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(Protocols)

Members of the United States Government here present Members of the Diplomatic Corps

Distinguished Scholars of the Woodrow Wilson Center

My Dear Friends from the American University, Washington DC Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen

I am highly honoured for this opportunity to speak to you at this most important forum. I wish to, most profoundly, express my gratitude to the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars for extending the invitation to me, and giving me this unique privilege to share with you our aspirations as an emerging democracy. Nigeria, I am happy to report to you, has made tremendous progress in the last six years towards taking her rightful position amongst the community of nations who not only practice democracy but also have respect for the rule of law. We hope to continue to build on this progress, in the coming years, so as to ensure the deepening of democratic norms and ideals in Nigeria.

2. Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, I recall that in the most difficult moments of our recent history the Government and people of the United States, along with most of the civilized world, stood by the Nigerian people as we fought a brutal military dictatorship. Without your diplomatic and material assistance that struggle would have been more difficult. We remain grateful to the American people for that support. Of course, Nigeria has been America's friend for a long time. Our people share your values of freedom, democracy and the rule of law. We have looked to America for the most efficient ways and means of building a better, equitable and prosperous society. Our educational system has many elements borrowed from the American system. In this area, I for one looked to American University here in Washington DC to assist me in building an American-style university in Nigeria, the ABTI-American University of Nigeria, the first of its kind in sub-saharan Africa, whose first intake will commence their degree studies this September. Our presidential political system was influenced by your own; and we continue to pay close attention to how you resolve questions of nationhood, self-determination, state-federal relations, social diversity and international cooperation. We shall continue to be America's friend, working with you on bilateral and multilateral issues. We shall continue to work with you to end impunity and defend human rights in Africa and elsewhere. We shall continue to work with you to strengthen multilateral organizations in order to create better societies and a better world. And we shall continue to work with you to fight international terrorism.

3. In so doing, we will ensure the continuity and sustenance of our own democracy and the reform and development of our economy. Therefore, some of the most important issues that will shape the direction of our country and which, no doubt, will occupy an important space in our future policies and actions include the deepening and strengthening of democracy and protection of human rights, consolidating and further advancing our economic reform agenda, resolving the Niger Delta situation, studiously fighting corruption, graft and inefficiency in the conduct of our public life, strengthening our role as a stabilizing force in the sub-region and the continent, and advancing Nigeria's bilateral relations with other countries across the world.

Democracy & Human Rights: Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, you will recall that the return of democracy to Nigeria in 1999 marked one of the triumphant moments of the country's history. It triggered a deluge of hopes in the future of the country, and great expectations in the accomplishments of a democratically elected government. This is quite apart from the exhilaration of its citizens for their new freedoms and rights in a democracy, and hopes for improvement of their lives by a government they freely elected. Thus, one of the celebrated attributes of democracy is the opportunity provided to citizens to enthrone a responsive and responsible government that ensures national development and stability of the polity through good governance. To us, as it is to most people of the world, there is no alternative to democracy.
5. However, we are aware that there are a number of limitations in our practice of democracy, due, in part, to the peculiarities and unique exigencies of our own environment and experience. No two national democratic experiences could be the same, so long as we have differences in national circumstances. Our limited experience with democratic governance over the last six years necessarily imposes on us unique restrictions which we would overcome only by our own self​devised solutions emanating from our distinctive circumstances, strengthened by a hand of cooperation from countries, like the United States, that have practiced democracy for over two hundred years. We request of you only a hand of brotherly cooperation and partnership, not a hand-out of assistance and foreign aid, to guide us in our onerous task of nurturing democracy and development.

