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DRAWING FROM OUR POOL OF EXPERTS

IN AKWA IBOM STATE

By  O. T. Udoh, Ph.D.

What a privilege to pour out our heart’s cry to you respectable sons and daughters of Akwa Ibom and our friends. The issue at stake is greater than a military battle. It is a battle of values and the equitable distribution of resources to benefit the poor dependent children and the adults who have been dehumanized by poverty.

We have been in various conferences in Nigeria and over here in America where the fate of our Motherland has been tabled for discussion. Very fortunately, up till this time, we still have the remnant of men and women who went to ‘actual’ schools. The evidence is reflected in the brilliance of the discussions in this conference. Many of us who were not English majors in the University only had to depend on the grammar taught us in the High School. It is sad to say that ‘Another Crop’ of Nigerians has emerged who cannot spell the subjects they are taught in school even at the 12th grade level. This is no exaggeration. This is the true situation for many of our High School kids at home now. Thank God for the Computer and the ‘Spell Check’!! However, the computer cannot on its own exchange ‘rescind’ for ‘resound’ etc. The very foundation of greatness for which our people have been known has been eroded through mismanagement and greed. Who will write the ‘pleas’ for Akwa Ibom people, and present our own side of the story at the Federal Committees, and Internationally? I pray that this gathering will not be one for rhetoric alone but for commensurate timely action.

In March 1999, the Federal Government invited my wife to present a paper at the National Council on Education at Abeokuta. That was because some Federal Officers who recognized merit heard her speak at the International Women’s Day in Abuja, on the invitation of the then first lady, Mrs. Muhammed. The paper was on “Education for National Survival”. As she sat there with the Federal Contingent, one Dr. Eze asked her for her name and she replied. The man then told her to leave the meeting hall before the Federal Permanent Secretary arrived so that she would not be disgraced. As you would guess, the man thought that my wife was one of those serving food there or that she was probably a free woman coming along with one of the ‘officers’. Does this send a message? 

The people at the Federal level have been used to having our various silent contingents at meetings. There is that unspoken contentious assumption that Akwa Ibom State is the provider of ‘Houseboys’ to other parts of the country, and so they have no voice. Let me remind everyone here seated that Akwa Ibom and Cross River States have the history of being one of the first peoples to be exposed to formal education. We are a coastal people who came in contact with the early missionaries who very fortunately brought formal schools to us. For example, Hope Waddel Institute (where my father attended) was established in 1895; Oron Training Institute (now known as Methodist Boys High School) was established in 1905; Duke Town Secondary School established in 1919 besides the latter schools like Ibibio State College, Lutheran High School, Etinan Institute, CCC Uyo, Holy Family College to name a few. These schools have reared an incredible number of outstanding Akwa Ibom men and women, like Dr Udo Udoma (Law), Dr Clement Isong (Banking), Professor Eyo Ita (Education), Chief Nyong Essien (Law/Government) who have served the whole nation faithfully. Apart from these old faithfuls who have passed on, Akwa Ibom can boast of a pool of well-educated and experienced men and women in various disciplines who can bring the needed change to our state. But there is a problem that is easily noticed in Akwa Ibom State. Many men and women of skill, learning and experience have not been brought into strategic positions to speak for the land. Pressure from party loyalists may partly be responsible for this.

In 1988 and 1989 my wife accompanied Mrs. Affiong Abasiattai, the then Honorable Commissioner for Education in Akwa Ibom to the National Council in Education in Akure, Nigeria.  This Commissioner who had been a seasoned Principal of Federal Government Schools was able to interact with the rest of the delegates on a level as experts.  During the meeting the Commissioner asked questions, referred the forum to documented principles etc, and that team received due recognition. They came back with quite some hope for our people.  That was when the issue of establishing itinerant schools for children of normadic herdsmen was first discussed.  The then Permanent Secretary of the State Education Board, Mkpisong J. B. Ikpe, who was also at the meeting, eloquently articulated the need for itinerant schools also in the South for children of fishermen who move their families to and from ‘Inne’. The effect of the input during that council meeting is very apparent because they were able to secure Federal funding to include our state in the proposed Normadic Education. After more than ten (10) years that project is still alive. This is because we had qualified and able Akwa Ibom representatives in the team. 

My wife’s experience was different the next time she went to the council meeting (in 1999) because of the constitution of the team that represented Akwa Ibom at the Council. The Commissioner of Education who headed the team at this time was an Engineer. As would be expected, this team did not make meaningful contributions during the meeting because this was not the area of expertise of this commissioner. Remember that the National Council of Education is the highest policy-making body in education in the country and is usually attended by well-seasoned and experienced educators from all the states in the country. We are pleading with the government officials and political heavy weights present in this meeting to please help educate our people at home about the absolute necessity of making appropriate nominees for political appointments. Nominees should be distinguished scholars in the appropriate disciplines that have track records of intelligence, selfless service, experience and integrity.  Every leader must have learnt to be a follower.  Such leaders should be able to point back to their mentors.  Bringing fresh graduates from school to head various departments as commissioners leaves a lot to be desired.  Akwa Ibom can boast of a pool of excellent statesmen and women who can team up to deliver the land.  Experienced people are all over Akwa Ibom State.  Where people of excellence and experience have been given a hand in government anywhere in the world, the result has been progress in every facet of life.  

