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Battle Against 

Corruption: 
 A Path Forward

This report explores the current, critical moment in the 
region’s fight against graft, and suggests eight strategies 
for building upon recent progress.

OVERVIEW

Throughout Latin America, corruption that was once met with resig-
nation and acceptance is now front-page news. Since 2014, hundreds 
of previously untouchable politicians and business leaders have been 
sentenced to jail, from Brazil to Peru, Guatemala, and beyond. This 
shift, though disruptive in the short term, has the potential to make 
the region significantly more fair and prosperous.

What’s happening is a truly regional anti-corruption movement, even 
if results have varied widely among countries. Public opinion polls and 
street demonstrations indicate it has strong support from a majority of 
Latin Americans. The movement’s success can be traced to deep struc-
tural changes over the past 30 years including the spread of democracy, 
the rise of independent judicial institutions and the growth of Latin 
America’s middle class. A broad coalition of judicial officials, civil so-
ciety groups, politicians, private-sector leaders and regular citizens is 
determined to continue to push for an end to impunity.

Geert Aalbers 
senior partner, 
Control Risks

Claudio X. González 
president and co-founder, 
Mexicanos Contra la 
Corrupción 
y la Impunidad

Brian Winter 
vice president 
of policy, AS/COA; 
editor-in-chief, 
Americas Quarterly

Alan Clutterbuck 
president and 
co-founder, 
Fundación Red 
de Acción Política

Thelma Aldana 
attorney general, 
Guatemala



2  LATIN AMERICA’S BATTLE AGAINST CORRUPTION: A PATH FORWARD

However, there have been recent setbacks. New scandals have contin-
ued to erupt, suggesting that many old practices remain stubbornly 
in place. With some exceptions, Latin American governments have 
failed to institute reforms that would meaningfully reduce opportu-
nities or incentives for graft. In the face of continued scandal and dys-
function, some citizens are becoming increasingly disillusioned with 
not just their politicians, but with democracy itself.

This is therefore a critical moment for the anti-corruption movement. 
This report will explore recent developments and suggest eight poten-
tial strategies for a productive way forward, based on input received at 
a meeting of distinguished corruption fighters on March 1-2 at Ameri-
cas Society/Council of the Americas (AS/COA) in New York City. The 
following content does not necessarily reflect the unanimous view of 
the conference participants, AS/COA or its members.

A SHORT HISTORY OF THE MOVEMENT
Corruption in Latin America is not new; what’s different now is that 
more criminals are being punished than ever before. Some studies sug-
gest systemic graft has become more prevalent in recent years, but it 
has clearly been a major impediment to the region’s development for 
centuries, under both civilian and military leadership.

The current anti-corruption movement’s origins can arguably be 
traced to March 17, 2014. A coordinated police raid of a money laun-
dering operation at a gas station in Brasília that day would soon mush-
room into one of the biggest corruption schemes ever detected. The 
still-ongoing Lava Jato or “Car Wash” probe has led to billions of 
dollars in fines and sentences for close to 180 business leaders and 
politicians. Its effects weren’t just restricted to Brazil. The probe has 
expanded to include bribes paid by Brazilian construction giants in-
cluding Odebrecht for government contracts throughout the region, 
implicating leaders and executives in countries including Argentina, 
Colombia, Mexico and Peru.

More or less in tandem, other high-profile corruption cases have pro-
liferated. These include Mexico’s 2014 Casa Blanca scandal, which 
exposed favorable contracts the Enrique Peña Nieto administration 
awarded to a company that built a $7 million home for his family. In 
Chile, former President Michelle Bachelet faced a backlash in 2015 
when accusations surfaced that her son helped her daughter-in-law 
secure a favorable loan from the Banco de Chile shortly after her re-
election. Guatemala’s La Línea scandal, which in April 2015 exposed 
fraud and bribes at the national customs agencies at the highest lev-
els of government, led to the resignation and arrest of then-President 
Otto Pérez Molina and Vice President Roxana Baldetti, among other 
government officials. Colombia has also seen prosecutions of formerly 
influential officials, including the former director of anti-corruption 
and the ex-president of the Supreme Court.

For a more complete accounting of recent cases, see the timeline in 
Appendix A of this report.

II

“We have shown 
that the fight 
against corruption 
is possible, at all 
levels of the state. 
Nobody is above 
the law.” 

