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Let me commence by expressing my deep sense of gratitude to Prof.  

Oladipupo Adamolekun for the honour to speak on the topic ‘ Relationship 

Between  Higher Civil Servants and their Political Masters’ at  this forum,  as 

one of the events to mark  his 70th Birthday.  Prof. Adamolekun surely needs no 

introduction to virtually all of us who are gathered here to rejoice with him, his 

family, the Iju Community and his friends and admirers all over the world, on 

the attainment of 70 years of age which mortals on earth can only reach 

through the benevolence of the Almighty God. Bearing in mind that the life 

expectancy in Nigeria is less than 50 years of age, coupled with the several 

challenges confronting humanity generally leading to rising incidences of 

untimely death, it is evident that we should all be thankful to the Almighty God 

for this good gesture towards our amiable eminent scholar, a patriot of 

uncommon pedigree and a true friend and guardian of the Nigerian Public 

Service. I believe that on reflecting on the long journey towards this day, Prof. 

Adamolekun  must have had a sense of satisfaction that he has lived a very 

fulfilled life and so deserves all the accolades that  have  been showered on 

him  on account of this glorious moment.  Rising from a humble background 

and receiving the unction from the divine not only to conquer the world with 

an uncommon knowledge but also imbued with the wisdom to competently 

manage his several successes in order to positively affect humanity 

resoundingly in various spheres, what else can one say but to celebrate a life of 

purpose, beauty, integrity and a life lived beyond self-adulation! 

 

Pillars of Government 
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Government rests on two pillars made up of political and bureaucratic leaders. 

Political leaders are elected to provide leadership and direction to our nation 

whose supreme law is the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 

as amended. Public Servants, whether functioning in civil capacities as Civil 

Servants or as members of the enlarged Public Service, are appointed into 

various career positions in the hierarchy of the Public Service. Their role is to 

effectively complement the political masters in the administration of the State 

for the promotion of the well-being of the citizenry and, ultimately the 

fulfilment of the common purpose. ‘The common good is not only entrusted to 

the discernment of individuals, it emerges from the practice of civic virtues 

employed by the rulers   and the interaction between people and rulers. As 

stated by Lorenzetti, whenever the sacred virtue of justice reigns, it calls for the 

unification of many souls and having united them it permits the signor to create 

a common good for all’1. Through this partnership, it is expected that the 

principles of good governance, anchored on the promotion of the ‘common 

good which is  the moral and political condition of public life2’, will be 

entrenched in the polity for guaranteeing orderly progress for nations,  without 

which there can be no sustainable development. 

 
In Nigeria, like many other countries of the world, the Public Service is an 

integral part of the Executive Arm of Government led by the President at the 

Federal level, assisted by Ministers in the Executive Council of the Federation. 

The same process is replicated at the State level where the executive arm is led 

by Governors, assisted by Commissioners as members of State Executive 

Councils. The National Assembly, made up of the Senate and the House of 

Representatives, constitutes the legislative arm of the Federation, with the 

State Assembly in each of the 36 States of the Federation also featuring as the 

legislative arm at the second tier of Government. A similar structural 

arrangement exists at the Local Government level, the third tier of 

                                                           
1
 Claude Rochet, ‘Public Management and the Common Good: Euro-Atlantic Convergences’,   International 

Review of Administrative Sciences, Volume 76 number 2 June 2010.  

2
 Claude Rochet, ’The Common Good as an Invisible Hand: Machiavelli’s Legacy to Public Management’, 

International Review of Administrative Sciences, Volume 74  Number 3 September, 2008.  
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Government, for organizing the communities for the attainment of the 

collective good. 

  
The role of the bureaucracy or the public service in national development has 

been recognised over the years arising partly from the growing complexity of 

societies and the need to devise the appropriate   administrative machinery to 

competently manage them and preserve institutional memories.   In effect 

therefore, the public service serves as the engine of government and its chief 

agent for facilitating the process of national renewal and accelerated national 

development.  The Public Service is also both the apparatus and the machinery 

for the realization of national visions; hence national capability is often a 

reflection of the capability of the bureaucracy. In other words, it is unthinkable 

for any nation to rise beyond the capacity of its public service.  

