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Abstract

Ethics is crucial for the success of every organization, including those in the public sector. Procurement activities bridge
the gap between government funds and the utilization of these funds. This demands the efficient and effective utilization
of these funds. On this ground, this study unveiled and established the need for maintaining ethical practices in public
procurement. Specifically, the study probed into the Auditor-General's reports on the Accounts of the Government of
Sierra Leone from 2018 to 2022. Secondary data were collected from these reports and were statistically analyzed using
Microsoft Excel and SPSS v26. Data were presented in the form of tables and graphs. The study found the various
procurement irregularities that occurred from 2017 to 2021; the most common procurement irregularities were non-
submission of procurement documents, followed by irregularities in the bidding process; each of the procurement
irregularities has a probability of occurring again in the mere future. The study also showed a positive significant
relationship between the occurrence of procurement irregularities and the number of institutions involved. Hence, the
study concluded that the need for maintaining ethical practices in public procurement is called for, giving rise to the
number of procurement irregularities across public institutions in Sierra Leone and the probability of future occurrence.
Finally, the study provided recommendations.
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1. Introduction

Ethics focuses on distinguishing what is right from what is wrong and it is not limited to a specific field. Each field
requires its ethical practices. Ethics is a discipline that deals with what is virtuous or evil. The ethical behavior of
managers and employees is a key aspect of the success of a business or organization [1].

Public procurement is an important area for government's expenditure and is prone to unethical practices. Interest in
public procurement has increased due to a growing number of actors in public procurement, the constraints on
government operations to cut costs, the greater need for accountability and openness from taxpayers, and the growing
link between public procurement and trade and investment [2].

In contrast, stakeholders expect the public sector to create value for society, so transferring impactful means and value-
creative practices to improve the performance of the public sector appears as a goal rather than a risk [3]. Public
procurement involves complex procedures and a high level of technical expertise.
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Public procurement is the process of acquiring goods, works, and services by government procuring entities and it
includes purchasing, hiring, leasing, or any other contractual means of engaging suppliers in the provision of public
services to the public [4]. It is an important function for achieving value for money.

Due to its magnitude of expenditure and as a function executed by public organizations to enhance government
operations, public procurement must be well managed to avoid misusing public funds [5]. One way of ensuring that
public funds are well utilized is by applying and maintaining ethics in public procurement.

Public procurement accounts for a high proportion of total expenditure in developing countries. Besides, it facilitates
the transformation of taxes and other revenues into consumption by government institutions at federal, state, and local
levels, apparently for the public good

Ethical procurement practices include avoidance of conflict of interest, protection of confidential information,
maintaining good relationships with suppliers and third parties, and avoiding receipt of gifts, donations, and hospitality
inducements which are likely to compromise procurement decisions [6].

The audit report is published annually and it investigates public institutions. Besides procurement irregularities, it also
investigates the government's revenue, expenditure, public debts, cash, and bank. This research however focused on
procurement irregularities that have occurred in public procurement from 2017 to 2022.

Although some research has been undertaken in terms of the application of ethics in public procurement, there is an
extinct of studies that probe into the Auditor-General's reports to ascertain the need for applying and maintaining ethics
in public procurement. So, this study probed into the Auditor-General's reports published for 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020,
and 2021 respectively.

1.1. Statement of the Problem

Public procurement is a product of public policy issued and endeavored by the government and it involves the use of
public funds that has an impact on the vulnerability of public trust [7]. It can be a powerful economic instrument to
create market demand for responsibly manufactured goods [8]. However, empirical evidence suggests that most public
funds directed to public organizations are managed in ways that do not correspond to their deserving attention [5].

In the past twenty years, public procurement has resulted in the loss of significant amounts of public funds due to it
being handled by government officials with little experience in procurement policies and procedures and malpractices
of suppliers and contractors [9]. It was further stated in the Auditor-General's report (Sierra Leone) for 2019 that
Procurement activities worth Le21 billion were not captured in the procurement plans of both the Ministry of Transport
and Aviation and the Ministry of Water Resources.

