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INTRODUCTION 

 

I thank Silver Knights Club members for inviting me to deliver this year’s May Day Lecture.   

 

The topic of my lecture is: “Leadership, Institutions and Development: Disjunction in the 

Nigerian Experience and Way Forward”.  The lecture is in four parts. In Part One, I provide 

brief definitional clarifications of leadership, institutions and development, followed by 

explanations of the interlinkages between and among them.  In particular, I draw attention to 

what I consider as the dynamic linkages of leadership to institutions and development that 

constitute either a virtuous cycle or a vicious cycle, with references to some country 

examples. In Part Two, Nigeria’s experience of a virtuous cycle era in the 1950s and early 

1960s is highlighted: development-oriented leaders, strong institutions and good 

development performance. Part Three is focused on Nigeria’s experience of a vicious cycle 

era during most of the last five decades dominated by military dictators and weak (failed) 

leaders and characterised by weak institutions and mediocre- to- low development 

performance. In Part Four, I argue that Nigeria can regain the virtuous cycle of development-

oriented leaders, strong institutions and good development performance through good 

democratic practice and devolution.  The way forward that flows from the discussion in Part 

Four constitutes the conclusion to the Lecture. 
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PART ONE: DEFINITIONAL CLARIFICATIONS 

 

The definitional clarifications of leadership, institutions and development provided below are 

largely idiosyncratic. After defining each of the three concepts, I proceed to explain the 

strong interlinkages between and among them. 

 

Leadership: The dictionary definition of leadership is “the state or position of being a leader” 

of an organisation or a country.  And a leader is defined as “a person who leads or 

commands a group, organisation or country”; “a person followed by others” (The New Oxford 

Dictionary of English). This paper focuses sharply on the political leadership of a country or a 

sub-national government (in the context of Nigeria’s federal system) and the primary concern 

is the extent to which a political leader is development-oriented.  Development-orientation is 

interpreted as in the key criterion for the Mo Ibrahim Africa Leadership Prize that “recognises 

and celebrates African leaders who have developed their countries, lifted people out of 

poverty and paved the way for sustainable and equitable prosperity.”  When the moral 

dimension of leadership is invoked, attention is usually focused on such characteristics as 

“integrity”, “courage” and “discipline”, among others.  (See, for example, a list of such 

characteristics, in addition to others related to development-orientation, in the “Criteria for 

Selection of Obafemi Awolowo Prize for Leadership” in Appendix 1).  Because of the 

serious negative impact of corruption on the promotion of development in developing 

countries as documented in the development literature, the integrity (honesty) of a leader is 

taken into account, especially in the sense of incorruptibility/corruptibility, in determining the 

extent of his/her development-orientation. 

 

Institution:  In the development literature, institutions are defined both as the rules of the 

game in a society and as organisations that provide a structure to human interaction.  A 

good example of rule-type institution is a country’s constitution that sets out the core 

institutions of governance (notably, the executive, the legislature and the judiciary).  At 

another level, “institution building” and “institution development”, used synonymously, is the 

process of improving an institution’s ability to make effective use of human and financial 

resources and the institutions can belong to the public, private or voluntary sector.  The 

individual institutions in the public sector would include a government ministry, department, 

or agency, a parastatal, a local council and a university.  Institution building in respect of 

these individual entities is concerned with management systems, including monitoring and 

evaluation; organisational structure and changes; planning; staffing and personnel policies; 

staff training; financial performance, including financial management, budgeting, accounting 

and auditing; maintenance; and procurement (Israel, 1987).  These institution building 

interventions would also apply, in varying degrees, to such core governance institutions as 

the civil service, the military, the police and the courts. 