—Iván Velásquez 
 commissioner of cicig

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/chile-michelle-bachelet-approval-rating-drops-historic-low
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/amazing-case-proved-latin-americas-crackdown-corruption-real
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/article158446049.html
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/brief/colombia-judicial-corruption-scandal-expands-fmr-top-judge-arrest/
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STRUCTURAL FACTORS 
UNDERLYING THE MOVEMENT
while fACtOrS vAry among Latin American countries, we have 
identified four main trends supporting the recent anti-corruption 
movement:

DEMOCRACY

At the dawn of the 1980s, there were only three full democracies in 
Latin America. Today, there are only two clear dictatorships: Cuba 
and Venezuela. As a result of this democratic wave, many countries’ 
judiciaries have enjoyed increasing autonomy and resources. It’s no 
coincidence that the new generation of Latin American prosecutors 
pursuing corruption cases is the first to grow up under democracy. In 
time, institutions have become stronger and citizens have demanded 
more from their elected leaders.

RISE OF THE MIDDLE CLASS

Thanks to the commodity boom and smart fiscal policies, roughly 50 
million Latin Americans have moved into the middle class since 2003. 
Citizens who had their basic needs met, and, in some cases, were pay-
ing taxes for the first time, become more concerned about how gov-
ernment money was being spent. Improved education levels have 
also contributed to changing attitudes. Latinobarómetro’s 2017 report 
found that corruption is the number-one public concern in Brazil, 
Colombia and Peru, and the fourth-biggest concern regionally behind 
the economy and crime.

 INCREASED USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

As social media use has grown — Latin America’s nearly 600 million 
social media users spend more time on the platforms than users in any 
other region in the world — it has allowed news of corruption to travel 
quickly. Platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp have 
served as a tool for anti-corruption protesters to quickly organize and 
amplify their message. Government officials and business elites today 
find it much harder to play down or suppress news of corruption cases.

TECHNOLOGICAL AND LEGAL CHANGES

Recent high-profile cases elsewhere, including South Korea, South 
Africa and Israel, suggest the anti-corruption movement is driven at 
least in part by global factors. Banking secrecy laws implemented af-
ter the 2007–2008 financial crisis and technological developments in 
the banking sector have helped combat endemic corruption, as has the 
increased exchange of information among countries. New technology 
can track transactions and user behavior, detect anomalies in compa-
nies’ behavior and help anti-corruption efforts in real time. Within 
Latin America, recent laws including those enabling the greater use 
of plea bargains, such as in Brazil and Argentina, have been critical to 
prosecutorial efforts. The U.S. Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (fCPA) 
of 1977 also remains key in prosecuting corrupt behavior globally.

III

4

3

2

1
“We have discovered 

the nexus between 
poverty, corruption, 
and the lack of 
opportunities for 
Guatemalans.” 

—Thelma Aldana
 attorney general of Guatemala

“Today, the reality is 
that these companies 
that never included 
corrupt behavior in 
the calculus of their 
costs are now seeing 
that paying bribes is 
expensive.” 

—Rodrigo Janot
 professor, Universidad de los Andes; 
 former attorney general, Brazil

http://www.as-coa.org/articles/weekly-chart-spending-time-social-media-americas
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SOme ObServerS COntend that slower economic growth across 
much of Latin America this decade has fueled public anger at corrup-
tion — and may even be the main underlying factor. However, outrage 
over impunity has also palpably increased in economies that performed 
well or had little change in performance, such as Peru and Mexico —  
leaving the degree of correlation unclear.

RECENT CHALLENGES 
AND OTHER DEVELOPMENTS
After broad initial support from citizens and some governments, recent 
months have seen several setbacks for the anti-corruption movement.

In some countries, political actors have used their power to block po-
tential charges and suppress the judiciary’s ability to investigate poten-
tial crimes. In October 2017, Brazil’s Congress voted to shield President 
Michel Temer from charges of corruption. Other prominent Brazilian 
politicians have used their so-called foro privilegiado, or privileged sta-
tus, to evade investigation and/or push possible trials far into the fu-
ture. Some observers including Supreme Court Justice Luís Roberto 
Barroso have warned of a concerted effort by politicians and judi-
cial actors to make legal changes that would “suppress” the Car Wash 
probe. In Venezuela, the dictatorship of Nicolás Maduro has blocked 
efforts to prosecute corrupt officials, despite clear evidence of graft, 
including that provided by former chief prosecutor Luisa Ortega  
after she broke with the regime and fled the country in 2017.

In Honduras, a host of challenges for the OAS-backed Mission to 
Support the Fight against Corruption and Impunity in Honduras 
(mACCih) led to the resignation of its head, Juan Jiménez Mayor, in 
February 2018. He cited a lack of support from the OAS, deficient staff-
ing and security concerns. Impetus for the resignation came in January 
2018 when policymakers passed a law limiting the mission’s ability to 
investigate the misuse of public funds, in what Jiménez Mayor called 
an “impunity pact.” In March 2018 the Honduran Supreme Court 
accepted a case challenging mACCih’s constitutionality, leaving the fu-
ture of the mission in doubt.

