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INTRODUCTION 
I am indeed humbled by the invitation and the opportunity to present a paper at an occasion as august as this and directly concerning one of Nigeria’s, and perhaps, the world greatest jurists of our times.

To be identified at this occasion with Justice M. M. A. Akanbi, acclaimed jurist, orator, poet, anti-corruption czar and quintessential humanist, is for me the ultimate testimonial.

Let me congratulate His Lordship for setting up this foundation. His Lordship has been committed to service to his fatherland and humanity all his life and this Foundation, which is to:

“bring about positive changes that can enthrone justice and improve the quality of lives of Nigerians in all fields of human endeavour, the sort of change that can make Nigeria the pride of the black race and the haven of all that is good and decent in nation”.

is a further commitment to service at all times. 

As I ruminated on the topic: “Awakening Hope in Nigerian Project”, I was confronted with different scenarios and perspective. I however settled for my life’s experience as the perspective for this paper, for the simple reason that I will be drawing directly from personal experience to establish that we had hope at some point in our lives, we lost hope at some point and even dared not hope, and there is now every need to reawaken hope.

PERSPECTIVE

I recently turned 50 having been born in 1956 at the height of the struggle against colonial rule. It was a time of great passion, history, epic struggle, nationalism and ideas. The great Dr. Nnamdi Azikwe, Chief Obafemi Awolowo, Chief Anthony Enahoro, Dr. Eyo Ita, Sir Ahmadu Bello, Mallam Aminu Kano, Sir Tafawa Balewa amongst other notable figures were fixtures in psyche of this epoch.  

On October 1, 1960 Nigeria’s political independence was attained. I recall the preparations for the celebrations and the celebrations themselves. I recall especially the confidence exuded by Nigerians as they approached self-determination and the abundant hope they had in their future. We saw and heard politicians, colourful in dress as in language, each to his kind, espouse ideas and vision. We had ideological alternatives.

The Regions, East, West and North (with the Midwest to come soon after through a constitutional process) exploited their endowments, both human and natural, for their overall development. There was healthy competition most times, amongst the Regions, which were largely independent financially. At a stage it was postulated that the economy of the then Eastern Region was the fastest growing in the world, ahead of Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia. Nigerians were a proud, honest and dignified people engaged in legitimate pursuits and competed with their peers in every sphere of human endeavour. Agriculture was the mainstay of the economy in all the Regions and farmers farmed the land in dignity, sustained their family and educated their children. Education was important. We have first-rate public and mission schools that imported knowledge, virtue and character. Children yearned for knowledge and boasted about what they knew.

Politicians however bickered. But is it not in the nature of politics and politicians? Just like the cock must crow and the dog bark, politicians must bicker, contest and contend for it is in their nature.

Then on January 15, 1966, the Army struck. Nigeria experienced the first of what was going to be several, coup de-tats. After some skirmishes, General Johnson Thomas Aguiyi-Ironsi became Head of State. He announced a policy of unification. A section of Nigeria did not agree with it. In August 1966, General Ironsi was killed by troops he was Commander-in-Chief of, and Lt. Col. (later General and later Doctor) Yakubu Gowon took over.

The incipient tensions resulted in the bitter thirty months fratricidal civil war of 1967 – 1970 which ended on a no victor and no vanquished note courtesy General Yakubu Gowon who also espoused the policy of reconciliation, rehabilitation and reconstruction. 

Then came the oil boom, our problem was how to spend money in figuring out how to spend money, we created cement armadas, with cement laden ships waiting endlessly to berth in Nigerian Ports. Demurrage became a major business and produced a new clan of emergency millionaires. Money was spent as if not to do so was an offence.

Confidence became loudness. Farmers abandoned their farms for the cheap money in the cities. People became rich without productivity. Those who could not lay their hands on the national pie, and they were in the majority, became poorer. The middle class shrank until it was obliterated. We now had the rich and the poor.

Universities were citadels of learning and refinement. They compared with the best anywhere else in the world and produced graduates who could stand their peers everywhere.

Opportunities awaited them on graduation and young graduates could plan their lives. Nigeria and Nigerians were respected outside.

General Gowon reneged on his promises to return the country to democratic rules. His colleagues in the military overthrew him on July 29, 1975 and General Murtala Ramat Mohammed became Head of State. Governance was robust and frenzied and matters took immediate effect. On 13th February 1976, he was assassinated and General Olusegun Obasanjo took over against his personal wish and desire, and faithfully implemented their hand over plan. He handed over to Alhaji Shehu Shagari on 1st October 1979 as the first elected President under a new democratic presidential arrangement and constitution.

Politicians were again on the prowl. Opposition led by Chief Obafemi Awolowo was principled and informed. Alhaji Shehu Shagari won re-election in 1983 and on the night of December 31, 1983, the military struck yet again. Generals Muhammed Buhari and Tunde Idiagbon of blessed memory and of Ilorin origin, took over with a messianic mission of restoring discipline, which had totally collapsed, to Nigeria and Nigerians.