 

Development: In this paper, I couple development and performance and the development 

performance of a country refers specifically to a country’s progress in growing its 

economy, reducing poverty, assuring security, and moving towards prosperity for all 

its citizens. Expectedly, this definition is consistent with what is provided above for 

development-oriented leadership 

 

Leadership and Institutions: According to the 18th century French philosopher, Charles-

Louis Montesquieu, “At the birth of societies, it is the leaders of the commonwealth [state] 
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who create institutions; afterwards, it is the institutions that shape the leaders” (italics 

added). Flowing from Montesquieu’s perceptive observation is the idea of leaders as 

institution builders (nurturers).  But empirical evidence in the evolution of modern states 

world-wide also points up the phenomenon of leaders who destroy institutions (institution 

destroyers).  In other words, leaders can be either institution builders or institution 

destroyers. Botswana is a good example where successive democratically elected leaders 

since the country’s independence in 1966 have built and nurtured institutions that ensure 

state capability, that is, institutions that enable the state to perform above average in 

carrying out the fundamental tasks of a modern state: establishing a foundation of law; 

assuring the security of life and property of citizens; maintaining a non-distortionary policy 

environment including macro-economic stability; investing in basic social service and 

infrastructure; protecting the vulnerable; and protecting the environment (World Bank, 1997, 

slightly modified by the author).  And Botswana’s leaders have provided an enabling 

environment for the effective functioning of institutions of the private and voluntary sectors 

(Adamolekun and Morgan, 1999)   

 

Leadership and Development: In this paper, the linkage between political leadership and 

development is in the sense of a leader committed to his country’s progress in growing its 

economy, reducing poverty, assuring security, and moving towards prosperity for all its 

citizens. A development-oriented leader is one under whose watch his/her country records 

significant progress in the areas highlighted. Again, this is consistent with the emphasis on 

development-orientation that constitutes the key criterion for the Mo Ibrahim Africa 

Leadership Prize cited above.  And as already noted, for a leader to meaningfully promote 

development he/she must be incorruptible. 

 

Institutions and Development: In the 1980s and 1990s, international financial institutions 

(IFIs) – notably The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund - affirmed that 

institutional weakness constituted a “roadblock to development” in developing countries. The 

IFIs were concerned with both governance institutions at the macro level and micro-level 

institutions responsible for the implementation of development programmes and projects that 

they support. At the micro level, the concern was with institutional development interventions 

summarised above as improving the ability of public institutions charged with implementing 

development programmes and projects to make effective use of human and financial 

resources. 

  

Regarding macro-level democratic governance institutions, the observation in the World 

Bank’s 1989 study of Sub-Saharan Africa on the “crisis of governance” in Africa was widely 

shared by the other IFIs. 

 

Underlying the litany of Africa’s development problems is a crisis of governance 
[italics added].  By governance is meant the exercise of political power to manage a 
nation’s affairs. Because countervailing power has been lacking, state officials in 
many countries have served their own interests without fear of being called to 
account… The leadership assumes broad discretionary authority and loses its 
legitimacy… This environment cannot readily support a dynamic economy. 

 

In practical terms, the concern with governance resulted in support for the strengthening of 

selected institutions, notably public (civil) services, courts, and legislatures (with emphasis 
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on building capacity for legislative oversight). The concern also included promoting the 

establishment and functioning of anti-corruption institutions to help tackle the problem of 

state officials that serve their own interests “without fear of being called to account”. 

 

Leadership, Institutions and Development: I summarise the dynamic linkages of 

leadership, institutions and development as constituting either a virtuous cycle or a vicious 

cycle as presented below: 

 

 
 
 
 
  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

I have already cited the example of Botswana where successive post-independence political 

leaders have nurtured institutions that help to ensure the capability of the state to perform 

the core functions of a modern state mentioned above.  The combination of development-

oriented leadership and strong institutions has made it possible for the country to achieve 

good development performance: it was cited among only thirteen countries world-wide that 

recorded sustained high growth (7 percent and above) for twenty-five years or longer during 

the second half of the 20th century (Growth Report, 2008). The high growth was 

accompanied by significant reduction in poverty level.  Notable among the twelve other 

countries cited in the Growth Report are the Asian Tigers (Hong Kong, Indonesia, Korea, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan, and Thailand) that, almost without exception, had authoritarian 

leaders who were development-oriented and largely honest and who developed appropriate 

strong institutions (notably the civil service and the judiciary) and achieved good 

development performance.  