In Guatemala, President Jimmy Morales’ August 2017 decision to expel 
Iván Velásquez, the head of the UN-backed International Commission 
against Impunity in Guatemala (CiCiG), drew intense international and 
domestic backlash. Morales’ order came just after Velásquez and Attor-
ney General Thelma Aldana — the same prosecutors who successfully 
investigated former president Pérez Molina — made public they were 
seeking to lift the president’s immunity to investigate illegal campaign 
financing. In a show of strength for the anti-corruption movement, 
several government ministers and their deputies resigned in pro-
test, and the Constitutional Court overturned the presidential order, 
allowing Velásquez to stay in the country. Yet the incident underscored 
strong support among many politicians in favor of the status quo.

IV

 “If you combat 
corruption, 
corruption is going 
to try to combat 
you ... but we 
cannot give up.” 

—Claudio X. González
 president and co-founder, 
 Mexicanos contra la 
 Corrupción y la Impunidad

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/25/world/americas/brazil-michel-temer-corruption.html
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2018/04/operacao-abafa-contra-lava-jato-agora-mira-prisao-em-2o-grau-diz-barroso.shtml
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/13/venezuela-ex-chief-prosecutor-us-compromising-evidence
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/honduras-anti-graft-body-head-resigns-claims-lack-international-support/
http://www.latribuna.hn/2018/03/20/csj-admite-recurso-inconstitucionalidad-convenio-la-maccih/
http://www.americasquarterly.org/node/9111
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-41092774
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In Mexico, media reports have accused government officials of using 
spyware intended only for use against criminal networks and terror-
ists to target individuals and civil society groups who are working to 
combat corruption and impunity. This was viewed as a forceful move 
against those fighting graft in a country where everyday corruption 
costs the economy between 2 to 10 percent of GdP and 98 percent of 
crimes go unpunished. In October 2017, Mexico Attorney General 
Raúl Cervantes became the third attorney general to resign under 
President Peña Nieto. Meanwhile, new structures such as the Na-
tional Anti-Corruption System have fallen short of expectations, due 
in part to political resistance to their implementation.

Regionwide, some countries have seen a perceptible decline in popu-
lar support for anti-corruption efforts. This may be partly due to nat-
ural fatigue as time passes. But many citizens see a pattern of selective 
justice, in which some parties or individuals are singled out for prose-
cution while others continue to operate with impunity. Where courts 
are perceived to be highly politicized, belief in the judicial system has 
often suffered; Argentina’s judicial system has the confidence of just 
12 percent of the population, a 2017 poll showed, half the level in 2011 
and lower than any other branch of government.

Not everyone sees the anti-corruption crackdown as a sign of prog-
ress. Indeed, the seemingly never-ending wave of scandals is causing 
some citizens to lose faith not just in individuals or parties, but in their 
entire political system. Regionwide, just 69 percent of Latin Ameri-
cans now say democracy is always the best form of government — the 
lowest level since 2003, according to Latinobarómetro. Meanwhile, 
some, especially in the private sector, are asking whether “enough is 
enough,” and whether the movement, for all its benefits, has become 
excessively disruptive to economies and political systems. Others see 
worrying parallels with the Mani Pulite or “Clean Hands” probe in 
Italy in the 1990s, which resulted in hundreds of arrests and political 
turmoil but produced little long-term improvement in that country’s 
perceived level of corruption. Indeed, in some cases in Latin America, 
it is unclear whether new officials are any less corrupt than old ones 
who were ousted or sent to jail.

Despite these questions and shortcomings, the corruption fight has 
marched on, with continued strong backing from citizens and civil so-
ciety. Sixty-two percent of Brazilians said corruption was their coun-
try’s biggest problem in a December 2017 poll, up from 40 percent 
who said so in 2016 and just 11 percent in 2011. In Mexico, 26 percent 
of voters identified “combating corruption” as their top concern in a 
March 2018 poll, behind only “fighting crime” (34 percent). Mean-
while, judicial cases themselves have also continued to move forward. 
New charges were filed against Brazilian President Michel Temer 
and former President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, among others. Amid 
broader political turmoil in March 2018, Peruvian President Pedro 
Pablo Kuczynski resigned ahead of a second impeachment vote after 
scandals linked to Odebrecht and alleged vote-buying came to light. 
From Lima to rural Mexico to the cities of northeast Brazil, a new 
generation of prosecutors inspired by the recent success of Car Wash 
and other investigations is taking aim at old practices.