By this time, Nigeria had become heavily indebted, at home and abroad. Nigerians had become branded as a fraudulent, dishonest and indolent people and were treated at boarders with utter disrespect. The drug business had also crept into Nigeria. Our wealth had been squandered and universities had become cult camps where instead of seeking knowledge lecturers were being sorted out. Illiterate graduates were mass-produced. Shortcuts to everything were perfected. Cronyism and impunity had overtaken merit, law and order. We had become a jungle.

In addressing the anomie, the duo of Buhari and Idiagbon adopted unfamiliar and draconian methods. Politicians were jailed for centuries, drug couriers were executed on retroactive legislation, human rights were curtailed and the press gagged.

General Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida struck on August 29, 1985 with promises of a return to civil rule and more respect for human rights. Hopes were raised. Eight years on General Babangida in August 1993, after perhaps the freest and fairest elections ever held in Nigeria on June 12, 1993 and putatively won by the business mogul Chief M. K. O. Abiola were annulled by him. The 419 business thrived and Nigeria entered the drug map. He was forced to step aside as a result of the tensions created by the annulment. An Interim National Government, which was pronounced illegal by a Lagos High Court, was contrived and headed by Chief Ernest Shonekan. By November 1993, General Sani Abacha had sacked the Interim National Government of Chief Shonekan, suppressed demonstrations against the annulment of the June 12, 1993 historic elections, clamped Chief Abiola in detention, unfolded a transition programme designed for himself as sole beneficiary. But for his sudden death in June 1998 all, the caps would have fitted him. He attacked fraudsters and drug couriers and insider dealers in the country’s financial system and amassed unfathomable personal fortunes. He firmly appropriated public coffers for his personal use and security(?).

General Abdulsalami Abubakar became Head of State on General Abacha’s death and quickly returned the country to civil rule in Nigeria on May 29, 1999.

It is evident from this narration, that my generation has been exposed to a cocktail of historic experiences, colonialism, independence, military coup de-tats, civil war, civil rule, hope, despair, economic boom, recession, stagnation, confidence, insecurity, opportunities, hopelessness, rectitude and rascality in public life etc, experiences that in other climes are seen across generations. Is it not a wonder that the Nigerian of my age is still sane?

From my perspective, I have tried to capture the spin and consequence dizziness that leadership and historical circumstances have exposed us especially of my generation.

Given time constraints, I need to examine the dynamics and mechanics that got us here but I need state that democracy has exposed not only the level of monumental rot in the system but also the level of systemic dysfunction in our polity. The way forward will be our greatest challenge and will call in aid our endowments in vision, courage, focus, honesty and commitment. Indeed reawakening hope in the Nigerian project, which I define as attaining a secure, free and prosperous Nigeria governed by laws and not men, where all, irrespective of creed, tribe or gender will have equal opportunity, is the biggest challenge of our time.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE LEGISLATURE IN REAWAKENING HOPE?

In talking about the legislature, my specific focus is the National Assembly and largely the Senate of the Federal Republic of Nigeria but whatsoever is said of the National Assembly applies mutatis mutandis to State Assemblies.

POWERS OF THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY

The legislative powers of the Federal Republic of Nigeria are vested in the National Assembly consisting of the Senate and House of Representatives and the power includes the power to make laws “for the peace order and good government of the federation or any part thereof…”

See S. 4 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria.

In addition to making laws for the peace, order and good government of the federation, the core of the legislative power of the National Assembly is over public funds through its power of appropriation. The National Assembly additionally exercises ancillary oversight responsibility over government; and the Senate, in particular, confirmatory powers over appointments. It also has investigative powers which in my view relate to its legislative or oversight responsibility and are therefore not of a general nature.

What role therefore has the legislature in reawakening hope in the Nigerian Project, and how well and how far has it played this role?

Realizing the level of rot and dysfunction in the polity, the collapse of public institutions and values, the state of economic stagnation and decay, government introduced a number of reforms. These reforms include, political, economic, social and electoral.

REFORMS

Since 1999 there has been a trend towards the liberalization of the political space. We have moved from the ‘closet’ arrangement where the number of political parties was pegged more or less, to an ‘open sky’ where as many political groups, as meet the basic constitutional requirements are registered. We have consequently moved from five political parties in 1999 to about 45 today.

The 2006 Electoral Act has been passed by both Houses of the National Assembly and signed into Law on the 8th of June, 2006, by Mr. President, Chief Olusegun Obasanjo. The National Assembly is facilitating the passage into Law of legislations that will aid the various reforms and institutionalize them so that they do not remain personality or administration specific.

The attention of the National Assembly at this time is focused on bills with high reform content that will materially change the way we do things, establish probity, values and best practices in governance and public life, fight corruption in every sphere of our national life, and sustain our democracy.

On the economic front, the National Assembly is also playing its part in the economic recovery effort of the federal government. Various bills either have been passed or are in the process of being passed to support Banking and Tax Reforms. Under the Banking Reforms/Consolidation, the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) Act 2005 and the Nigeria Deposit Insurance Corporation (NDIC) Act 2005 has been passed by the National Assembly. Also passed under the Tax Reforms include the Federal Inland Revenue Services, FIRS (Establishment) and the Value Added Tax (VAT) Amendment bills.