The estimated cash losses identified from 2016 to 2020 were Le153.9 billion [10], a portion of it was due to procurement
irregularities. According to the Audit Reports for 2019, procurement irregularities relate to non-submission of
procurement documents, procurement plans not approved by the relevant authority, procurement splitting to avoid the
national competitive bidding method, relevant information not included in the Request for Quotations (RFQ) document,
irregularities in the bidding process, contract terms not fully met and procured items not fully delivered [11].

Sometimes, tenders are awarded to firms either through single sourcing or manipulation of bids; and the worse is that
full payments have often been made for projects that fail to take off or are abandoned halfway [12]. Besides, tenders are
awarded to uncompetitive bidders through irregular disqualification of the lower bidders [13]. Financial loss caused by
contracts and procurement irregularities in Ministries, Departments, and Agencies increased from Le 32,241,480 in
2020 to Le 87,633,162, 692.00 in 2021 [14].

The Report further stated that in public enterprises, contract and procurement irregularities with financial impact
(estimated loss) increased from Le 499,942,500.00 to Le 901,389,969.75 in 2021, whereas contract and procurement
irregularities with financial loss accounted for 65% of the total financial loss incurred by local councils in 2021 [14].
Procurement activities undertaken failed to achieve value for money. This has affected the effective and efficient
delivery of public services.

Objectives of the Study

The study generally probes into the audit reports published from 2018 to 2022, to unveil and establish the need for
maintaining ethics in public procurement. Through this, the study identifies the various unethical practices that have
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occurred in public procurement in the past five years, determines the most common unethical practice(s) that have
occurred in public procurement in the past five years, analyzes the frequency of occurrence of each of these unethical
practices that have been identified and finally establishes the relationship between the occurrence of procurement
irregularities and the number of institutions involved.

1.2. Research Questions

The research questions that the study wants to answer are what are the various unethical practices that have occurred
in public procurement in the past five years, which unethical practice(s) have frequently occurred in public
procurement during the past five years, what is the frequency of occurrence of each of these unethical practices that
have been identified and what relationship exists between the occurrence of procurement irregularities and the number
of institutions involved?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Public Procurement

Procurement is a crucial element in the working functions of any state because its aim is to acquire goods and services
of the right quality, from the right source, and at the right price all to meet a specific need [15]. An effective procurement
system is strategically important to governments for avoiding mismanagement and waste of public funds [16]. [17]
reveals that the need for an efficient, non-corrupt, and transparent public purchasing system is one of the main motives
behind most procurement practice reforms. Public procurement is a means to accomplish the policy goals of the
government and procure goods, services, and works efficiently and cost-effectively [18]. Public procurement refers to
the acquisition of goods or services by a government department or institution, which makes it very challenging to
prevent and detect corruption in its process [19]. Yet, public sector expenditure forms a major portion of any country’s
GDP, so it is guided by principles of transparency, accountability, and achieving value for money for citizens and
taxpayers [20]. Therefore, an efficient public procurement system could ensure value for money in government
expenditure which is essential to a country facing enormous developmental challenges [15].

2.2. Business Ethics and Ethical Practices

Ethics deals with fairness, making decisions on what is right or wrong, and outlining practices and rules which reinforce
responsible conduct between individuals and groups [6]. In practice, business ethics is the application of ethical values
and morals to daily business processes, behavior, and policies [21]. It is important for organizational growth because it
can increase consumers' trust, cause huge profits and economic gains for organizations, and sustainability of
organizational growth [22]. [23] maintain that the significance of articulating ethics and the values that define and
underpin public service can never be underscored. Business ethics is an avenue of action that ensures that the interests
of everybody are respected, if not maximized [24]. The concept of ethics simply deals with how decisions affect other
people and organization [25], so ethical procurement practices have the potential to mediate the negative effects of
conflict of interest factors on procurement of construction and infrastructural projects [26].