6. Our electoral systems and practices constitute one of the critical areas that such a hand of brotherly cooperation and partnership would assist us in overcoming the evident shortcomings. The conduct of elections, so vital in leading to a peaceful and orderly passing of the baton of leadership from one government to the next, in a manner acceptable to all contestants for power, has always been fraught with limitations and dangers. We therefore are prepared and ready to work with all groups in the country and elsewhere to strengthen this vital aspect of democratic transition and ensure that democracy and good governance continue to be instituted and institutionalised in the body polity of our nation. We have no alternative but to do everything in our power to ensure that future elections are free and fair, beginning with the 2007 elections. Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, the legitimacy of our young democracy depends on this. Only as recently as two months ago, we convened an international seminar of stakeholders, anchored by the American University, Washington DC, and examined our electoral system and adopted a number of coherent principles that we hope would guide our future actions to ensure the transparency of elections and continuity of democracy and good governance. Let me assure you that we will continue to take all necessary steps and every available measure to ensure the protection and promotion of democratic governance, together with all its principles, ideals and standards of behaviour and conduct, in all aspects of our national life.

7. One of the key aspects of democracy is respect for human rights. Since the advent of democracy in Nigeria in 1999, we have ensured that the rights of all citizens are fully protected. Arbitrary or unlawful deprivation of life of our citizens, arbitrary arrest or detention and other forms of human rights violations such as torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading punishment, which used to be the order of the day under past dictatorships, are prohibited by the constitution. Our constitution guarantees freedom of speech and press, freedom of movement, freedom of religion, and freedom of peaceful assembly and association. The constitution prohibits arbitrary interference with privacy, family, home or correspondence of all citizens, and prohibits the expulsion of citizens. Indeed, there have been instances of overzealous enforcement of the law by some members of the police and security forces, which result in the infringement of human rights. We condemn all such instances as completely unacceptable and, at the end of the day, the perpetrators will be brought to book for their actions.

8. Central to the human rights of citizens is the right to change their government, and our constitution provides us with the right to change our government peacefully through periodic free and fair elections held on the basis of universal suffrage. However, there have been allegations that such rights were abridged during previous elections. There were allegations of voters unable to register to vote, instances of election fraud, violence and other forms of electoral misconduct in which all parties participated. Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, the 2003 elections were Nigeria's second electoral experience in 20 years. We could not have overcome all the logistic, technical, procedural, and behavioural complications in just one or two electoral cycles. Even the most experienced of democracies occasionally encounter certain types of teething problems. We are determined to strengthen the capacity of our election commission, reform the conduct of candidates, truly educate their supporters, and confront all forms of electoral misconduct in future elections. I believe our performance in the coming 2007 elections will better than in 2003.

9. In an atmosphere of general frenzy about widespread electoral malpractice and allegations of other forms of human rights infringements, it will, indeed, be tempting to forget our recent experience in the evil hands of a brutal dictatorship. Nigeria is one of a number of countries of the world that paid a dear price for its current democratic freedom. I salute all those who brought to light and point out all forms of human rights abuse; it is only by so doing that we all can remain vigilant and studious in protecting our emerging democratic norms and practices. Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, our Administration is fully committed to building a country where all Nigerians feel a sense of belonging. We are fully committed to ensuring that Nigerians enjoy the freedoms, respect for human rights and respect for the rule of law that is the hallmark of democracy.
Economic Reform: We look around the world and see clearly one of the plain truths about human existence: namely, that there is hardly anywhere in which democracy is firmly planted in the context of rampant poverty and degradation. Excluding a few examples, one would be tempted to conclude that democracy does not coexist with poverty. However, it might not be as safe to conclude that economic development must either precede or trail democratic norms and standards. All the same, we are acutely aware of the necessity, and even the inevitability, of a massive, radical and innovatory reform of our economy. In Nigeria, perhaps more than in anywhere else, there is no alternative to economic reform as much as there is no alternative to democracy and good governance.