Several other bills aimed at reforming the public finance sector are in various stages of consideration at the moment. They include the Budget Implementation. Transparency and Accountability Bill 2005, the Fiscal Responsibility Bill 2005, the various Tax (Amendment) Bill 2005, which have now been passed, the Ecological Fund Bill 2005, Contracts Awards Bill 2005, Income Tax Relief Bill, 2005, Company Income Tax Act (Amendment) Bill 2005 and the Customs, Excise Tariff etc. (Consolidation) Act (Amendment) Bill 2005, amongst others. These bills amongst many others will together, reshape our economic architecture, open up the economy for more competitiveness and transparency, and make the citizenry more committed to the Nigerian project.

Specifically, apart from the Electoral Act, 2006 which has been signed into law, and which amongst other far reach provisions, seeks to limit the role of money in our polities, the National Assembly had readily passed the laws creating the Independent Corrupt Practices Commission and the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission with subsequent amendments out of its belief that corruption must be critically tackled from an institutional framework if the other reforms are to be meaningful. The National Assembly will continue to give legislative oversight, and financial support through adequate appropriation, to those institutions that have the responsibility for fighting the monster of corruption in our body polity.

It is established that pervasive corruption indeed corruption of any kind, negates every aspect of development. In our situation it is a cankerworm that is compromising our social values and structures and dehumanizing our citizenry and polity. While the fight against it must be prosecuted within the confines of the law, the strategy for the fight cannot in our experience be orthodox or conventional. It is for this reason that I urge patience with the EFCC and ICPC. These organizations are showing great courage in prosecuting their responsibility and should be encouraged by all honest Nigerians so that we can erase the stigmisation of every Nigerian in and outside our boarders. 

The National Assembly is committed to the sustenance of our democracy. In doing this, it will be guided by constitutionality of its actions and positions tested against the letter and spirit of the Nigerian Constitution and the legitimate expectations of the Nigerian people. The National Assembly is committed to ensuring a government of laws and not a government of men; a society where the rule of law thrives and where the culture of impunity is relegated, where there is zero tolerance for graft and corruption. Through legislation and its oversight responsibilities, it will enthrone a culture of openness, transparency in public affairs. It is for this reason that, the National Assembly is committed to passing the Freedom of Information Bill, which will guarantee public access to information held by public bodies. The bill has since been passed by the House of Representatives and is in its final stages in the Senate. When passed, it will guarantee openness and transparency in governance and also informed criticism of governmental action, which will elevate the standard of governance. An informed public is a critical requirement for a good, transparent and accountable government and consequently, a virile democracy. 2007 will be a watershed in our political history. It will present the first opportunity for not only a personality change in the very heights of governance, but also a regime change. Should this happen successfully, it will be a landmark as it will be the very first time this will be happening in our clime.

The National Assembly is committed to this happening. It has not only ensure that the legal framework for free and fair elections in 2007 through the passage of the 2006 Electoral Act, but has secured adequate appropriation for the Independent National Electoral Commission. In the meantime, through oversight, the National Assembly is monitoring INEC’s operational preparedness for the elections which if successfully held, and there is no reason why it should not, will give our politics a facelift and guarantee our take off for higher heights. 

As the National Assembly concerns itself with the operational preparedness of INEC for this crucial responsibility, it is also conscious of the environment in which the elections are held. Recent seeming politically motivated killings, the most recent being those of Engr. Funsho Williams and Dr. Daramola, gubernatorial aspirants in Lagos and Ekiti States; respectively have raised severe security concerns in the land. Elections held in an atmosphere of fear and insecurity cannot be free and fair as those with the machinery and infrastructure of violence will have undue advantage, and men of decency will be scared off the stage. It is to guarantee that elections are held in a safe and secure environment that the Senate of the Federal Republic of Nigeria is currently engaging the relevant security agencies not only to ascertain the state of our security infrastructure but also their operational readiness, security and crime intelligence levels. The National Assembly is also coming out with strategies for following through with these interactions.

CONCLUSION

The rationale for the various reforms initiated by the present federal administration is to change the impetuous ways things were done in the past to bring them in line with established global best practices; re-enact values in our polity and institutionalize these reforms so that they survive personalities and administrations, institutionalize the fight against corruption so that public office remains an avenue for service and not an avenue for self enrichment and aggrandizement.

The National Assembly, particularly the Senate of the Federal Republic of Nigeria will continue to rise to the constitutional and political challenges before it. 

It will also rise to the challenges of the current controversies in the Presidency. It will approach the matter first of all from its role of stabilizing the polity and will be guided strictly by the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria and the very best interest of the Nigerian people of the Senate has sworn to serve.

In achieving these goals, we need the appropriate legal framework and value infrastructure. Constitutionally, the legislature is empowered to pass the relevant legislations, and exercise its oversight and all other powers to achieve the aims of the reforms. When these aims are achieved, hopefully we will have a secure and prosperous Nigeria where hope is once again awakened; prayerfully, this time for good.
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