 
Structure, Systems and Processes of Government 
 
Political actors and bureaucrats operate within established structures, 

processes and systems. Accordingly, the way they conduct their affairs not only 

affects them as individuals and groups but also the entire political space.  In 

order to ensure effective running of Government, systems and processes are 

developed not only to guide the operators of the system but also to ensure 

strict compliance with them. This is one of the measures of ensuring   

accountability in the system and for promoting its integrity through the 

consistency of the application of rules and regulations for the predictability of 

actions.  The system is configured for political leaders and bureaucrats to 

appreciate the import of this governance architecture for the promotion of 

good governance through proper understanding of their roles and their 

preparedness to carry them out at all times.  

 
Dichotomy of Politics and Administration 
In order to maintain a sense of balance in the running of government affairs, 

public administration is kept separately from politics. In this regard, while 

political leaders are concerned with providing leadership and direction in 

policy making, in line with the set priorities of their party manifestoes, 

appointed public servants, such as civil servants and others in the enlarged 
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public service, are forbidden from participating in party politics, at least in 

Nigeria. This is in line with the doctrine of neutrality and anonymity which is 

one of the cardinal principles of the Weberain model of bureaucracy. It 

emphasizes insulation of the bureaucrat as the subordinate expert advisor and 

policy executor from all forms of politicization in order to enhance his/her 

professionalism, enable the provision of impartial advice and curtail the culture 

of impunity and arbitrariness in government.   However, it is increasingly being 

recognised that a neutral, non-partisan public service is  not a licence for a 

socially insensitive Service, hence the need for a new Service ethos cognisant 

of the need for the development of a sense of commitment and genuine 

empathy for worthy causes led by the political leaders  for national  

development. This is the only way that the Public Service can fulfil its multiple 

roles which include: 

(i) Guidance in policy making; 

(ii) Assistance in policy planning; 

(iii) Providing policy advice to Ministers and other functionaries of 

Government; 

(iv) Building and communicating institutional memory to decision 

makers;   

(v) Guiding and managing resources required to accomplish policy 

objectives; 

(vi) Delivering quality public services ; 

(vii) Establishing standards and enforcing norms; 

(viii) Measuring, monitoring and evaluating the performance of public 

sector organizations and other non-government agencies 

rendering services on behalf of Government3; and 

(ix) Raising and managing revenues.  

 
New patterns of the relationship between politics and administration are 
however, emerging across the world, including the five ideal-typical modes of 

                                                           
3
 See ‘The Obasanjo Reforms’  the Bureau of Public Service Reforms, Issued by the Federal Ministry of 

Information and National Orientation, 2007 
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interaction identified by Guy Peters4. These are the formal Weberain 
separation and hierarchy model or the classical dichotomy, in which political 
leaders are at one end of the spectrum and bureaucrats are at the other and   
the administrative state model, in which technical expertise, bureaucratic 
activism and command of information gives more latitude to bureaucrats to 
dominate the policy development process. Others are the intermediate 
categories of both the village life and the functional village life, involving 
convergence and more cooperative forms of interaction, and lastly adversarial 
politics, reflected in a highly politicised environment in which politicians and 
bureaucrats compete for control of public policy.   
 
Governance Challenges  
 

The world is changing rapidly and the challenges of running nation states more 

effectively are tasking the political leaders and public servants as well as other 

key stakeholders to the limits. Nations all over the world are embarking on 

various measures to respond to this new challenge by undertaking reforms and 

redefining nation visions. In Nigeria, following the re-establishment of 

democratic governance in 1999, a national vision with the goal of placing 

Nigeria among the twenty leading economies in the world by year 2020 had 

been developed which is currently being implemented under the 

Transformation Agenda of the current Administration. The massive reforms in 

all sectors of the economy which was launched by the Obasanjo 

Administration had also been consolidated. Recent efforts have focussed on 

constitutional reforms, reform of the electoral system, reform of the security 

apparatus of the State, economic reforms and structural realignment to reduce 

the cost of governance. Other key challenges being addressed include rising 

incidents of poverty, terrorism, youth unemployment among others.  