 

Furthermore, in India and Brazil, democratically elected and development-oriented leaders 

have also achieved good development performance (over varying periods in both countries 

since the early 1990s and especially between 2002 and 2008 in Brazil).  All the leaders 

concerned nurtured institutions that ensured strong state capability.  And the high growth 

rates recorded were accompanied by significant poverty reduction. A final example is China 

where successive development-oriented leaders since the mid-1980s (beginning with the 

economic reforms under Deng Xiaoping) have nurtured institutions that ensured strong state 

capability. It is widely acknowledged that the country has recorded consistent high growth 

rates (over 10% for two decades or longer) and huge reductions in poverty levels – estimate 

of between 400 and 500 million fewer people living in extreme poverty by the early 2010s. 

 

Countries with a vicious cycle experience are most often those with military dictators and 

those with long periods of civil war and/civil strife.  Military dictators almost always destroy 

state institutions everywhere and institutions are weakened during periods of civil war and 

 Development-oriented Leadership 

 Strong Institutions 

 Good Development Performance 
A Virtuous Cycle 

 Poor Leadership 

 Weak Institutions 

 Poor Development Performance 

A Vicious Cycle 
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civil strife. Examples cited in Paul Collier’s The Bottom Billion (2007) include Burundi, 

Central African Republic and Democratic Republic of Congo in Africa and Myanmar (Burma) 

in Asia.   All the countries cited recorded low scores in Human Development Index (HDI) in 

the 2000s and early 2010s - HDI is a composite index measuring average achievement in 

three basic dimensions of human development: Longevity (life expectancy at birth); 

Education (literacy rate and combined gross enrolment ratio); and GDP per capita (at 

purchasing power parity. Thus, the three countries are examples of a vicious cycle: failed 

leadership, weak institutions and low development performance. 
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PART TWO: A VIRTUOUS CYCLE ERA IN NIGERIA – SOME ILLUSTRATIONS 

 

I have summarised the evidence of the virtuous cycle era in Nigeria in the 1950s and early 

1960s elsewhere (Adamolekun, 2010) as follows: 

 

The public enjoyed, in varying degrees, quality public services.  Examples included 
roads that were regularly maintained by functioning public works departments (PWD) 
with a network of maintenance posts, train service that was predictable, quality 
primary and secondary/technical education, and a premier university (in Ibadan) that 
was among the best in Africa and was widely regarded at home and abroad as world-
class. Furthermore, stable government policies, a framework of order, and serious 
attention to implementation resulted in broad-gauged satisfactory development 
performance that ensured the vast majority of the population lived above poverty 
level; those below were estimated at about 25 percent in the mid-1960s. 

 

According to Nigerian Opinion, a public affairs magazine published by a group of 

intellectuals in the University of Ibadan, Nigeria had “civil services that are for the most part 

recruited on merit, that are geared to efficiency standards, and that are largely untouched by 

crude politics” (italics added), (Vol. 1, No. 8, 1965, “editorial”).  It is also pertinent to mention 

that local governments in different parts of the country operated at decent levels of 

efficiency, especially those in Northern Nigeria that many observers asserted were capable 

of maintaining law and order and providing some basic services for the people even if the 

federal and regional governments were to disappear from the region!  An elaboration on the 

University of Ibadan is provided in Box 1 (“Quality Education in the University of Ibadan in 

the 1960s”).   

 

The good development performance highlighted was due, to a considerable extent, to the 

examples of well-performing institutions provided and I would add that the leaders that made 

the achievements possible deserve to be considered as  development-oriented and they 

were largely honest: Tafawa Balewa at the federal level and Awolowo, Azikiwe and Ahmadu 

Bello at the regional levels.  It was a virtuous cycle era. 

 

The key elements in the virtuous cycle experience in Western Nigeria deserve to be 

highlighted. Regarding political leadership, Chief Awolowo was a leader whose 

monomaniacal focus was on achieving “life more abundant” for all the citizens in the region. 