11. The first step we took in instituting a credible economic reform when we came to office in 1999 was to admit the failure of government to inspire, much less lead the way to, economic development. Government, indeed, has no business to be in business; and this holds true in no better place than Nigeria. However, we understand that government can put in place the right atmosphere in which business can flourish. With this in mind, we therefore embarked on the difficult but necessary deregulation of the economy and privatization of government controlled enterprises. The privatization program is progressing steadily; its final phase would be concluded only with the sale of government shares in all enterprises, including the petroleum and gas sector, and ports and transportation. The deregulation program too is going on; and we shall never relent, despite opposition from entrenched vested interests, until the economy is fully deregulated and brought to internationally acceptable norms and standards.

12. What we lack so far is not the resolve, the will and determination to reform the economy now and continue with the reform program in the future. What we lack is concrete incentives by our development partners in the form of massive investment of foreign capital, which the economy desperately needs. We therefore look to the American corporate sector for its active participation by investing both capital and technical expertise to assist us lift the economy out of its present state.

13. The federal government of Nigeria under President Obasanjo has taken very courageous and forward-looking steps to institutionalize our economic reform program and make it a permanent endeavor even after the current dispensation. To this end, we have assembled some of the most talented and committed men and women of integrity and constituted them into an Economic Management Team, chaired by the President himself, and charged with the task of guiding the economic reform process. The team has been doing an outstanding job of transforming all aspects of the economy. They have been affectionately dubbed "the Nigerian dream team". The process is going on, but already there have been very positive and noticeable changes in many aspects: the deregulation of key aspects of the economy is being implemented with outset ding degree of success, our foreign reserves have increased seven-fold, national productivity is rising, the exchange rate has stabilized, interest rates are going down, inflation is steadily decreasing, and the productive sector of the economy is steadily growing.

14. But, even most importantly, overall macro-economic management perhaps for the first time is clearly definable, rational, sincere, and implemented with great commitment and resolve. There is a discernible new philosophy that the overall interests of the nation and our people are paramount over and above the interests of a small clique of corrupt bureaucrats in partnership with business Speculators who have hitherto stultified our growth and held the economy hostage. It will clearly be necessary for any succeeding administration to maintain this current macro-economic management arrangement for it to guide the continued evolution of the economy in the years ahead. It might even be necessary for any succeeding administration to prevail upon the principal architects of and participants in the current macro-economic management framework to continue to provide their skills to the nation in order to ensure the institutionalization of the present economic reform and imbibing its principles in future generation of Nigerians.

Corruption: Distinguished ladies and gentlemen, distinguished scholars of the Woodrow Wilson Center, you know perhaps better than I that our economic reform will have no meaning if we devoted our efforts to reorganizing only our institutions and structures with no reference to reforming the attitudes, beliefs and practices that in the first place inform the way in which people run reformed, reforming or unreformed institutions. In order for our reform to be genuinely effective, we must change our attitudes and practices across the whole spectrum of public life. In human nature, changing a bad habit is indeed one of the most difficult aspects of a reform process. Neither active proselytization nor violent revolutions have easily overcome the negative aspects of human traits. And there are a lot of bad traits around that need changing.

16. One of the most worrisome aspects of our national and public life is the seeming persistence of corruption. The national cankerworm has eaten deep into the fabric of society and corrupted even the most sacred and sacrosanct features of Nigeria's national life. Corruption is said to be massive, extensive, widespread, endemic, and pervasive at all levels of government and society. No noble policy of government or any laudable program stands the chance of success if public resources are habitually and brazenly frittered away and pilfered with impunity by those entrusted with them. Corruption has over the years distorted planning and implementation of policies, prevented equity and even distribution of opportunities and resources, hampered economic growth and development, and gave Nigeria an overall bad name everywhere. In the words of President Obasanjo, "corruption must be fought to a standstill".

17. To this end, we established the Independent Anti-Corrupt Practices Commission to fight graft in all its manifestations at all levels of government and society. We reinforced it with the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission. These two are vital organs have settled down to business and are doing a wonderful job. We intend to not just fight corruption but also change the value system that made corruption to thrive. We want to pass the message loud and clear that you do not have to steal public money in order to be rich; you need to work hard, and you must work hard if you want to be rich. We also want to pass the message to the current and future generations of Nigerians that for stealing government money you will not pay in the hereafter; we will ensure that you pay for your actions here and now. We will continue to check corruption and ensure the nurturing of appropriate social attitudes, behaviors and values that are consistent with the culture of transparency, accountability and fiscal discipline.