Overcoming these challenges requires a meeting of minds between public 

servants and their political masters in order to effectively harness the 

potentialities from the two divide for resolving urgent national concerns and 

strategic priorities. 

     

                                                           
4
 See more categorisations in Bridging the Gap: Political and Administrative Leadership in  Reinvented 

European Commission, Anchrit  Wille, Leiden University, the Netherlands @ www.mzes.uni-

mannheim.de/projekte/typo 3/site  

http://www.mzes.uni-mannheim.de/projekte/typo
http://www.mzes.uni-mannheim.de/projekte/typo
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The Public Service in Africa under the Conference of African Ministers of Public 

Service (CAMPS) of which Nigeria is a key member has recognised the need for 

advancing the cause of good governance in the continent. Under its Long-term 

strategy on African Governance and Public Administration Programme, the 

overall thrust is to support the political leadership in each Member State of the 

African Union (AU) to build a capable developmental State. ‘The vision of the 

capable developmental State is one that is committed first to ensuring a better 

life for all its citizens; that promotes popular participation and the indigenous 

ownership of its entire developmental agenda; whose public service is people 

oriented, based on meritocracy and driven by service to its citizenry; that has 

sound systems of public administration at all levels of government; has 

transparency and accountability to its citizenry and to its institutions as central 

tenets; has a sound macro-economic framework that eradicates poverty and 

surpasses the minimum standards set by the MDGs, implements its continental 

commitments on governance and public administration; mobilises budgets and 

manages its public finances effectively ; and is underpinned by democratic 

politics5’.   Heads of Government have made similar resolutions at the level of 

the African Union indicating some level of unanimity or a common purpose on 

the direction that African countries should be going in order to accelerate the 

pace of development on the continent.  

 

In a nutshell, both the political and bureaucratic leaders are in agreement that 

the challenges currently facing the nation and the ones that will emerge in the 

foreseeable future need to be addressed through the aggregation of the 

efforts of all and sundry, especially by functionaries of government in both 

elective and appointed positions.  

 

Putting it in Context 
  
However, in view of the network of relationships which exists between higher 

public servants and their political masters which cannot be fully covered in this 

discourse, the focus will be on the relations between Ministers and Permanent 

                                                           
5
 See further details in the Long-Term Strategy on African Governance and Public Administration Programme 

6
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 Conference of African Ministers of Public Service, Sandton, Johannesburg, October 2008 (unpublished). 
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Secretaries since they are key players in Government, the former being the 

political head of a Ministry or Department while the latter is the administrative 

head.         

 
Understanding Mutual Perceptions  
   
In spite of the need for the political leaders and public servants to see their 

roles as partners and not competitors in nation building, elected leaders may 

deride public servants as too bureaucratic, lethargic, incompetent, 

uncooperative, unproductive, obstructive and corrupt. Public servants may 

also see the political masters as inexperienced, pursuers of short-term 

political gains, impatient, immature, self-centred, greedy, uncaring, 

parochial, and equally corrupt.   Accordingly, higher servants and their political 

masters are constantly in a struggle to fix each other in their pre-conceived 

mould of mental judgement which invariably breeds mutual suspicion, and 

sometimes apprehension, setting the stage for conflict. If this is not adequately 

checked, it   may have untold consequences for the system by impacting it 

negatively.  