And the region’s remarkable progress in respect of socio-economic development that are 

recorded in Awo: the Autobiography of Chief Obafemi Awolowo (1960) would qualify as good 

development performance.  The two critical institutions that contributed immensely to making 

the achievements possible were a mass-mobilizing political party, Action Group, and a 

strong civil service.  For example, citizen participation that was promoted by AG was a key 

success factor in the implementation of the region’s flagship development project, the 

Universal Primary Education (UPE). It involved contributions from individual citizens through 

increased taxes and contributions in kind and cash by communities and faith-based 

organisations to build primary schools. The high quality of the civil service was 

acknowledged by Chief Awolowo himself in his valedictory address to the Western Nigeria 

House of Assembly in November 1959: 

 

Our civil service is exceedingly efficient, absolutely incorruptible in its upper stratum, 
and utterly devoted and unstinting in the discharge of its many onerous duties. For 
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our civil servants, government workers and labourers to bear, uncomplainingly and 
without breaking down, the heavy and multifarious burdens with which we have in the 
interest of the public saddled them, is an epic of loyalty and devotion, of physical and 
mental endurance, and of a sense of mission, on their part. From the bottom of my 
heart I salute all of them. 

(Awo…, 1960, p. 293) 
 

In both the Eastern and Northern Regions, there were variations on the Western Nigerian 

virtuous cycle experience.  There were strong parties of government in both regions (the 

National Convention of Nigerian Citizens, NCNC in the East and the Northern People’s 

Congress, NPC in the North) and the civil services in both regions were strong and well-

performing as already acknowledged. Each region also achieved good development 

performance that made possible the overall good national development performance 

highlighted in the opening paragraph of Part Two above.  It is important to mention one good 

practice in institution building that all the three regions adopted which further enhanced state 

capability in each region: the establishment and effective functioning of Institutes of 

Administration for the training and re-training of staff for both local governments and the civil 

services.  Northern Nigeria led the way around the mid-1950s, followed by Eastern and 

Western Nigeria in the early 1960s. 

BOX 1: 
QUALITY EDUCATION IN THE UNIVERSITY OF IBADAN IN THE 1960s 

 

I look back fondly on the world-class education that I benefitted from at the University of 
Ibadan in the 1960s.  How did Ibadan provide quality education during that era? 
 
First, we had quality teachers, expatriates and Nigerians, with the former constituting the 
majority. Of the few Nigerians who taught me, Prof Ade Ajayi in history was an equal of his 
expatriate peers. The teachers who made the most impression on me in Political Science 
were expatriates and one of them, David Murray, became a mentor and a friend.  All my 
French teachers were expatriates and with one or two exceptions they were all first-rate.  I 
also had social interactions with a few Nigerian teachers across the other faculties (Social 
Sciences, Science and Agriculture) and they were all first-rate (for example, Akin 
Mabogunje, Ojetunji Aboyade, Hezekiah Oluwasanmi and Victor Oyenuga). 
 
Next, the educational infrastructures on campus – libraries (central and departmental), 
bookstore, lecture theatres, science and language laboratories – were all adequately 
stocked and/or furnished, and they met the needs of students and staff.  Furthermore, 
municipal services (water, electricity and roads) were dependable just as the halls of 
residence were spacious and decent and food was of good quality. There was peace on 
campus at all times with the notorious exception of unlawful police entry into the campus in 
late 1965 to abort a students’ protest against rigged elections in Western Nigeria.  All this 
created an enabling environment for learning.  And there were abundant opportunities for 
extra-curricular activities: sports, discipline-related associations/societies, party political 
associations, and social organisations such as dancing clubs. The Students’ Union (SU) was 
a vibrant centre of activities, ranging from initiation to competitive politics (annual elections of 
members of the SU Executive) and journalism (campus press) to inter-Hall competitions in 
various areas. 
 