18. We have instituted due process in government expenditure in order to derive maximum value for money while ensuring greater transparency and accountability. Currently we are trying to codify this into a Public Procurement law. We also have an Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, designed to entrench transparency and accountability in the productive and real sectors of the economy. This is critical, especially in view of the huge potential for solid minerals exploitation, which, we foresee, would derive far greater income than our current income from the export of oil and gas. We are finalizing work on a fiscal responsibility law, which seeks to ensure fiscal prudence and mutually supportive coordination among all tiers of government. In the meantime, the Niger Delta will continue play a vital role in the production of our national wealth. For this reason, we have paid a special interest to ensuring stability in the region.

The Niger Delta where most of Nigeria's crude oil is produced, has for a long time become a hotbed of agitation against alleged marginalization by successive regimes, environmental degradation and neglect. While all the problems have not been resolved, the living conditions of the inhabitants of the Niger Delta are being improved. We are taking all the necessary measures to ensure continued peace and stability in the region. I wish to assure you that we will continue to engage the inhabitants of the Niger Delta and all groups in dialogue in an atmosphere of mutual recognition of the high stakes involved.

20. However, there are a number of problems that need urgent resolution in the Niger Delta. The first is the recurring violence that accompanies the agitations for greater resource allocation to the region. There is no place for violence in a democracy, as violence in any form and for whatever reason is indefensible and acceptable. The agitators must eschew violence and embrace dialogue as a civilized way of resolving the issues they are agitating for. The problem is no longer lack of allocating proportionate resources to the Niger Delta but the continued mismanagement of such resources. Governments of States in the Niger Delta, as well as the Niger Delta Development Commission, must brace up to their responsibilities and show to their citizens what they have done with the monumental increases in resource allocation to them since the inception of this Administration in 1999. At this juncture, I want to pay a special tribute to our President for brokering peace with leaders of the agitation, which led to the current state of peace in most parts of the region. We will advance the process forward and ensure that peace and stability reign in the Niger Delta.

21. The second disturbing trend in the oil producing areas of the Niger Delta is the increasing problem of what we popularly call oil bunkering. In plain language, bunkering is the daylight stealing of crude oil mainly from pipelines and directly from oil wells. It is estimated that we lose anything between 100 to 300 thousand barrels per day to this nefarious and evil activity. Those who perpetrate it evidently range from those entrusted with the custody and protection of our oil resources to outright bandits and criminal gangs, complete with their money laundering mechanisms. Just like corruption, oil bunkering cannot be allowed to continue. We shall do everything in our power to ensure that there is maximum transparency in the way business is conducted within the oil sector. We shall also remain vigilant in monitoring the downstream activities of this sector with the aim to prosecuting and completely putting out of business all those engaged in these illicit bunkering activities.

22. I will wish to add here that the stealing of oil seems to be motivated by two factors: there are those who engage in this criminal and treasonable action as a response to what they paradoxically regard as injustice done to them through neglect and marginalization. Therefore, they buy crude, steal it, and take the proceeds as a way of reclaiming what they thought rightly belongs to them but which has been officially denied them. The other groups are those who engage in bunkering purely for their selfish personal aggrandizement; they are not motivated by any perceived communal neglect or sense of collective injustice. Most unfortunately, both groups could not perpetrate this monumental fraud without relying on motley of criminal gangs and outlaws who have no qualms about patriotism and have little or no regard to national interest or the value of human life. The fact of the matter is that bunkering is another form of terrorism, with its negative fall-outs adversely affecting not just the Nigerian economy but also the entire global economy that so much relies on oil.