 

May I at this juncture share my experience with you all in the Federal Ministry 

of Lands, Housing and Urban Development after I was appointed by the 

President as a Minister of the Federal Republic.  In spite of the warm welcome I 

received  in the Ministry on assumption of duty in July 2011, and the 

recognition that I was a former Head of the Civil Service of the Federation as 

well as a Permanent Secretary who had a distinguished record of serving in  

seven Ministries and the Senate of the National Assembly as its first female 

clerk, I could see from the signals emanating from the Ministry that I was 

perceived to have crossed to the other side of the divide as a political actor 

whose intentions needed to be properly understood before the officials of the 

Ministry could extend their hands of fellowship to me. The suspicion was 

accentuated because of  the recognition that I knew both the public service 

rules and the system too well that I could not manipulated by any fairy tales 

about their application in conducting public affairs. On reflection, after one 

year on the job now, I am not so sure that I have fully enjoyed the cooperation 
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of all the higher civil servants in the Ministry especially those who still believe 

that I am no longer one of them.  

 

This is  not unexpected as the suspicion is borne out of the role of the Public 

Service as the custodian of national interest and watchdog of the system, 

charged with the responsibility of acting impartially, professionally and 

courageously by speaking truth to power in order to uphold the public trust. 

Ministers of Government who are appreciative of this role need not react 

negatively but understand that this is a necessary process that they must 

undergo to secure the trust and confidence of the bureaucratic leadership in 

performing their duties. Public servants dealing with one of their colleagues in 

a new role of Minister also need not to be uncomfortable as long as they are 

prepared to conduct their affairs professionally and ethically since the Minister 

has equally been appointed to be a watchdog of the society by ensuring that in 

administering the affairs of the State, public servants act beyond reproach.  

 

Relations between Ministers and other Officials 
 
The guidelines in respect of the above are outlined in the ‘Guides to 

Administrative Procedures in the Federal Public Service6’ as follows: 

 
 Ministers  

(i) They  are personally and politically responsible for each act and 

every act of their Ministries and are to work with their officials 

,particularly the Permanent Secretary in carrying out their 

functions; 
 

(ii) They are to seek  impartial advice  and information from  the 

Permanent Secretary in reaching a decision on issues before them 

                                                           
6
 This is a basic manual of the Administrative procedures and processes in the Federal Public Service which is 

consistent with the traditions of the Public Service in the Commonwealth of Nations. Published by the Office of 

the Head of the Civil Service of the Federation and it has been widely disseminated over the years by this 

Office.   
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and this is possible only  through building of confidence and trust 

between the two parties; 
 

(iii) Ministers are entitled to the loyalty and willing cooperation of the 

officials in their Ministries, Departments and Agencies (MDAs) . In 

this connection, a Minister’s decision on any matter must be 

respected and implemented by his officials, including the 

Permanent Secretary   even  if they do not agree to it; 
 

(iv) Ministers must avail themselves of the opportunity of getting to 

know not only their Permanent Secretaries but also other officials 

in their MDAs  since they will be contributing in providing advice 

to them on a wide range of issues to enable them to take 

informed decisions; and 

(v) Ministers have the responsibility of expounding government 

policy. 

       

Permanent Secretaries 
 

(i) Permanent Secretaries are the administrative heads of their  

Ministries and are  responsible to the Minister for the execution of 

approved policy and for the efficiency of staff; 
 

(ii) They serve as the final advisers to their  Ministers; 
 

(iii) Permanent Secretaries must ensure that the Minister is kept 

promptly and fully informed of developments in all subjects in the 

Minister’s portfolio, including ensuring that the financial 

implication of any matter coming before the Minister has been 

thoroughly examined before it is submitted to the Minister and 

where appropriate, the advice of law officers or of other 

interested Ministers is made available to the Minister; 

 

(iv)  The Permanent Secretary, aided  by professional advice where 

necessary, is responsible for co-ordinating the work of all 

departments in the Ministry; 
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(v) The Permanent Secretary is the accounting officer and is, 

therefore, responsible for the preparation of estimates for the 

control of expenditure, bringing to account all funds allocated to 

the Ministry and for the proper discharge of such additional 

financial responsibilities as may from time to time be delegated to 

the Ministry. 