“Corruption is not 
politicians from 
the left or the right; 
corruption is the 
opposite of politics, 
I think. It’s just 
criminal behavior.” 

—Sérgio Moro 
 federal judge, Brazil

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/19/world/americas/mexico-spyware-anticrime.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/19/mexico-corruption-political-system-enrique-pena-nieto
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/Mexico2016-en.pdf
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/Mexico2016-en.pdf
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/next-step-mexicos-corruption-fight
http://www.uca.edu.ar/uca/common/grupo68/files/2018-_Observatorio-Confianza_Institucional-VidaCiudana.pdf
http://www.latinobarometro.org/latNewsShow.jsp
https://br.noticias.yahoo.com/corrupcao-supera-saude-e-seguranca-como-principal-preocupacao-de-brasileiro-aponta-ibope-123834092.html
http://www.as-coa.org/articles/poll-update-mexico-meade-rises-amlo-rises-more
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-43492421
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR CONTINUED PROGRESS
On March 2, 2018, AS/COA and Americas Quarterly gathered 10 of Latin 
America’s leading anti-corruption figures in New York for a historic 
conference. They included Sérgio Moro, federal judge, Brazil; Néstor 
Humberto Martínez, attorney general, Colombia; Iván Velásquez, 
commissioner, Comisión Internacional contra la Impunidad en Gua-
temala (CiCiG); Thelma Aldana, attorney general, Guatemala; Rodrigo 
Janot, professor, Universidad de los Andes and former attorney gen-
eral, Brazil; Claudio X. González, president and co-founder, Mexi-
canos contra la Corrupción y la Impunidad; José Ugaz, former chair, 
Transparency International; Eduardo Engel, professor of econom-
ics, University of Chile and former chairman, Presidential Advisory 
Council on Conflicts of Interest, Influence Peddling, and Corruption 
in the Bachelet administration; Alan Clutterbuck, president and co-
founder, Fundación Red de Acción Política; and Geert Aalbers, senior 
partner, Control Risks. These speakers were joined by several repre-
sentatives from the private sector, multilateral institutions and civil 
society, who also offered leadership and feedback.

Now is the moment for concrete reforms, because “the justice system 
alone cannot save the world,” as Velásquez stated at the conference. 
With citizens clamoring for change, and two of three Latin Ameri-
cans set to elect a new government in 2018, the environment is ripe 
for politicians and civil society to move forward. “There is a silver 
lining to these scandals: you have a window of opportunity to make 
major reforms in favor of accountability,” said Engel, who after the 
Bachelet scandal of 2015 led efforts to approve more than 10 new laws 
to combat corruption in Chile. “In normal times, these reforms are 
almost impossible.”

What follows is not intended as a comprehensive list of necessary re-
forms, nor does it reflect a unanimous view of the conference’s partici-
pants. Rather, it is a list of objectives that are perceived to be attainable 
in the medium and long term and can be started on immediately. Mon-
itoring and tracking their progress will be key in keeping all parties 
accountable and ensuring the anti-corruption movement continues 
to move forward in a constructive way, reducing impunity over time 
and ultimately producing a fairer and more prosperous Latin America.

1 
create strong, autonomous attorney 
general’s offices and other prosecutorial bodies.
This means institutions that are self-managed and control their 

own budgets. Judicial independence has been a key driver in the fight 
against corruption, and will remain a crucial issue in 2018 given the 
number of countries selecting new attorneys general, including Gua-
temala, Honduras, El Salvador, and potentially Mexico. “Congress and 
the executive branch manage the budget in Guatemala, and historically, 
it has been an insufficient budget to maintain the institutions that de-
mocracies require,” Aldana said, noting that 90 percent of Guatema-
lans “do not have access to the criminal justice system.”

V

“There is a silver 
lining to these 
scandals: You have 
an opportunity 
to make major 
reforms for more 
accountability. In 
normal times, these 
reforms are almost 
impossible.” 

—Eduardo Engel 
 professor, University of Chile; 
 former chairman, Presidential 
 Advisory Council on corruption 
 in the Bachelet administration

http://www.as-coa.org/events/latin-americas-battle-against-corruption-what-comes-next#overview
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2 
deepen anti-corruption efforts in the private sector. 
This should be a multi-pronged approach that increases ac-
countability and oversight. Companies should increase local 

resources for compliance departments and firmly embed compliance 
into corporate culture. These changes are already taking shape, ac-
cording to Aalbers, with “compliance and risk management becoming 
board-level issues” and many companies “taking internal issues like 
fraud and ethical breaches much more seriously than before.” Janot 
agreed, pointing out that “companies that never included corrupt be-
havior in the calculus of their costs are now seeing that paying bribes 
is expensive.” Board members should also be held more accountable 
for ensuring that ethics and compliance programs are effective. Some 
evidence suggests that diverse boards are more likely to detect corrup-
tion; just 8.5 percent of board members in Latin America are women. 
Small-scale entrepreneurs and new private-sector leaders should also 
be brought into the anti-corruption conversation to talk about creat-
ing reformed business practices in the region. Including anti-corrup-
tion clauses in new trade agreements, such as a potential fCPA clause 
in a renegotiated nAftA, may also lead to cleaner practices.