23. The money that the bunkerers launder is fed back into arms racketeering to arm greater numbers of illegal militia to perpetrate more bunkering and therefore more money laundering. It is a vicious circle whose impact will no doubt be felt beyond Nigerian boarders and might even have involved drug running. The United States and the international community must join us to confront this evil head​on and bring to an end this most dangerous phenomenon without disrupting the balance of oil output from the region. In the meantime, to address the continuing tension in the area, we have increased revenue allocation to the oil producing states as much as we improved the state of infrastructure in the region since assuming office in 1999. In addition, we have engaged communities, the youth, and other stakeholders in the region in continuous dialogue to resolve outstanding issues. While these have helped to reduce political tensions in the area, we have embarked upon them mainly because it is the right thing to do.

International Cooperation: On the international scene, we have been very active in promoting regional trade and economic cooperation, peace and good governance in Africa and elsewhere. We are the largest African contributor to peacekeeping operations within and outside Africa. Through our Technical Aid Corps, we have been assisting other African countries in a variety of ways with their economic development and the building of peace, stability and cooperation.

25. As we make progress towards deepening democracy at home in Nigeria, we are encouraged by the progress also being made elsewhere within the African continent to ensure democracy and the rule of law. In this regard, we are heartened by the fact that the wind of change which blew across the globe, from Eastern Europe through the former Soviet Union and from Asia through Central and South America, at the tail end of the twentieth century, did not pass Africa by. African countries are working hard through the African Union to ensure that democracy takes root throughout the continent. Nigeria will continue to provide material and moral support for the rule of law in Africa. We take this commitment very seriously because we view democratic practice throughout Africa as a first step towards a real rebirth of the continent, a true African renaissance. Indeed, there can be no lasting peace and security in the African continent without democracy, good governance and the rule of law.

In Conclusion, my dear friends, distinguished scholars of the Woodrow Wilson Center, distinguished ladies and gentlemen, I assure you that we are determined to provide real leadership in transforming Nigeria, in as much as Nigeria is determined to provide real leadership to the African continent. We are determined to carry through the reform of our economy and our society to the logical conclusion; we are equally determined to do what is right for our people however unpopular it may be in the short-run. In this regard I, and indeed all Nigerians, commend our President, Chief Olusegun Obasanjo, for his visionary leadership, his courage in confronting historically very difficult issues, and determination to leave a legacy for the future leadership of our country to build upon and advance. Even attacks on his person in the media by critics of our policies have not distracted him from the important task of reforming our economy and society. The challenge in the years ahead is to build on the foundations that he has laid and make Nigeria a better place for Nigerians.

Personal Story: I wish to conclude this address on a personal note. I lost my father when I was nine years old, but I was determined not to let that setback, or my mother's poverty, become a permanent disability. I was determined to continue with my education in order to improve myself. So I took odd jobs in order to support my mother whowas single-mindedly determined to see me through secondary education. It was very difficult. My parents' friends, many of whom were Christians, supported me. I went on to have a successful career in the Nigerian public service before going into business where I started and established several companies and enterprises that became very successful. I eventually joined politics and the democracy movement to help free my country and return it to democratic civilian rule. We had to fight a murderous dictatorship and I lost a number of very close friends and compatriots in the process; I myself nearly lost my life, and was exiled to the United States. After the fall of that murderous dictatorship, I returned to Nigeria and successfully contested for the governorship of my State, and then became the running-mate of President Obasanjo. We won in 1999 and were re​elected in 2003. Surviving the extent of the poverty I grew up in and coming this far greatly informed my belief that we live in a country of good people, a country of immense opportunities, just like the United States. We only need to work harder in Nigeria, with vision, focus and determination to build a country of endless possibilities for its citizens. That is what our government has been trying to do since 1999. And that is what we plan to continue to do in the years ahead, with support and encouragement from our friends and the international community.

28. Thank you all for your attention. May God bless Nigeria; may God bless the United States of America.
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