Although I only started to study French in the University, the quality of teaching was such 
that at the end of the four-year programme, my competency in French was superior to that in 
English in some respects: my oral French was slightly better than my oral English and my 
translation from English to French was better than the reverse…   
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I would add two other testimonies to the high quality of education at Ibadan in those days.  
First, when my cohort of new students matriculated in November 1964, ten or more among 
us were male and female students who had completed their secondary education (“A” level) 
in the United Kingdom.  Their parents (including one who later became the Vice-Chancellor 
at Ibadan before we graduated) had concluded that Ibadan was the equal of the top 
universities in the United Kingdom. Second, when I went up to Oxford to begin my graduate 
studies in October 1969, I felt that I was the equal of the other graduate students who 
matriculated that year.  And it was no surprise that I was among the group of postgraduate 
students in the 1969 cohort in St. Antony’s College that were awarded DPhil degrees within 
three years.   
 

- Excerpt from Ladipo Adamolekun, Learning and Service: An Autobiography 
(forthcoming) 

 

PART THREE: A VICIOUS CYCLE EXPERIENCE IN NIGERIA – AN OVERVIEW 
      
 

The major explanatory factor for the negative change from a virtuous to a vicious cycle in 

Nigeria – a veritable disjunction - was the phenomenon of military rule.  By its very logic, 

military rule involves the abandonment/destruction of democratic governance institutions and 

it is in this sense that all military rulers deserve to be called institution destroyers. In the 

Nigerian case, the constitution was suspended, political parties were proscribed, legislatures 

were suspended, and courts were subordinated to military diktats, that is, military decrees 

and pronouncements in the media were proclaimed superior to court decisions.  

Furthermore, the inherited strong civil service institutions that were critical to the 

achievement of good development performance during the pre-military era were weakened 

through various forms of interferences. Similarly, the universities that produced good quality 

manpower for the public services as well as for private sector enterprises were undermined 

by military interferences resulting in progressive decline in the quality of their products.  

Thus, Nigeria experienced a vicious cycle of poor (military) leaders, weak institutions and 

poor development performance during the three decades of military rule.  

 

Of course, there were some variations in the levels of failed leadership, weak institutions and 

poor development performance that characterised military rule in Nigeria.  The following 

deserve to be highlighted: 

 

 Murtala Mohammed emerged as a development-oriented and honest leader but his 

six-month rule was too short to enable him make a lasting difference. 

 When General Obasanjo handed over power to civilians in October 1979, it was an 

acknowledgment of the superiority of the institutions that the military had 

undermined/destroyed. But the civilian interlude was aborted when the military seized 

power again in December 1983. 

 The overall weakness of leadership during the pre-1979 military rule and during the 

civilian interlude (1979 – 1983) was captured in renowned novelist Chinua Achebe’s 

assertion that "The trouble with Nigeria is simply and squarely a failure of leadership" 

(Achebe, 1984). 

 General Babangida launched an elaborate military-civilian transition programme that 

included attention to promoting strong political parties, restoration of legislatures and 

conduct of democratic elections.  But he also introduced twists and turns that 
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undermined the transition, culminating in the infamous annulment of 1993 

presidential election that was acknowledged as free, fair and transparent. 

 Although efforts to rebuild and strengthen key institutions that could have helped 

enhance state capability were of limited effectiveness, they need to be 

acknowledged.  The efforts included Udoji Commission in 1972-1974, focused on the 

entire public service; Cookey Commission in 1981, focused on universities; Phillips 

Study Group in 1985, focused on the civil services; and Ayida Commission in 1994-

1995, focused on the civil services.  

 Some achievements recorded during close to three decades of military rule also 

need to be acknowledged: successful prosecution of a civil war to keep Nigeria one 

(1967-1970) and socio-economic progress in the areas of transportation, housing, 

agriculture and a significant expansion in tertiary education (although quality declined 

sharply).  But the overall verdict would be that under the military, development 

performance was low (poor): by the time the military left office in 1999, the 

maintenance of law and order was poorer than it was in 1966; the civil services were 

shadows of the strong and confident institutions that they were in 1966; and poverty 

was at a level unknown in 1966 – 25 percent of Nigerians living in poverty in 1966 

compared to about 70 percent in 1999.   