3 
increase judicial cooperation and 
data-sharing within latin america.
This collaboration should happen among the offices of attor-

neys general, without the interference of the executive branch. As 
Moro pointed out, “international cooperation has been fundamen-
tal in the Lava Jato investigations,” ranging from bank records re-
ceived from Swiss authorities to support from the U.S. Department 
of Justice. There should also be more forums for regional prosecu-
tors to interact and exchange contact information and ideas. Political 
consensus behind investigations can help, as evidenced by the recent 
support from three former Bolivian presidents for opening an Ode-
brecht-related probe in their country. Collaboration among interna-
tional banks has also been shown as crucial in detecting anomalies and 
increasing compliance.

4
allow for greater use of plea bargains.
Legislation is needed in many countries to support and expand 
the use of plea bargains so prosecutors can gain the cooperation 

of suspects who understand the internal structures and activities of 
criminal organizations. This is perhaps the underappreciated key to 
the Car Wash prosecutions in Brazil. “Lava Jato was developed based 
on plea bargains, but other countries don’t understand this,” Martínez 
said. Brazil only finalized its plea bargain statutes in 2013, and Car Wash 
followed one year later. Incentivizing plea bargains also includes lim-
iting the number of available appeals, which Brazilian experience sug-
gests is a common tactic among defense teams.

5
support investigative journalism.
Many breakthroughs in specific cases, and the anti-corruption 
movement generally, have resulted from the work of investi-

gative journalists. Companies, foundations and individuals interested 
in reducing corruption should consider donating resources to inde-
pendent outlets producing quality investigative journalism, including 
those such as El Faro in El Salvador, Mexicanos Contra la Corrup-

“Companies are 
getting much more 
nuanced at managing 
corruption risks. I’m 
a big believer in the 
private sector as an 
agent of change.” 

— Geert Aalbers 
 senior partner, Control Risks

“Lava Jato was 
developed based on 
plea bargains, but 
other countries don’t 
understand this.” 

—Néstor Humberto 
 Martínez 
 attorney general, Colombia

http://www.latinamerica.undp.org/content/rblac/en/home/blog/2018/3/6/Todos-ganamos-cuando-las-mujeres-ocupan-mejores-puestos-en-los-negocios.html
https://www.la-razon.com/economia/Expresidentes-Mesa-Rodriguez-Quiroga-La_Jato-Odebrecht-Bolivia_0_2903109715.html
http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/brazil-new-law-defines-criminal-organization-and-provides-for-investigatory-and-other-procedures/
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ción y la Impunidad and ProPublica in the United States. Govern-
ments should dedicate extra resources to protecting journalists from 
harm, and to investigating crimes committed against them to ensure 
they are not intimidated from doing their work.

6
better educate citizens on costs of corruption.
Experience suggests that corruption declines as education im-
proves. But better efforts could be made, from primary school 

all the way to the graduate school level, to show citizens the empir-
ical costs of corruption, from everyday petty infractions to bribery 
and fraud at the corporate and governmental level. As Aldana stated, 
reducing corruption reduces poverty. This includes education on cor-
ruption in past authoritarian regimes to show that democracy itself 
is not the problem.

7 
allow for new voices in politics.
Governments and the private sector should take concrete steps 
to remove barriers to entry for a new generation of candidates 

and appointed officials. This includes a conscious effort to name more 
women, young people, Afro-descendant and indigenous leaders to 
cabinet-level positions and others throughout government. Increased 
attention should also be given to appointing officials untouched by 
scandals. “We need change from politicians who can make change, not 
only from the judicial side,” said Ugaz. Campaign finance reform is 
necessary to level the playing field for new entrants, as well as to reduce 
opportunities for illegal behavior among incumbent politicians and 
their funders. “There is insufficient, inefficient funding, which paves 
the way for gray zones,” according to Clutterbuck. Countries should 
also allow independent presidential candidates in countries like Bra-
zil, where it is currently forbidden, or in Mexico, where the registra-
tion process is difficult.