In the past 7 years, we have spent hundreds of hours at the state and federal levels waiting for officers, to make inputs for the good of the people, but often with little avail. Out here in diaspora we have made several attempts to stir up minds to make significant input at home without any reasonable success! Many of our people have closed their eyes to the provision America has made for its people through a lot of volunteer and communal efforts. In our book, “Educating The Child To Love Our Country” our National Objectives and Values, which greatly help to bring progress to our country and our state in particular have been discussed. The basis of this is the National Policy in Education summarized below

Objectives:

To build…

-a free and democratic society

-a just and egalitarian society

-a united strong and self-reliant nation

-a great and dynamic economy

-a land of bright and full opportunities for all citizens

We are all crying for that kind of Nation and State and Homes. In order to achieve these objectives there are core values nationally accepted which must be ingrained in the fabric of society. These values are

-respect for the worth and dignity of individuals ( helps team building)

-faith in man’s ability to make moral decisions (foster delegation)

-moral and spiritual values in interpersonal and human relations  (helps accountability financially        and morally)

-respect for the dignity of labor (promotes good work ethics)

-promotion of the emotional, physical and physcologocal health of all children (ensure a virile and dynamic future)

The crisis we have is largely of an ethical nature. That is why we of Life Bridges plead that actions henceforth match with words to usher in lasting changes. Ours is a call for action. This paper sets out to discuss an innovative way of tackling the ugly monsters of greed, nepotism and apathy. Everyone knows that greed is responsible for men and women lavishing monies allocated to various sectors of the community on themselves and their families. Many of our elders have died with huge sums of stolen money in foreign banks, which even their children cannot benefit from. History is all around us. As we all gather in this place we have our reputations. No matter how carefully we have painted a mask over our true faces, someone knows the real us. There is a great need to change inwardly and imbibe our clearly set out national values if we want to move our State forward.

Our assumption today is that this forum is made up of concerned Akaw Ibom citizens who have come together because of a burden for change or sheer call of duty. Either one is okay. That is why we can boldly table our well-developed strategy that can facilitate change in Akwa Ibom State and all through Africa. We are hereby advocating that experts from Akwa Ibom rally together according to their areas of expertise to help its people, through the establishment of People Ethical Watch (PEW). It is only this impartial unpaid voice that can help the poor masses with no godfathers.  

The call 

Establishment of the Peoples Ethical Watch all through Akwa Ibom.  The Federal Government may adopt it latter on if they so choose. 

Purpose

To serve as watchdogs of development in our various communities, facilitate the emergence of a new society where human rights as reflected in the constitution is upheld

-right to life

-right to dignity

-right to personal liberty

-right to fair hearing and justice

-right to equality and fairness

-right to go governance modus operandi

The Selection Process:     

This is a body made up of volunteers from related disciplines to their areas of specialization. The people are not political appointees. They need to have distinguished themselves in some area of relative service to be on the PEW. Life Bridges will solicit recommendations from various sectors of the community. Integrity will be a very vital aspect of the selection process. Life Bridges will very gladly coordinate efforts in putting the PEW in place. We will be focusing on the Education Sector for now.

Action: 

The PEW will meet periodically and discuss ways of helping some deprived areas of Akwa Ibom State. Then they will go to the Commissioners / Permanent Secretary to table the needs of the people and their recommendations. The issues can be about schools, hospitals, water board, road conditions, lighting needs, etc. Our main request from government will be to give an open door to the PEW so they can have access to the Government periodically. 

Funding: 

Members of PEW are not paid. This will therefore eliminate the scramble for financial rewards. However they still will need to be provided with money for transportation and feeding on days of meetings. That is why we call on this august gathering to donate money towards the initial take off of the PEW. People who donate $200 and above to begin the actualization of this proposal will have their names on a Plaque. 

What the PEW is not:

 The PEW is not

-A political organization. No one on the PEW will bring any personal hidden agenda against any government official.

-A government board. Therefore it has no part in the daily running of any particular ministry. The members on the PEW will not use their position there to individually seek favors for their relatives. That will be nepotism and such people will have to relinquish their positions on the PEW. But in the event that a civil servant, teacher, doctor or another government worker gets unduly victimized and this gets to the ears of the PEW, they collectively have a right to examine and make necessary recommendations.

-The PEW is not a promotion board. People looking for promotion cannot come to lobby this body.

In summary, we are pleading that the Government would strongly consider expertise and tract record in making Political appointments, for effective representation of the people and for the rapid progress in the state as it is in the developed nations of the world. Secondly, PEW is the Voice of the People and will be drawn from the pool of seasoned experts in their respective fields. Financial support for the actual take off of this Vital Voice of the People is welcome. People in support of this proposal should sign up and will be updated of the progress. Long live Akwa Ibom State! Long live Nigeria!!      

Okon T. Udo and Victoria Udo 

Presented at the IPC, Houston

May 8, 2004.