 General Abubakar Abdulsalam restored constitutional order and ensured a 

successful military-civilian transition in 1999 (notwithstanding serious shortcomings in 

an “imposed” Constitution). Civilian rule has endured to date. 

 

After sixteen years of civilian rule, the country is still largely characterised by failed 

leadership, weak institutions and poor development performance.  Again, as in the case of 

the succession of military dictators between 1966 and 1999, there are some variations in the 

records of the three post-1999 civilian leaders.  

 

Although there has been continuous apprenticeship to democratic practice, the 

development-orientation of the leaders that have emerged has been lower than those of the 

democratic leaders of Botswana, Brazil and India highlighted in Part One, partly because of 

electoral legitimacy deficit (rigged and fraudulent elections pre-2011 election cycle) and 

partly because of high corruptibility under the leaders.  Furthermore, rebuilding the 

institutions of a capable state has only recorded modest and patchy results to date. 

 

Of the core functions of a modern state, there was progress in respect of macro-economic 

stability (high growth rate average of about 7 percent from 2001 to the present).  But high 

growth rate was not accompanied by significant poverty reduction as in the cases of the 

countries with a virtuous cycle experience cited in Part One.  This was due partly to weak 

state capability to perform the other core functions of a modern state (notably service 

delivery and maintenance of a framework of order) and the corrosive consequences of 

pervasive corruption. For example, Nigeria scored below 20% up to 2005 and between 22% 

and 27% from 2006 to date in Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index 

(CPI) that was introduced in 1995. In contrast, the average score for Brazil between 2012 

and 2014 was 43% while Botswana and Singapore recorded 65% and 85% over the same 

period. (Countries with low scores have high corruption levels while countries with high 

scores have low corruption levels).  Similarly, Nigeria’s 2014 HDI and ranking (see Table 1) 

contrasts markedly with those for Singapore, Brazil and Botswana: Singapore, 0.901, 9th; 

Brazil, 0.744, 79th; and Botswana, 0.683, 109th. 
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TABLE 1: 
Nigeria’s Human Development Index Ranking - Selected Years between 1990 and 2014 
 

Year HDI Ranking 

1990 0.43 112/134 

1998 0.44 151/174 

2002 0.46 125/151 

2007 0.47 158/177 

2013 0.47 153/185 

2014 0.504* 145/187 

 
Source: Author (based on data, accessed on the Internet).  
*The bounce from GDP rebasing accounts for the significant improvement between 2013 
and 2014 scores. (The scores are out of a total of 1.0) 
PART FOUR: REGAINING THE VIRTUOUS CYCLE THROUGH GOOD DEMOCRATIC 

PRACTICE AND DEVOLUTION 
 

I take the position that there are two dimensions to Nigeria’s path to regaining the virtuous 

cycle of the 1950s and early 1960s: one is good democratic practice and the other is 

devolution.  Regarding good democratic practice, I focus on democratic political leadership 

and the positive correlation between democracy and development. 

 

Democratic Political Leadership 

 

There are two assumptions in my proposition that good democratic practice can help Nigeria 

to regain a virtuous cycle of development-oriented political leadership, strong institutions that 

help ensure a capable state and good development performance.  

 

The first assumption is that Nigerians are irrevocably committed to henceforth producing 

political leaders through one of the key manifestations of good democratic practice, that is, 

through periodic free, fair and credible elections.  Such leaders enjoy electoral legitimacy. 

The significance of electoral legitimacy is that the government that emerges through free, fair 

and credible elections is expected to be accountable to the citizens that have entrusted the 

exercise of political authority to it.  In turn, the citizens who, through their votes, have 

determined who governs them (this includes using their votes to remove non-performing 

governments) are also expected to demand that government’s policies and programmes 

enhance their quality of life through its development policies and programmes.  

