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CAN JUSTICE BE ACHIEVED THROUGH
SETTLEMENTS?
Settlements can provide an
important channel to hold
companies to account for
wrongdoings and resolve
foreign bribery and other cases
without resorting to a full trial
(civil or criminal), or contested
administrative proceeding.
Yet, their deterrent effect can
be questionable if they are not
transparent, and do not provide
effective, proportionate and
dissuasive sanctions and if
there is no judicial process.
Finally, there should be
reparations for the victims of
the offence.
.

There has been an increasing global trend of companies and governments settling
cases of corporate crime out of court, including corruption scandals in banking and
other sectors.1 Settlements have come to be an important tool in the arsenal of law
enforcement agencies. In many cases, they have helped to boost enforcement of
foreign bribery laws, improve corporate compliance, and enable prosecution of
cases.
Yet while settlements mean more companies are being sanctioned for wrongdoing,
they come with a price. Society is often left with the impression that companies
may be getting off too lightly in spite of the high fines. For banks alone, fines from
settlements hit US$ 56bn in 2014. Nevertheless, these penalties still represent a
small share of the sector’s overall profits raising questions about their deterrent
effect.2
When settlements are used, related sanctions should be effective, proportionate
and a deterrent. At a minimum, settlements should cover the estimated profit from
the wrongdoing. In addition, the process should be transparent: from the
justification for the settlement and its terms through to its implementation. Finally,
there should be reparation for the victims of the offence.
Settlements are problematic when they involve cases where corruption has been
systemic and pervasive over a long period of time and in cases where senior
management was involved. For this reason, Transparency International believes
that the strongest deterrent to corruption would be to prosecute companies and
individuals using a mix of penalties, including prison terms, when appropriate.
Furthermore, senior management should be removed in cases where it condoned
corrupt behaviour or failed to exercise due diligence.

THE ISSUE
PROTECTION VS. SETTLEMENT
The use of settlements has several benefits and drawbacks. Settlements help to
move forward corruption cases to the sanctioning phase. Corruption cases,
especially those with an international dimension, often require complex and
resource- intensive investigations. In many countries the justice system is
overburdened. Settlements allow prosecutors to weigh different issues - the
strength of their evidence, the likelihood of conviction and the resources needed.
Since settlements also are generally more favourable for companies when they
cooperate, companies have an incentive to self-report and disclose information,
potentially also about offences not yet under investigation. Finally, settlements
have helped to scale-up the number of sanctions for alleged foreign bribery
which in turn has resulted in improved corporate compliance.2
Still, the use of settlements for bribery and corruption cases has a number of
drawbacks. Settlements may send the wrong message that companies are
buying their way out of more serious punishment. There is a latent risk that fines
become an acceptable cost of doing business (see side bar).3 Furthermore,
some settlement cases that were reached despite strong evidence created
concerns that the process is circumventing the role of the courts and that some
companies are considered “too big to prosecute”.4 Another concern arises from
the very nature of a settlement: it is an agreement that seeks to provide benefits
for both sides. This is done by offering a company reduced penalties and/or
limiting negative exposure that prosecution could have brought. Through
settlements companies are spared lengthy public trials, the risk of long-term
reputational damage, possible prison terms for individuals, and potentially lasting
negative impacts on their share price. This raises questions about the deterrent
effect of such arrangements.5 Also, a concern is that the practice of high
monetary fines as part of settlements means that shareholders bear the burden
of wrong doing rather than senior management or the individuals responsible
within the company. In most cases senior management who might have
condoned corrupt behaviour or failed their oversight duty get away with impunity.
Moreover, the fines paid often do not find their way back to the country where the
corrupt act happened (see side bar).
Where settlements are used, there must be a threshold test to determine when
they are a better alternative to prosecution. Considerations include:

the nature and seriousness of the offence,

the pervasiveness of wrongdoing within the corporation, including the
complicity in, or the condoning of, the wrongdoing by management;

the corporation's history of similar misconduct (i.e. past criminal, civil, and
regulatory actions against it);

the corporation's timely and voluntary disclosure of wrongdoing and its
willingness to cooperate in the investigation;

the existence and effectiveness of the corporation's existing compliance
program and related actions (prior to current case);6

collateral consequences as a result of prosecution;7 and

the ability of prosecuting individuals responsible for the corporation's alleged
wrong-doing.
Transparency International believes that prosecutions rather than settlements
should be the preferred option when cases meet any of the following criteria:

misconduct is serious, pervasive, long-lasting and has global consequences;

the misconduct includes complicity by top management;

the company does not cooperate with the investigation;

and the authorities have strong evidence to successfully pursue the case in
court.
In all other cases, settlements are a viable option with the proviso that they
respect the principles of transparency, due process, accountability and
reparation for the victims. Each element is elaborated in the next section.
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CASE STUDY – THE FOREX
MANIPULATION CASE
Two recent settlements for conspiring
to manipulate foreign currency
markets raise interesting questions
about the nature and impact of
settlements.
The November 2014 settlement,
relating to Libor, was the first
coordinated settlement between
British, American and Swiss regulators
who fined five banks (Citigroup,
HSBC, JPMorgan Chase, RBS and
UBS) a combined US$4.3 billion. The
May 2015 settlement, on forex,
resulted in a total of US$5.6bn in fines
for Bank of America, Barclays,
Citigroup, JP Morgan Chase, RBS and
UBS.
Neither settlements precluded
prosecution of individuals, which is still
outstanding, and only four of the
banks pleaded guilty. No CEO or
senior figure in these banks has
resigned or been dismissed as a result
of these scandals.
Since the forex scandal took place
after the previous Libor settlements
with some of the same banks, it raises
serious questions about their deterrent
effect. And seemingly large fines
actually led to a rise of share prices in
some cases.

