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An international team of white collar crime investigators that has uncovered millions of dollars of fraud in the award of United Nations contracts could be disbanded next month if member states meeting on Tuesday fail to agree on a formula to extend its budget.

The UN’s 16-member Procurement Task Force, working out of an anonymous suite of offices in Manhattan, was to have completed its two-year mandate by the end of this year.

However, it has been confronted with so many allegations of wrongdoing within the UN system that it is only now beginning to tackle the biggest cases. “This year we’ve been running on all cylinders and we don’t want to see that stop,” said Robert Appleton, the former US federal prosecutor who heads the taskforce.

Ban Ki-moon, UN secretary-general, agrees, noting in a report that will be considered by the General Assembly’s budget committee that “investigations of large and complex procurement contracts are time-consuming”.

In the face of resistance by some member states that makes the taskforce’s survival far from certain, he notes: “The investigation of such cases requires investigators with special skills, background and experience in the investigation of fraud, corruption and economic crimes.”

Since it was set up in January 2006 in the wake of the scandal over the UN oil-for-food programme in Iraq, the taskforce has identified more than 10 cases of significant fraud involving contracts worth $610m (€416m, £297m). The loss to the UN through corruption was at least $25m.

Bribes paid by suppliers to corrupt UN officials in order to secure contracts resulted in the world body being overcharged for items such as fuel and food for its peacekeeping forces and a sub-standard electrical system at its New York headquarters.

In one case investigated by the taskforce, employees of Compass Group, a UK caterer, were alleged to have set up office in a hotel room near UN headquarters where a UN procurement officer brought them copies of bids from rival companies for food contracts in Liberia and Eritrea. The taskforce’s official report to the UN said that the officer in question subsequently planted Compass’s revised winning bid in the UN files.

The bid rivals sued Compass, which settled all claims last year for £40m ($82m, €56m) but accepted no liability. The UN did not receive any of the settlement. Compass said: “We all have a responsibility ... to ensure that we not only appear to be seen as a socially responsible business, but that we are.”

Mr Appleton said such cases underlined the limitations of the taskforce’s ability to recoup losses on behalf of the UN. Its investigators have no power of subpoena and no right to conduct sear-ches. The force relies on the police and judiciaries of member states to help and prosecute cases once wrongdoing is exposed.

Some high-profile cases have ended up in the US courts. Vladimir Kuznetsov, formerly the highest-ranking Russian diplomat at the UN, was jailed last month by a New York federal court on money-laundering charges for his part in an illegal scheme to help companies win UN contracts.

Alexander Yakovlev, his fellow Russian associate at the UN’s procurement department, pleaded guilty in 2005 after admitting he accepted nearly $1m in bribes from UN contractors.

Mr Appleton’s team has taken on more than 300 other procurement-related cases.

Mr Appleton blamed the large sums spent on UN procurement and the nature of the organisation for the prevalence of corruption Mr Ban has pledged to stamp out.

“There’s a lot of money involved and these processes are vulnerable. It’s the way the UN is. Its character exposes it to vulnerability,” he said.

In a recommendation published last week, Mr Ban proposed raising almost $5m from next’s year’s peacekeeping and general budget to keep the taskforce functioning for 12 more months.

Additional reporting by Tom Griggs