 

Nigeria has brought a definitive end to military rule (as is the case in Brazil since 1989 and 

India has never experienced military rule) and even the authoritarian leaders in the Asian 

Tigers have, in the last decade or so, moved towards embracing some of the elements of 

democratic practice (notably ensuring the emergence of leaders through periodic democratic 

elections and fostering political participation and responsiveness). And China-style one-party 

political leadership is unlikely to be embraced by Nigerians.  Strikingly, during the virtuous 

cycle era of the 1950s and 1960s, there was no single example of one-party government in 

Nigeria: the NCNC was a strong opposition party in Western Region, the Action Group was a 

strong opposition party in Eastern Nigeria, and the Northern Elements Progressive Union 

(NEPU) was an active opposition party in Northern Nigeria.  
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It is logical to expect that there would be variations in the extent to which political leaders 

that enjoy electoral legitimacy will be development-oriented.  And most often, development-

oriented leaders tend to nurture the institutions that help ensure state capability for 

performing well or above average the core functions of a modern state.  However, as pointed 

out earlier, the development-orientation of a leader is enhanced by his/her incorruptibility and 

the opposite also holds true, that is, the development-orientation of a leader is undermined 

by his/her corruptibility. Therefore, it makes sense to conclude that electoral legitimacy is a 

necessary but not a sufficient pre-requisite for producing a development-oriented 

leader.  For a democratically elected leader to qualify as development-oriented, he/she 

must be incorruptible. Some observations on Nigeria’s prospects after the 2015 election 

cycle are provided later on.   

 

 

 

Democracy and Development 

 

The second assumption is that there is a positive correlation between democracy and 

development. Leaving aside the details of the debate in the development literature on the 

link between democracy and development (see, for example, Lipset, 1959 and Ake, 1991), 

the empirical evidence in post-independence Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) shows a positive 

correlation between good democratic practice and good development performance on the 

one hand, and poor democratic practice and poor development performance, on the other.  

We consider the following as strong evidence of good democratic practice: respect for rule of 

law and equality of all before the law; free, fair and transparent elections held as and at 

when due; respect for the principles of freedom of speech and association; respect for 

human rights; and low level of corruption. Two criteria for determining good development 

performance highlighted earlier in this paper are medium to high Human Development Index 

(HDI) and ranking and high growth rates accompanied by significant poverty reduction.  

 

On the basis of available evidence on the development performance of SSA countries during 

the last two decades - as reflected in the selected criteria - the countries with good 

democratic practice record (notably, Botswana, Ghana, Mauritius, Namibia, and South 

Africa) have been systematically rated higher than those cited as examples of poor 

democratic practice (notably, Burundi, Central Africa Republic and the Democratic Republic 

of Congo). Strikingly, too, Botswana that is widely acknowledged as the most democratic 

country in SSA is also the only African country cited for good development performance in 

the Growth Report (2008).  Furthermore, as already pointed out, the Asian Tigers that are 

cited for good development performance in the Growth Report when they were almost all 

under authoritarian leaders have moved during the last decade or so towards embracing 

good democratic practice. (In the countries concerned, citizens whose basic needs have 

been met have demanded increased political participation and responsiveness). 

 

Today, Nigeria would score average to above average in respect of free, fair and credible 

elections (with reference to 2011 and 2015 election cycles) and respect for the principles of 

freedom of speech and association; low score in respect for rule of law and equality of all 

before the law and respect for human rights; and very low score in respect of corruption.  

Therefore, the positive correlation between democracy and development will only become a 

reality in Nigeria when the low and very low scores improve to at least average scores.   



12 
 

 

Devolution, Leadership and Development 

 

In the discussion of the virtuous cycle era in Nigeria, attention was drawn to development-

oriented leaders of regional governments who nurtured institutions that ensured state 

capability and achieved good development performance.  Because military rule was a 

unitary system, characterised by centralism and uniformity, the devolution that made a 

virtuous cycle possible at the sub-national level was abandoned.  The enshrinement of the 

key features of military centralism and uniformity in the imposed 1999 Constitution has 

ensured that the existing state governments are, with very few exceptions, shadows of the 

pre-military regional governments.  