 

 Further details of the role of accounting officers are specified in the Financial 

Regulations7 as follows: 

(i) Ensuring that proper budgetary and accounting systems are 

established and maintained to enhance internal control 

,accountability and transparency; 

(ii)  Rendering monthly and other financial accounting returns and 

transcripts to the Accountant- General of the Federation as 

required by Financial regulations; 
 

(iii) Ensuring the safety and maintenance of all government assets 

under his/her care; 
 

(iv) Ensuring personal appearance before the Public Accounts 

Committee to answer audit queries to Ministry/extra-ministerial 

department or agency; 
 

(v) Ensuring accurate collection and accounting for all public moneys 

received and expended; 
 

(vi) Ensuring prudence in the expenditure of public funds; 
 

(vii) Ensuring proper assessments, fees, rates and charges are made 

where necessary; 
 

(viii) Ensuring internal guides, rules, regulations, procedures are 

adequately provided for the security and effective check on 

assessment ,collection and accounting for revenue; 
 

                                                           
7
 In Financial Regulations (Revised to January 2009), Para 112, Federal Government Printer, Abuja. 
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(ix) Ensuring that any losses of revenue are promptly reported and 

investigated; 
 

(x) Ensuring that all revenue collected are compared with the 

budgeted estimates with a view to highlighting the variances, 

positive or otherwise and the reasons for them; and  
 

(xi) Ensuring that any revenue collected are not spent, but remitted to 

the appropriate authorities promptly. 

 

 

 

Heads of Departments 
 

They are responsible to the Minister through the Permanent Secretary for the 

efficiency of their Departments and for the execution of approved Government 

policy. They, however, have a right to state their views to the Minister 

whenever they have a disagreement with the Permanent Secretary on matters 

of a professional or technical nature.           
 

 

The above guidelines have been provided to maintain checks and balances in 

the way the system is run so that key functionaries of government do not take 

advantage of the opportunity of serving in public offices to further their self-

interest at the expense of the collective good. The additional provisions for 

regulating public conduct include public service rules and regulations, code of 

conduct for public officers, laws of the Federation, executive orders and 

directives, as well as public information of a general nature, usually conveyed 

in circulars and other forms of notices. 

 
Identifying Possible Causes of Friction 
  
Navigating through the complex network of relations within the governance 

architecture by the  above -mentioned actors in the discharge of their duties 

without recording any possible strains  in the  relationships is indeed a tall 

order. The following areas are instructive: 
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(i)  Observing the concept of neutrality; 

(ii)  Appreciating the advisory role of civil servants in policy making; 

(iii) Depoliticising the appointment/recruitment to the civil services; 

and  

(iv) Handling issues of frequent transfers and postings of civil servants 

as well  as cabinet changes.  

 
Concept of Neutrality 
 
One of the cherished traditions of the Civil service in the Commonwealth is its 

neutrality and apolitical nature.  This helps to engender confidence in the 

institution as a unifying force especially in a country of such huge diversity as 

Nigeria. In this connection, Civil servants are expected to serve the duly 

constituted Government of the day no matter its complexion. It is by doing so 

that they can win and retain the confidence of Ministers and other 

functionaries of Government. However, frictions may occur when Ministers 

attempt to drag higher public servants into the murky water of politics by 

coercing them to pursue narrow partisan interests which may not be in the 

national interest. Conflicts may arise if the public servant chooses to resist the 

pressure by acting professionally. In the same vein, a civil servant may also 

choose to explore the privilege of access to his/her political master to seek for 

unmerited gains or favours such as appointment to a strategic position in the 

Service which is  contrary to ethical behaviour in the Public Service.  This may 

also serve as a source of conflict especially when the political master   chooses 

to act responsibly and ethically by refusing to bow to these pressures.  