2.3. The Need for Applying and Maintaining Ethical Practices in Public Procurement

It has been proven that the adoption of internationally accepted good practices in public procurement, such as
transparency and use of design and award processes that reduce discretion and the scope for corruption, lowers project
costs and/or increases quality by increasing competition for contracts [27].

[28] concluded from their study that several impacts can be gained by the company when implementing ethical
behaviors in the procurement process. These include a smooth procurement process, maintaining a company-supplier
relationship, reduction of cost, and gaining more profits. [4] also concluded from their study that the more ethical the
practices the companies are, the better the effectiveness of the procurement process and hence the more customers will
be satisfied.

In another study, [29] proposed and validated the strategic public procurement regulatory compliance model with the
mediation effect of ethical behavior. Their study confirmed the earlier findings on the direct effects of professionalism,
familiarity, enforcement, resistance to political pressure, and ethical behavior on compliance and also established the
mediating effect of ethical behavior on compliance on all the predictors except resistance to political pressure. This
means that the ethical behavior of public procurement officers should be a strategic point of concern for both
policymakers and professional bodies.
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Also, [30] examined the influence of procurement ethics on the performance of devolved systems of governments in
Kenya. Based on their finding, they recommended that the successful execution of procurement ethics increases the
performance of devolved systems of governments through efficient management of public resources, fair competition
in the bidding process, and provision of all the required information in the bidding processes.

For this reason, [31] conducted a study to establish how ethical practices, transparency, procurement professionalism,
and inspections and acceptance affected the performance of public secondary schools in Nairobi County. It was revealed
from their study that transparency, procurement professionalism, and Inspections and acceptance affect the
performance of public secondary schools in Nairobi City County.

[32] revealed that a lack of transparency and lack of accountability had a negative significant relationship with
procurement function performance. However, the code of ethics had a positive impact on procurement function
performance. This means that as the procurement function's code of ethics improves, its performance improves as well,
and vice versa. On the other hand, a lack of transparency and accountability will result in a reduction in the performance
of the procurement function, and vice versa.

3. Material and methods

The study unveiled and established the need for maintaining ethical practices in public procurement by investigating
the Auditor-General’s reports on the Account of the Government of Sierra Leone. The paper used a desk study review
methodology where relevant empirical literature was reviewed. Specifically, a critical analysis of the Auditor-General’s
reports from 2018 to 2022 was conducted to establish the need for maintaining ethical practices in public procurement.
Secondary data were used for this study. Data collected and presented in the Auditor-General's report were
quantitatively analyzed using statistical product and service solution version 26 (SPSS v26) and Microsoft Excel. The
results were then presented in the form of graphs and tables. Procurement irregularities were categorized into nine
groups, namely, non-submission of procurement documents (A), procurement plans not made or approved by the
relevant authority (B), procurement splitting to avoid the NCB (C), relevant information not included in RFQ (D),
irregularities in the bidding process (E), procured items not fully delivered (F), contract terms not fully met (G),
procurement activities not in the procurement plan (H) and use of wrong procurement method (I). A includes the non-
submission of an evaluation report, RFQs, pro-forma invoices, etc.; B includes not undertaking procurement planning
or not updating the procurement plan that results in no approval from the relevant authority; C includes dividing the
procurement process into units so that NCB will be avoided; D includes suppliers not affixing their signatures to RFQs,
etc,; E includes awarding the contract to the unsuitable bidder, not advertising the procurement process for the stated
period, etc.; F includes receiving the wrong quality or the wrong quantity of procured items; G includes not delivering
the procured items at the right time, not undertaking the activities at the stated time, etc.; H includes procuring items
that are not in the procurement plan for the period; and I includes using RFQ instead of NCB, NCB instead of ICB, RFQs
instead of framework contracts, etc.