8 
enforce laws already on the books.
Many great anti-corruption laws already exist, as evidenced by 
new laws in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Peru, but 

many are not being enforced. As González pointed out, “In general, 
Mexican laws are not that bad, they are just not implemented.” The 
same can be said of many other countries, a situation that recalls a 
common expression in Brazil: Algumas leis não pegam, or “Some laws 
just don’t catch on.” Across the region, this is often a question of re-
sources for enforcement, but also political will from elected leaders 
and law enforcement officials.

“We need 
institutions and 
incentives to change 
the tone at the top.” 

— Alan Clutterbuck 
 president and co-founder, 
 Fundación Red de Acción 
 Política

“We need change from 
politicians who can 
make change, not only 
from the judicial side.” 

—José Ugaz 
 former chair, 
 Transparency International

This conference was generously supported by Open Society Foundations, 
Ford Foundation and Institute of International Education.

https://www.gibsondunn.com/key-2017-developments-in-latin-american-anti-corruption-enforcement/


March 17, 2014 A coordinated police raid of a money laundering operation 
at a gas station in Brasília uncovers links to Brazilian state 
oil company Petrobras. In time, the the Lava Jato or 
“Car Wash” probe becomes the largest corruption 
scandal ever uncovered in the world.

November 9, 2014 A report by Aristegui Noticias uncovers the Casa Blanca 
scandal, exposing favorable contracts the Enrique Peña 
Nieto administration awarded to a company that built a $7 
million home for his family.

March 2015 Chile’s tax agency files a lawsuit against mining company 
Sociedad Química y Minera de Chile (sqm) over tax fraud, 
allowing the public prosecutor’s office to include the firm in 
a probe investigating illegal campaign financing. On Janu-
ary 12, 2018, sqm agreed to pay over $30 million in penalties 
to the U.S. Department of Justice and the Securities and 
Exchange Commission over accusations that the firm’s ex-
ecutives issued fake invoices to illegally channel campaign 
donations to politicians from 2008 to 2015.

April 16, 2015 Guatemala’s La Línea scandal exposes fraud and bribes at 
the national customs agencies. It leads to the resignation, 
and just hours later the arrest, of then-President Otto 
Pérez Molina on September 3, 2015. Vice President Roxana 
Baldetti, also implicated in the scandal, resigns on May 8, 
2015 and is arrested on August 21, 2015. 

May 27, 2015 Julio Rocha, the former president of Nicaragua’s soccer 
federation and a former development official at fifa, is 
arrested on corruption charges in Switzerland. On December 
6, 2016, Rocha pleads guilty to racketeering and wire fraud 
conspiracy for accepting US$150,000 for marketing rights. 
Rocha dies in jail in January 2018 before being sentenced. 

Appendix A

Latin America 
Corruption Timeline

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/no-end-sight-brazil%E2%80%99s-petrobras-scandal
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/no-end-sight-brazil%E2%80%99s-petrobras-scandal
http://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/miningandmetals/chiles-tax-office-files-lawsuit-against-sqm/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-sqm-fine/chiles-sqm-to-pay-30-million-u-s-penalty-over-invoices-case-idUSKBN14X2F1
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/tracing-guatemala-customs-scandal-to-the-presidency/
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/04/world/americas/otto-perez-molina-guatemalan-president-resigns-amid-scandal.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/11/world/americas/roxana-baldettis-resignation-shadows-guatemala-politics.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-guatemala-corruption/guatemala-prosecutors-seek-to-impeach-president-after-ex-vps-arrest-idUSKCN0QQ1SG20150821
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/may/27/several-top-fifa-officials-arrested
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/may/27/several-top-fifa-officials-arrested
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-fifa-rocha/ex-nicaraguan-soccer-official-pleads-guilty-in-u-s-bribery-case-idUSKBN13W2LZ
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/13/sports/julio-rocha-fifa-dead.html
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June 19, 2015 Marcelo Odebrecht, the former ceo of Brazil’s largest 
construction company, is arrested. On March 8, 2016, 
he is sentenced to over 19 years of prison on corruption 
charges connected to Lava Jato. On December 21, 2016, his 
company agrees to pay at least US$3.5 billion  in penalties to 
authorities in Brazil, the United States, and Switzerland. 

June 19, 2015 Otávio Azevedo, ceo of Brazil’s second-largest builder 
Andrade Gutierrez, is arrested in connection with corruption 
at Petrobras. He is sentenced to 18 years in prison in 
September 2016.

November 27, 2015 Jovino Novoa, a former senator from the Independent 
Democratic Union (udi) party, is the first politician convicted 
in Chile’s Pentagate scandal. The scandal exposed illegal 
campaign contributions Chilean holding company Penta 
Group made to the udi, among other allegations 
of misconduct.