 
Advisory role of civil servants 
 
The popular and traditional conception is that political masters are responsible 

for policy formulation while civil servants are consigned to the role of 

implementation. However, unless civil servants are provided the opportunity 

to assist their political masters in the formulation of policy, the 

implementation of such policy may be encumbered.   This is informed by the 

consideration that policy formulation is a complex process which requires the 

input, buy in and support of all critical stakeholders for it to achieve its 
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intended outcomes.  A balanced perspective in respect of this role is provided 

by Richard Rose in stating that ‘policy making reflects the combined activity of 

both politicians and higher civil servants: both of them have their hands on the 

tiller of the ship of the state. But they approach problems of governing from 

different perspectives -partisan or bureaucratic. … Notwithstanding their 

differences, they are jointly implicated in government.  In democratic systems 

of government, elected office holders can claim the legitimate authority to give 

directive to government. But higher civil servants may have the technical 

knowledge of government programmes necessary for effective policy 

making8’.Where this logic is not appreciated by the political masters and 

higher civil servants, including permanent secretaries, this may lead to 

unnecessary conflicts.     
 

Nonetheless, it is still the responsibility of the higher civil servant to provide 

leadership in the implementation of public policies whether or not he or she 

agrees with it. It is also the responsibility of the public service to think through 

the entire policy making process and create the scenarios for possible 

alternative course of actions through evidence-based research and factual 

analysis. The unfortunate trend is that in spite of several years of reforms, the 

civil service is still largely process-driven rather than outcomes-minded.  

Accordingly, it is still largely pre-occupied with administrative routines and 

processes thus effectively limiting its capacity to contribute optimally to the 

shaping of public policy. The inability of higher civil servants, and by extension 

the public service, to effectively complement the political leadership in the 

execution of public policy is a source of irritation to Ministers who are driven 

by the urge to achieve results faster.  

 
Appointments in the Civil Service 
 

In spite of the often repeated claims that appointment into the civil service is 

merit-driven, available evidence clearly points to the contrary. There are 

concerns that the recruitment process into the Service is highly influenced by 

both the political and administrative leadership. If this claim is true, the 

                                                           
8
 Richard Rose, ‘Steering the Ship of State-One Tiller But Two Pair of Hands’, British Journal of Political Science, 

Vol. 17 No 4 (Oct. 1987),PP 409-433. 
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consequence is that it is not only the society that loses but also the political 

leaders and the administrative leaders of the Service who need the services of 

capable officers in order to achieve the mandate of their Ministries.  It has also 

been pointed out that there is a preponderance of transferees from the States 

at the commanding height of the Service many of whose competence may be 

in doubt. When the senior management of the civil service is dominated by 

officers other than the brightest and the best in its system, Ministers and 

Permanent Secretaries cannot function at their best as the capacity of higher 

civil servants to support them in carrying out their functions is largely 

impaired. It becomes even more unthinkable and miserable for the system if 

the incompetence is led at the top by the Permanent Secretary. Indeed, when 

permanent secretaries are appointed through political considerations rather 

than by merit and competence, the likely result is that such officers are 

incapable of meeting the expectations of this high office and advising 

impartially without fear or favour.  Their glaring incompetence may be a source 

of friction between a dynamic Minister who wants the job done quickly and a 

top bureaucrat who is incapable of providing quality advice to achieve the 

goals of the organization. Regretfully, while Ministers get fired for under 

performance, a virile performance management system has not yet been 

installed in the Civil Service, hence the worst sanction that a permanent 

secretary gets for underperformance is for him/her to be posted to another 

Ministry. This repeats the cycle of incompetence and conflicts across the public 

service.  

 
 
Frequent Transfer, Postings of Civil Servants and Cabinet Changes  
 

Frequent transfer and posting of civil servants, including permanent secretaries 

may also be a contributory factor to the impairment of relations between 

Ministers and the administrative heads of Ministries. Frequent cabinet changes 

results in Ministers not staying long enough in their positions to fully 

understand the dynamics of the public service. The resultant effect is that they 

are denied the opportunity of acquiring broader/wider experience to build 

enduring relationship with their Permanent Secretaries to enable them to 

implement the policies and programmes of the Government diligently and 
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sustainably.  These changes are, however, needed from time to time in order 

to revitalize the system and improve its accountability.  