4., Results and discussion

Table 1 Procurement Irregularities Identified in the Audit Report for 2017

Procurement irregularity Frequency | Percentage
Non-submission of procurement documents 12 35%
Procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority | 2 6%
Procurement splitting to avoid NCB 2 6%
Irregularities in the bidding process 10 29%
Contract terms not fully met 5 15%

Use of the wrong procurement method 3 9%

Total 34 100%

Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2018)

The data presented in Table 1 shows that thirty-four (34) procurement irregularities occurred in 2017; 35% of these
irregularities were related to non-submission of procurement documents; 6% were related to procurement plans not
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made or approved by the relevant authority and also procurement splitting to avoid NCB; 29% related to irregularities
in the bidding process, 15% related to contract terms not fully met and 9% related to the use of wrong procurement

method.

Table 2 Procurement Irregularities identified in the Audit Report for 2018

Procurement irregularity Frequency | Percentage
Non-submission of procurement documents 18 23%
Procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority | 2 2%
Procurement splitting to avoid NCB 6 8%
Irregularities in the bidding process 32 41%
Contract terms not fully met 7 9%
Procurement activities not in the procurement plan 5 6%

Use of the wrong procurement method 9 11%

Total 79 100%

Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2019)

Table 2 shows that seventy-nine (79) procurement irregularities occurred in 2018, ranging from non-submission of
procurement documents (23%), procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority (2%), procurement
splitting to avoid NCB (8%), irregularities in the bidding process (41%), contract terms not fully met (9%), procurement
activities not in the procurement plan (6%) and the use of wrong procurement method (11%).

Table 3 Procurement Irregularities identified in the Audit Report for 2019

Procurement irregularity Frequency | Percentage
Non-submission of procurement documents 30 31%
Procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority | 8 8%
Procurement splitting to avoid NCB 8 8%
Relevant information not included in RFQ 4 4%
Irregularities in the bidding process 25 26%
Procured items not fully delivered 1 1%
Contract terms not fully met 8 8%
Procurement activities not in the procurement plan 5 5%
Use of the wrong procurement method 9 9%
Total 98 100%

Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2020)

Table 3 shows that ninety-eight (98) procurement irregularities occurred in 2019, ranging from non-submission of
procurement documents (31%), procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority (8%), procurement
splitting to avoid NCB (8%), relevant information not included in RFQ (4%), irregularities in the bidding process (26%),
procured items not fully delivered (1%), contract terms not fully met (8%), procurement activities not in the
procurement plan (5%), and the use of the wrong procurement method (9%).
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Table 4 Procurement Irregularities identified in the Audit Report for 2020

Frequency | Percentage
Non-submission of procurement documents 31 32.3%
Procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority | 7 7.3%
Procurement splitting to avoid NCB 9 9.4%
Relevant information not included in RFQ 1 1.0%
Irregularities in the bidding process 24 25.0%
Procured items not fully delivered 2 2.0%
Contract terms not fully met 11 11.5%
Procurement activities not in the procurement plan 6 6.3%
Use of the wrong procurement method 5 5.2%
Total 96 100%

Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2021)

Table 4 shows that ninety-six (96) procurement irregularities occurred in 2019, ranging from non-submission of
procurement documents (32.3%), procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority (7.3%),
procurement splitting to avoid NCB (9.4%), relevant information not included in RFQ (1.0%), irregularities in the
bidding process (25.0%), procured items not fully delivered (2.0%), contract terms not fully met (11.5%), procurement
activities not in the procurement plan (6.3%) and the use of wrong procurement method (5.2%).

Table 5 Procurement Irregularities identified in the Audit Report for 2021

Frequency | Percentage

Non-submission of procurement documents 15 21%
Procurement splitting to avoid NCB 6 8%
Irregularities in the bidding process 12 16%
Procured items not fully delivered 11 15%
Contract terms not fully met 19 26%
Procurement activities not in the procurement plan | 3 4%

Use of the wrong procurement method 7 10%

Total 73 100%

Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2022)

Table 5 shows that seventy-three (73) procurement irregularities occurred in 2021, ranging from non-submission of
procurement documents (21%), procurement splitting to avoid NCB (8%), irregularities in the bidding process (16%),
procured items not fully delivered (15%), contract terms not fully met (26%), procurement activities not in the
procurement plan (4%) and the use of wrong procurement method (10%).
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Figure 1 Yearly occurrence of procurement irregularities and the number of institutions involved

