corporation. Times have changed. It’s now plain CDC and it’s booming on the back of private equity funds. With assets of 3 billion pounds in public money, the former Development Secretary, Andrew Mitchell, says it’s the future of aid policy. He says this shift to the market is addressing what he calls a deficiency in the civil service’s DNA. Critics say it’s creating a climate where corruption can flourish. 

The investment in this case, 23 million pounds, went from CDC to the American private equity fund, Emerging Capital Partners – ECP. They put it into a fund which invests in a range of African companies, some of them allegedly linked to James Ibori, the corrupt Nigerian politician. The allegation is that Ibori, by mixing “his” money with development funds from Britain, was able to clean up – to launder – millions he’d looted from the Nigerian state. 
Two years ago on Newsnight, we heard Dotun Oloko, an Anglo-Nigerian businessman, warning that aid money had allegedly gone into enterprises linked to the corrupt Nigerian politician. The Aid Department, DfID, which owns and is responsible for CDC, insisted he was wrong. It’s now emerged behind the scenes, DfID weren’t so sure. 

In February 2009, within weeks of Dotun first telling of his concerns, a DfID analyst wrote in an internal email [on screen date of 20th February 2009, taken from Parliamentary Ombudsman Report, February 2014] “it would seem the police have evidence that links the corrupt politician to the directors of one of the portfolio companies.”

On June 4th 2010 [on screen date of 4th June 2009, taken from Parliamentary Ombudsman Report, February 2014], a DfID official wrote: “the possibility exists and cannot be ruled out that one or more may have been used as a vehicle for moving money for the corrupt James Ibori” – exactly what Dotun Oloko had said and they publicly continued to deny. 
Dotun Oloko’s view is now backed up by the Parliamentary Ombudsman. In a report on corruption, he says that the Metropolitan Police actually told DfID’s anti-fraud unit there was evidence going back years linking the bent Nigerian politician to three of his alleged front-men. 

Yet DfID still maintain the investments were nothing to worry about. 

Dotun Oloko

They should have allowed a proper and thorough investigation of the allegations, not just simply refer the allegations to the fund manager and accept the fund manager’s denials at face value. 

Peter Marshall, Newsnight
The people that you were making allegations against? They [DfID] chose to take their word for it basically?

Dotun Oloko

Yes, not only did they choose to take their word for it, but they took their word for it when there was evidence – independently available evidence – to the contrary. 

Peter Marshall, Newsnight
The former Development Secretary, Andrew Mitchell, assured Dotun’s MP, Caroline Lucas, in blunt terms that DfID had no evidence of wrong-doing. 

Caroline Lucas, Green Party MP for Brighton Pavilion constituency
He makes a big point about saying that he is writing in extreme depth, he underlines words many times, so he’s obviously gone through the [typed] letter as it’s been printed and then, you know, hand-underlined it, and at the end, his final point is, you know, I hope very much this is the end of the affair and essentially you’ll stop bothering me about it. So, to give those kinds of reassurances, you know, suggests that either he wasn’t taking the issue sufficiently seriously or that he simply wasn’t in possession of all of the facts – and either of those two conclusions isn’t very comforting when we’re talking about the Secretary of State who is in charge of a good deal of taxpayers’ money. 
Voice from promotional film on ECP private equity
Since the year 2000, Emerging Capital Partners has raised more than 2 billion dollars. 
Peter Marshall, Newsnight
In fact, we now know that Britain’s aid was invested blind. The American fund manager, ECP, didn’t have to tell them what checks they’d made before putting Britain’s money into companies allegedly linked to James Ibori. 

Caroline Lucas, Green Party MP for Brighton Pavilion constituency

It does seem incredibly perverse that taxpayers’ money is being used in a way that ultimately nobody seems to have very much oversight on at all. 

Peter Marshall, Newsnight
The man who first raised the alarm says he’s shocked supervision was so loose. 

Dotun Oloko

It now appears that at quite an early stage into their investigations, DfID and CDC decided to ignore the serious ‘red flags’ about the way those investments were being made, either to protect their reputation or to protect their finances. 

Peter Marshall, Newsnight
At the start of this year, five years after Dotun Oloko first raised his concern about British aid money and the private equity fund ECP, the Serious Fraud Office was finally called in. This month, the SFO made its contribution to this alphabet-soup of a saga by giving its response. There are, they concede, grounds for concern; there may be evidence of malpractice. So what are they going to do about it? They’re going to pass the case on to the Americans. 

Caroline Lucas, Green Party MP for Brighton Pavilion constituency

Now they’re going to ask the US authorities to investigate, and so in a sense we seem to be in some kind of Kafka-esque story whereby literally nobody will take responsibility and the buck is constantly passed. 

Peter Marshall, Newsnight
In an email to the anti-corruption NGO, Corner House, they [the SFO] say “ECP is [a] US registered [company]. Furthermore it does not appear that CDC have lost out financially as a result of engaging with ECP.”

Nick Hildyard, Corner House
That to me is unbelieveable. It’s like me arguing that, or the police saying that, they couldn’t prosecute me if I tried to murder you because I failed to do so and you survived and were thriving afterwards. 
Peter Marshall, Newsnight
In Nigeria the cost of corruption is paid by the poor, the people who ought to be benefitting from Britain’s aid programme. The critics we’ve spoken to are ardent supporters of overseas aid, but they despair of what they see as the Aid Department’s failure to investigate or account for its mistakes. 

Kirsty Wark, Newsnight
Peter Marshall. Well, CDC, the Aid Department’s private sector arm, says in a statement: “it remains unclear whether the allegations are true or not. We are proud of our systems but no vetting system is perfect”. ECP, the fund managers, said in their statement: “there is still no evidence to support allegations of improper funding”. DfID told us they have implemented new procedures recommended by the Ombudsman and are happy to look at any new information. Andrew Mitchell said he had nothing to add. 