December 2015 Venezuelan executives Roberto Rincón and Abraham 
Sheira are arrested on corruption charges as part of a 
U.S. Department of Justice investigation into Venezuelan 
state-owned oil giant pdvsa. The doj’s indictment includes 
violating anti-bribery provisions of the fcpa and money 
laundering. Shiera pleads guilty on March 22, 2016, and 
Rincón pleads guilty on June 16, 2016. They are scheduled to 
be sentenced on August 23, 2018.

March 28, 2016 Former Honduran President Rafael Callejas pleads guilty to 
racketeering and corruption charges stemming from his role 
as as president of the country’s soccer federation (2002-
2015). Callejas admits to accepting hundreds of thousands 
of dollars’ worth of bribes in exchange for media and 
marketing rights to Honduran World Cup qualifier matches. 
He is scheduled to be sentenced on September 12, 2018.

April 3, 2016 The International Consortium of Investigative Journalists 
(icij) publishes documents from Panamanian law firm 
Mossack Fonseca, revealing how thousands of its clients 
hid their money in tax havens and carried out large-scale 
money laundering. Known as the Panama Papers, the leak 
implicates Latin American political and business leaders. 
On March 14, 2018, Mossack Fonseca announced it will 
shut down.

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/20/business/international/brazil-arrests-head-ofodebrecht-in-petrobras-scandal.html
http://www.as-coa.org/articles/timeline-brazils-political-crisis
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-corruption-usa/brazilian-firms-to-pay-record-3-5-billion-penalty-in-corruption-case-idUSKBN14A1QE
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-petrobras-scandal/powerful-brazil-ceo-arrested-in-petrobras-graft-probe-idUSKBN0P424320150624
http://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,justica-condena-ex-executivos-da-andrade-gutierrez,10000077058
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-chile-corruption/chile-right-wing-politician-first-to-be-convicted-in-corruption-probe-idUSKBN0TG2EO20151127
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/08/world/americas/executives-are-jailed-in-chile-finance-scandal.html
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/miami-businessman-pleads-guilty-foreign-bribery-and-fraud-charges-connection-venezuela
http://fcpa.stanford.edu/enforcement-action.html?id=588
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/29/sports/soccer/rafael-callejas-pleads-guilty-in-fifa-case.html?mtrref=www.google.com
https://www.justice.gov/usao-edny/file/799016/download
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/04/us/politics/leaked-documents-offshore-accounts-putin.html
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/panama-papers-highlight-how-latam-s-elites-hide-wealth/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-panama-corruption/panama-papers-law-firm-mossack-fonseca-to-shut-down-after-tax-scandal-idUSKCN1GQ34R
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April 11, 2016 Alfredo Hawit, former interim president of the soccer 
federation for North America, Central America, and the 
Caribbean, pleads guilty to four conspiracy counts. The 
Honduran national admits to accepting hundreds of 
thousands of dollars of bribes in exchange for marketing 
rights for Latin American soccer tournaments. He is 
scheduled to be sentenced on September 14, 2018.

September 12, 2016 Eduardo Cunha, the former speaker of Brazil’s lower house 
who is accused of accepting as much as US$40 million in 
bribes, is removed from Congress. On March 30, 2017, he is 
sentenced to over 15 years of prison for graft.

November 17, 2016 Former Rio de Janeiro state governor Sérgio Cabral is 
arrested on corruption charges. He is accused of accepting 
bribes for awarding public construction contracts, including 
Rio’s Maracanã stadium. On June 13, 2017, Cabral is 
sentenced to 14 years and two months of prison for 
corruption and money laundering.

March 14, 2017 Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos apologizes for 
illegal campaign contributions made to his campaign, but 
denies having had knowledge of the payments at the time. 
Attorney General Néstor Humberto Martínez had alleged 
that Odebrecht made illegal donations to both Santos’ 2010 
and 2014 election campaigns.

March 17, 2017 Brazilian authorities announce the launch of Operation 
Carne Fraca, an investigation into jbs and brf, the world’s 
largest beef and poultry exporters, that reveals the firms 
secured the sale of spoiled products by bribing food 
inspectors. jbs’ controlling shareholder pays a fine of over 
US$3 billion as a result.

May 23, 2017 Gabriela Zapata, the former girlfriend of Bolivian President 
Evo Morales, is sentenced to 10 years in prison on 
corruption charges. Zapata held an executive position at a 
Chinese construction firm that received over $500 million in 
government contracts.