Figure 1 shows that procurement irregularities increased as the number of institutions involved increased. In 2017,
thirty-four (34) procurement irregularities were caused by twenty (21) institutions; in 2018, seventy-nine (79)
procurement irregularities were caused by thirty-one (31) institutions; in 2019, nine-eight (98) procurement
irregularities were caused by thirty-seven (37) institutions; in 2020, procurement irregularities (96) decreased,
however, the number of institutions (41) increased; and in 2021, both procurement irregularities (73) and the number
of institutions (33) decreased.
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Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022)

Figure 2 Non-submission of procurement documents
Figure 2 shows the occurrences of non-submission of procurement documents for the period under study. In total, this
irregularity has occurred 106 times; it occurred 12 times, 18 times, 30 times, 31 times, and 15 times in 2017, 2018,

2019, 2020, and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the
next two years.
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Figure 3 Procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority

Figure 3 shows the occurrences of procurement plans not made or approved by the relevant authority for the period
under study. In total, this irregularity has occurred 19 times; it occurred 2 times, 2 times, 8 times, 7 times, and 0 times
in 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will
increase in the next two years.
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Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022)
Figure 4 Procurement splitting to avoid NCB
Figure 4 shows the occurrences of procurement splitting to avoid NCB for the period under study. In total, this

irregularity has occurred 31 times. It occurred 2 times, 6 times, 8 times, 9 times, and 6 times in 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020,
and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the next two years.
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Figure 5 Relevant information not included in the RFQ
Figure 5 shows the occurrences of relevant information not included in the RFQ for the period under study. In total, this

irregularity has occurred 5 times. It occurred 0 times, O times, 4 times, 1 time, and 0 times in 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020,
and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the next two years.
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Figure 6 Irregularities in the bidding process
Figure 6 shows the occurrences of irregularities in the bidding process for the period under study. In total, this
irregularity has occurred 103 times. It occurred 10 times, 32 times, 25 times, 24 times, and 12 times in 2017, 2018,

2019, 2020, and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will decrease in the
next two years.
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Figure 7 Procured items not fully delivered
Figure 7 shows the occurrences of procured items not fully delivered for the period under study. In total, this irregularity

has occurred 14 times; it occurred 0 times, 0 times, 1 time, 2 times, and 11 times in 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021
respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the next two years.
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Figure 8 Contract terms not fully met
Figure 8 shows the occurrences of contract terms not fully met for the period under study. In total, this irregularity has

occurred 50 times; it occurred 5 times, 7 times, 8 times, 11 times, and 19 times in 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021
respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the next two years.
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Figure 9 Procurement activities not in the procurement plan

Figure 9 shows the occurrences of procurement activities not in the procurement plan for the period under study. In
total, this irregularity has occurred 19 times; it occurred 0 times, 5 times, 5 times, 6 times, and 2 times in 2017, 2018,
2019, 2020, and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the

next two years.
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Figure 10 Use of Wrong Procurement Method

Figure 10 shows the occurrences of the use of the wrong procurement method for the period under study. In total, this
irregularity has occurred 33 times; it occurred 3 times, 9 times, 9 times, 5 times, and 7 times in 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020,
and 2021 respectively. The linear line forecast that the occurrence of this irregularity will increase in the next two years.
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Table 6 Correlations

Occurrence of Procurement | Number of Institutions
Irregularities Involved
Occurrence of Procurement | Pearson 1 .987**
Irregularities Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 6 6
Number of Institutions | Pearson .987** 1
Involved Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 6 6
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Source: Auditor-General’s Report (2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022)

Table 6 shows the relationship between the occurrence of procurement irregularities and the number of institutions
involved. Based on this table, a positively significant relationship exists between these two variables. The Pearson
correlation is .987 and it is significant at 0.01 level.