WHO PAYS AND WHO GETS
THE MONEY?
Settlement fines are borne by the
banks’ shareholders – in the case of
formerly bailed out banks these
include tax payers - with management
and other culprits getting away with
impunity in many cases.
Settlements often occur in countries
that are major financial or commercial
centres where the companies are
based and not where the crime
occurred. A World Bank study looking
at 395 settlements in foreign bribery
cases showed that while these cases
resulted in a total of US$ 6.9 billion in
monetary sanctions only 3.3 per cent
of the monies were returned to the
countries where the alleged corruption
happened.14
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RECOMMENDATIONS
When settlements are pursued, the following elements must be respected for
them to be considered to effectively sanction and deter corruption.

GENERAL:





Settlements should require companies to acknowledge wrongdoing and
admit to relevant facts.
Settlements are appropriate in cases where the company has self-reported
the wrongdoing and should be used to incentivise such self-reporting.
Settlements should be reached if the company genuinely cooperates with
the investigation.
Settlements must not be influenced by factors that fall outside of the case.
These include economic influence, the potential effect upon relations with
another state, or the natural or legal persons involved.8

TRANSPARENCY:




Settlements must be made public.
o This includes their terms and justification, the nature of the offence
and other violations of law as well as a statement of relevant facts
and how the company has met the terms of the settlement.
The facts surrounding the case should be made public. This can provide
lessons learnt for the prevention of similar wrongdoings in the future.

DUE PROCESS:
Court approval

All settlements, including their detailed terms, should be submitted to
judicial review and public hearing.
o This review should enable a judge to form an opinion on the extent
of the violation and on whether the settlement is in the public
interest. It should occur prior to concluding the settlement.

The terms of the settlements and the judicial review should take into
account the views of other affected stakeholders, such as competitors, as
well as those of the government or civil society organisations in other
affected countries (i.e. where the bribes were paid or sought).9

PREVENTING FUTURE
WRONGDOING
Settlements should have a deterrent
effect and induce long-term
improvements to a company’s
compliance program. This can be
done in various ways, such as through
the appointment of an independent
expert monitor.
If an independent monitor is installed,
regulators should ensure the following:





S/he is independent & competent,
There is predictability of the costs
incurred,
S/he operates using established
anti-corruption standards,
S/he reports findings to law
enforcement authorities.

The decision on what type of
arrangement is appropriate should be
made based on the seriousness of the
offense, duration and pervasiveness of
the misconduct.

Evidence-sharing with other jurisdictions

Settlements must not preclude further legal actions in other jurisdictions
that are not parties to the settlement subject to applicability of the non bis in
idem principle (double jeopardy). Authorities should make all relevant
evidence available to their counterparts in other relevant jurisdictions.

ACCOUNTABILITY:





Settlements should provide for effective, proportionate and dissuasive
sanctions.
Settlements must at a minimum cover the estimated profit from the
wrongdoing10 reflecting the full value of benefits accrued as a result of the
wrongdoing11 in addition to monetary sanctions. Sanctions should include
confiscation of the profit from the corrupt deal and the proceeds of bribery.
Compliance with the terms of the settlement should be monitored by the
government agency that negotiated the settlement.

Sanctions

Settlements with companies (i.e. legal persons) should not preclude the
prosecution of individuals. Where evidence is sufficient, criminal
prosecution of individuals should be the standard practice.

Fines levied on individuals should not be covered by the company, a
corporate indemnity or third parties. These stipulations should be made part
of the settlement.
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Debarments or voluntary restraints (from public procurement, concessions
or subsidies) should be considered and linked to acknowledging liability.
Sanctions should also include, where relevant, disqualification from
particular commercial activities (temporary or permanent), placement under
judicial supervision, and forfeiture or disgorgement of profits.12

Prevention

Settlements should require the corporation to commit to reviewing and
strengthening its compliance program and include relevant monitoring
arrangements (see side bar, pg. 3).

The company should publish a report on how it has met the terms of the
settlement.

Editors: Angela McClellan and Craig
Fagan
Cover photo: ©iStockphoto/slobo
ISBN: 1998-6432
Printed on 100% recycled paper
© 2015 Transparency International.
All rights reserved.

Prosecution of intermediaries

Settlements should allow for the prosecution of intermediaries (i.e. lawyers,
accountants, corporate service providers) who facilitated the corrupt act.

REPARATION FOR VICTIMS



Settlements should provide for compensation to those harmed by the
offense, including victims in other countries, wherever possible.
If possible, part of the fines paid or profits reimbursed could be reserved for
anti-corruption work by independent actors and disbursed under the
management of an entity independent from the corporation and from the
government that received the bribe.
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