June 27, 2017 Luis Gustavo Moreno Rivera, the former national director 
of anti-corruption in Colombia, is arrested for conspiring 
to launder money to promote foreign bribery. Moreno 
Rivera accepted a US$10,000 bribe in exchange for giving a 
Colombian politician, who was working undercover for the 
U.S. authorities, information about a corruption probe. In 
March 2018, Moreno Rivera is sentenced to nearly five 
years in prison.

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-36019732
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-36019732
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/22/world/americas/expanding-web-of-scandal-in-brazil-threatens-further-upheaval.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/13/world/americas/eduardo-cunha-brazil-impeachment-dilma-rousseff.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-corruption-cunha/former-brazil-house-speaker-cunha-sentenced-to-15-years-for-graft-idUSKBN1712DX
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/18/world/americas/sergio-cabral-rio-governor-corruption.html
http://www.latimes.com/world/brazil/la-fg-brazil-governor-20170613-story.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-odebrecht-santos/colombias-santos-apologizes-for-illegal-funds-paid-into-campaign-idUSKBN16L2BP
https://www.ft.com/content/7a5df018-0b35-11e7-97d1-5e720a26771b
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/brazils-corruption-fallout
http://cnnespanol.cnn.com/2017/05/23/condenan-a-10-anos-de-carcel-a-gabriela-zapata-expareja-de-evo-morales/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/24/bolivia-evo-morales-press-freedom-gabriela-zapata-child
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/article158446049.html
https://www.elespectador.com/noticias/judicial/luis-gustavo-moreno-pagara-4-anos-10-meses-y-15-dias-de-prision-articulo-743481
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July 12, 2017 Former Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva is 
convicted of corruption and money laundering stemming 
from charges that he accepted improvements to a 
beachfront apartment from a construction firm in exchange 
for Petrobras contracts. On April 7, 2018, he is arrested 
and begins serving his 12-year prison sentence while he 
appeals his conviction. 

August 27, 2017 Guatemalan President Jimmy Morales orders the expulsion 
of Iván Velásquez, the head of the UN-backed International 
Commission against Impunity in Guatemala, drawing 
intense international and domestic censure. Several 
government ministers and their deputies resign in protest, 
and on August 29, 2017, the Constitutional Court annuls his 
presidential order.

November 28, 2017 Former President Mauricio Funes of El Salvador (2009-2014) 
is convicted of illicit enrichment while in office in a civil case. 
Funes and his son are banned from holding public office for 
10 years and ordered to pay over US$400,000 in restitution 
to the government.

December 13, 2017 Former Ecuadorian Vice President Jorge Glas receives a six-
year prison sentence for accepting US$13.5 million in bribes 
from Odebrecht in exchange for government contracts.

December 22, 2017 José Maria Marin, the former head of Brazil’s soccer 
federation, and Juan Ángel Napout, the former head of 
Paraguay’s soccer federation and South America’s soccer 
federation, are convicted of racketeering and conspiracy in 
New York. Both are found to have taken bribes in exchange 
for lucrative media rights for FIFA events. Marin and Napout 
are scheduled to be sentenced on May 30, 2018 and June 
11, 2018, respectively.

February 15, 2018 Juan Jiménez Mayor announces his resignation as head 
of the oas-backed Mission to Support the Fight against 
Corruption and Impunity in Honduras (maccih) citing a lack 
of support from the oas, among other challenges.

March 2018 Lawyers representing five congressmen accused of 
corruption submit a case to the Honduran Supreme Court 
challenging the constitutionality of maccih.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/12/world/americas/brazil-lula-da-silva-corruption.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/09/06/guatemalas-president-tried-to-shut-down-a-u-n-commission-that-announced-it-was-investigating-him/?utm_term=.b29993e180ef
https://www.wsj.com/articles/guatemala-court-annuls-presidents-expulsion-order-for-u-n-official-1504057691
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-el-salvador-corruption/salvador-court-finds-ex-president-funes-illegally-enriched-himself-idUSKBN1DS2VP
http://abcnews.go.com/amp/International/wireStory/el-salvador-president-funes-guilty-illicit-enrichment-51441967
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ecuador-politics/ecuador-court-sentences-vp-to-six-years-in-jail-in-odebrecht-graft-case-idUSKBN1E7344
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ecuador-politics/ecuador-court-sentences-vp-to-six-years-in-jail-in-odebrecht-graft-case-idUSKBN1E7344
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2017/dec/22/prosecutor-downpour-of-evidence-led-to-charges-in-fifa-corruption-trial
https://www.justice.gov/usao-edny/file/799016/download
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/honduras-anti-graft-body-head-resigns-claims-lack-international-support/
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/brief/central-america-elites-continue-onslaught-anti-graft-commissions/