 
Other Militating Factors  
 

At the forum of Heads of African Public Services held in Tanzania in 20059, the 

following were also identified as militating factors against good relationship 

between political masters and higher civil servants: 

 
(i) Various backgrounds and expectations of ministers,  some of 

which  are difficult to satisfy  thus resulting in frustration; 

(ii) Overwhelming unofficial versus official demands, leading to 

strained relationships; 

(iii) Non-sharing of information and failure  by accounting officers to 

brief the Ministers leading to speculation ; 

(iv) Misuse of discretionary powers and application of double 

standards ,leading to conflict ; and 

(v) General lack of financial resources, affecting programme 

implementation. 

 

The additional factors which are also noteworthy include : 
  

(i) The personality and leadership styles of both actors, either as a 

team player, a commander, an ideologue, a manager and an 

agent; 

(vi) Competencies that the Minister brings on the job10. The following 

skills have been identified for good Ministerial performance:  

 Command - the ability to take decisions; 

  Persuade - ability to carry along colleagues and others; 

                                                           
9
 See Managing the political and Administrative Interface in Sustainable Growth and Renewal of African Public 

Services, Report of the Second Commonwealth Consultative Meeting of Heads of African Public Services , 

Arusha, United Republic of Tanzania, Anita Amoa –Awua, 2006 

10
 In Revision Guide for  Chapter 18@wps.pearsoned.co.uk/ema_uk he_jones 

 

mailto:18@wps.pearsoned.co.uk/ema_uk
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  Manipulate - ability to play one person against another to 

get the minister’s own way, and 

  Hiding - knowing when to avoid a problem and to keep 

one’s head down. They are also required to be good time 

managers and to have a proper understanding of how the 

system and their Ministries work. Where these skills are 

missing or are in short supply, this may adversely affect the 

relationship.    

(vii) the pressures of public office, especially the urge to satisfy the 

demands of a huge  constituency of hangers-on and other 

dependants  

(viii) managing personal ambitions and expectations, especially in 

situations when Ministers and higher civil servants, rather than 

face their jobs are pre-occupied with running for higher political 

offices with its huge financial demands, which may lead to 

manipulation of the system to take undue advantage of it and  

resistance, especially by public servants who are bent on acting 

professionally ; 

(ix) improper understanding of their roles, especially in the tendency  

by Ministers to intervene in matters clearly outside of their 

jurisdiction and misinterpretation of the  roles of permanent 

Secretaries in which their role as accounting officers is performed 

to deny ministers the right to be adequately informed about all 

the details of all financial expenditures  incurred from time to 

time, whereas the first line of their accountability is to the 

minister; 

(x) award of contracts without observing the due process, or with one 

of the parties trying to take advantage of the system; 

(xi) preference for the use of consultants instead of officers in the 

public service, with its huge cost outlay, which may be resisted by 

the bureaucrats;  

(xii) Distortion of the role of Ministerial Aides in the administration of 

the Ministry by Ministers, especially  when such aides become 

parallel authorities in the system, without recognising the superior 
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status of permanent secretaries and directors, in contravention of 

the provisions in the Guides to Administrative Procedures ; 

(xiii) Other manifestations of political interference in the affairs of the 

public service disregarding the fact that political interference 

cannot exist with an impartial public administration; 

(xiv) Suppressing the views of bureaucrats on the pretext that political 

leaders are representatives of the people and are, therefore, more 

in tune with their needs even if this is not true, hence allocation of 

resources unjustifiably;    

(xv) Exploiting the weaknesses of the immature politician by the public 

servant to short-change the system through collusion which may 

be resisted by other high level civil servants in the system; and 

(xvi) Trying to curry favour from Ministers by gossiping about 

Permanent Secretaries and other civil servants .     

 

Improving the Relationship 
 

It has been established universally that good governance begins with the 

establishment of quality relationship between the political and bureaucratic 

leaders. As stated by Richard Rose, ‘the metaphorical ship of state has one 

tiller but two pairs of hands that give it direction, one belonging to party 

politicians11 in elective positions or appointed political leaders (italics mine) and 

the other to higher civil servants, led by Permanent Secretaries. The combined 

efforts of these two parties is a compelling force for progress as exemplified in 

the First Republic when the political masters and the bureaucratic leaders 

worked collaboratively to record the milestones in the West, East, North and 

later Mid -West Regions . This era has often been mentioned as the golden era  

in our history. 