4.1. The Various unethical practices that have occurred in public procurement from 2017 to 2021

The study found that all nine categories of procurement irregularities occurred from 2017 to 2021. However, some did
not occur throughout these years under review. Non-submission of procurement documents, irregularities in the
budding process, and the use of the wrong procurement method occurred throughout these years under review.

4.2. The Most common unethical practice(s) that have occurred in public procurement from 2017 to 2021

The study found that non-submission of procurement documents is the most common unethical practice that has
occurred from 2017 to 2021. It has occurred 106 times, representing 29% of the total procurement irregularities that
have occurred from 2017 to 2021; this is followed by irregularities in the bidding process, which has occurred 103
times, representing 27% of the total procurement irregularities that have occurred during the periods under review.

4.3. The frequency of occurrence of each of these unethical practices that have been identified

It was found that non-submission of procurement documents occurred 21.2 times on average, irregularities in the
bidding process occurred 20.6 times on average, use of wrong procurement methods occurred 6.6 times on average,
procurement plan not made or approved by the relevant authority occurred 3.8 times on average, procurement splitting
occurred to avoid NCB occurred 6.2 times on average, relevant information not included in RFQ occurred 1 time on
average, procured items not fully delivered occurred 2.8 times on average, contract terms not fully met occurred 10
times on average and procurement activities, not in the procurement plan occurred 3.8 times on average. The
probabilities for the occurrences of non-submission of procurement documents, irregularities in the bidding process,
use of wrong procurement methods, procurement plan not made or approved by the relevant authority, procurement
splitting occurred to avoid NCB, relevant information not included in RFQ, procured items not fully delivered, contract
terms not fully met occurred and procurement activities not in the procurement plan are 0.28, 0.27, 0.09, 0.05, 0.08,
0.01, 0.04, 0.13 and 0.05 respectively.

4.4. The relationship between the occurrence of procurement irregularities and the number of institutions
involved.

The study established that a positively significant relationship exists between the occurrence of procurement
irregularities and the number of institutions involved. This implies that more procurement irregularities will occur as
aresult of an increase in the number of institutions that are involved in such.
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5. Conclusion

This study aimed to unveil and establish the need for maintaining ethical practices in public procurement, probing into
the auditor reports on the account of the Government of Sierra Leone from 2018 to 2022. Procurement irregularities
were identified and categorized into nine groups. Each year, the number of occurrences of each irregularity was
presented and a critical and thorough analysis was done. On this premise, the study found that the need for maintaining
ethical practices in public procurement is highly felt due to the increase in the number of procurement irregularities.
Although procurement irregularities, as well as the number of institutions, decreased in 2022, the linear lines for almost
all the irregularities demonstrated that procurement irregularities would increase in the next two years. This will
negatively affect the effectiveness and efficiency of public procurement, which will then affect service delivery. To curb
the occurrence of such, maintaining ethics in public procurement is highly needed simply because ethics focuses on
doing what is right. Ethical practices are crucial to ensure that value for money is achieved. It promotes transparency,
accountability, fairness, competition, economy, and integrity. Thus, it is incumbent on procurement officials that carry
out public procurement to inculcate ethical practices into their work. The importance of ethical practices in public
procurement cannot be overemphasized. The findings of this study reinforced the previous study that found application
of ethics to be important in public procurement.

Recommendations

The study recommends that ethics departments be established in all public institutions. The aim is to provide ethics
training to public officials, especially those who are engaged in public procurement. Also, the recommendations made
in the audit reports to address each procurement irregularity should be enforced. National Public Procurement
Authority (NPPA) to ensure that the recommendations are implemented. Any institution that fails to implement the
recommendations given should not be given the right to procure for themselves. Thus, NPPA should now procure on
behalf of the said institution. Furthermore, some procurement activities should be centralized, giving the responsibility
and right to only NPPA to procure on behalf of any institution. This will promote monitoring, control, transparency, and
accountability. Institutions without updated or approved procurement plans should be discouraged from carrying out
any procurement activity. The Ministry of Finance should work in collaboration with NPPA before public funds are
disbursed for any procurement activity.
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