 

                                                           
11

 Richard Rose, ‘Steering the Ship of State-One Tiller But Two Pairs  of Hands’, British Journal of Political 

Science, Vol 17 No 4 (Oct. 1987),PP 409-433. 
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The key to improved relationship may  lie in the following12: 

(i)  Devising a good strategy to manage the relationship rather than 

living  it to chance; 

(ii) Harmonizing the relationship between ministers and their aides in 

policy making as a strategic imperative for strengthening and 

enriching the public service with knowledge and competencies 

from other sources. This is in view of the need to harness the 

intellectual capacities and professional depth of highly qualified 

aides in the delivery of government’s policies and programmes; 

(iii) Recognising the need for permanent secretaries and indeed the 

body of higher civil servants  (italics mine) to align themselves 

totally with the agenda of their ministers and other political 

leaders in order to give effect to the President’s priorities as 

reflected in ministerial responsibilities; 

(iv)  Appreciating the need for permanent secretaries to earn the 

respect of their ministers by:  

 Demonstrating administrative competence; 

 Speaking the truth to power; 

 Deploying the best talents to handle emerging core 

concerns; 

 Avoiding negative gossips; and 

 Avoiding reinforcing negative opinions and perceptions 

which may tend to damage the system.   

  

 Other perspectives on ways to improve the relationship on the part of the 

political executive are stated below13: 

                                                           
12

 This is the thinking of Federal Permanent Secretaries as part of their recommendations on this issue at a 

Commonwealth Facilitated Study Programme  as part of improving leadership capacity in the Federal Public 

Service . It was held from  2004-2005 and the  Report of the Programme is entitled ‘Purpose and Propriety in 

Public Service , In Nigeria: Public Service Reform , Bureau of Public Service Reforms,2005, ed Goke Adegoroye, 

PhD.     

13
 Report of Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC) in 1966 in Political Executive and Bureaucracy, with 

respect to items (i)-(iii) and (vi)-(vii)@ www.nios.ac.in/srsec317newe/317el35.pdf   
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(i) a  proper understanding of the administrative functions and 

recognition of its professional nature; 

(ii) As little interference as possible in service matters e. g. postings, 

transfers, promotions; 

(iii) No requests for departures from declared and approved policies 

to suit individual cases; 

(iv) Preparedness to act ethically at all times; and  

(v) Clear demonstration of competence on the job  

 

  On the part of the bureaucrats the following are essential: 

(vi) A sincere and honest attempt to find out what the political head 

wants and make the necessary adjustment in policies and 

procedures to suit his/her wishes;   

(vii) Readiness to fall in line with his/her political chief in all matters, 

unless strong grounds indicate a different course; 

(viii) Willingness to act professionally and ethically at all times. 

 

Conclusion 

Political executives and higher civil servants must understand that they occupy 

strategic positions in Government. Accordingly, their collaboration and 

partnership is very essential for the proper administration of the State and the 

achievement of strategic national priorities for advancing the cause of national 

development.  To this end, it is  vital for them to maintain cordial relations to 

enable them to continue to render service to the people for the effectuation 

and sustenance of the social contract that binds the governed and the 

governors together. Accordingly, Ministers must ensure that they have good 

working relationship with their higher civil servants, personified in the 

permanent secretary, and that they secure their trust and confidence in the 

performance of their duties at all times with a view to harnessing their 

collective strengths and capacities for the delivery of public goods. As 

individuals with different backgrounds, orientations and experience, they must 

not allow these differences to undermine the need for collaboration, 

complementarity and synergy of actions towards fulfilling a common purpose 

of adding value to the lives of the citizenry. It is by this that they can be 
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exemplars of service, excellence, probity and integrity in public office which 

are hallmarks of a worthy legacy that they are required to bequeath in office. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
    