 

While a complete return to the devolved federation of the pre-military era is practically 

unachievable in the next decade or longer, many Nigerians would like to reduce the 

prevailing degree of centralism and uniformity. From the constitutional amendments 

proposed by the out-going National Assembly and the recommendations of the 2014 

National Conference, aspects that focus on the re-allocation of functions and resources 

between the federal and sub-national governments can be pulled together through joined up 

efforts of the in-coming National Assembly and the Buhari Administration for adoption and 

implementation.  The objective should be to match the re-allocated functions and resources 

of the tiers of government. Then, the re-emergence of a virtuous cycle era at the sub-

national level might become possible: development-oriented and honest leaders with 

commitment to nurturing strong state capability to achieve good development performance 

that is comparable, in varying degrees, to what regional governments achieved in the 1950s 

and early 1960s.  
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CONCLUSION: WAY FORWARD 
 

The five issues highlighted below are critical to making Nigeria’s 2015 election cycle the 

beginning of a movement towards a new virtuous cycle of development-oriented leadership, 

strong institutions that will ensure state capability to perform the core functions of a modern 

state, and good development performance. 

 

1. Democratic political leadership: Nigeria must remain committed to being 

governed by democratically elected leaders at all levels of government.  I made 

the point earlier that the virtuous cycle era of the 1950s and early 1960s was 

achieved by democratically elected leaders. I also pointed out the good 

development performance recorded in Botswana, Brazil and India under 

democratic political leaderships.  The tribes of military and authoritarian leaders 

are disappearing world-wide and Nigeria has bid a definitive goodbye to them. 

And China’s one-party leadership path is unlikely to take root in Nigeria.  The 

2011 and 2015 election cycles produced democratically elected leaders that 

enjoyed/will enjoy, in varying degrees, electoral legitimacy at both the national 

and state levels.  Factors that prevented the achievement of a virtuous cycle until 

the present were highlighted in Part Three: (a) development-orientation was 

undermined by high degree of corruptibility and (b) failure to nurture institutions 

for ensuring strong state capability.   

 

2. Leadership’s development-orientation that is enhanced by high 

incorruptibility: President-elect Buhari’s campaign included a strong 

commitment to anti-corruption.  And based on his public statements to date 

(Acceptance Speech and Covenant with Nigerians), his development-orientation 

is very likely to be enhanced by high incorruptibility.  Some commentators have 

claimed that the integrity of president-elect Buhari would have only limited impact 

on the fight against corruption in the country.  I strongly disagree.  First, evidence 

from countries that have successfully reduced corruption (it is a human vice that 

exists and will continue to exist in every society) supports the assertion that just 

as the fish rots from the head, corruption at the head of a national government 

will permeate the entire government as we have witnessed in the country.  A 

president who says “no stealing [corruption] in my Government” will not 

pardon a convicted thief and award him a national honour.  (Convicted 

former Governor of Bayelsa State, Diepreye Alamieyeseigha was pardoned and 

awarded national honour in 2013).  However, in order to turn Nigeria into an 

environment that will remain permanently hostile to leaders with high degree of 

corruptibility, the president-elect must prosecute a genuine war on corruption 

during the next four years.  He appears ready to undertake this task and has 

pledged to present an anti-corruption strategy to the public during his first 100 

days. The expectation is that the strategy will spell out the objectives of the anti-

corruption war, the methods of prosecuting it (including adequate resources and 

capacities) and benchmarks for monitoring and evaluating results. 

 

3. Adoption and implementation of a National Strategy for Public Service 

Reform: The rebuilding and strengthening of institutions that will ensure strong 

state capability to perform the core functions of a modern state must be a priority 
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of the in-coming Buhari Administration. The demonstration effect of the huge 

contributions of strong civil service institutions to the achievement of good 

development performance in Nigeria in the 1950s and early 1960s was 

undoubtedly the inspiration for the succession of efforts to reform and strengthen 

civil service institutions in particular, and public service institutions in general, 

under several leaders (civilian and military) from the 1970s to the present.  The 

good news is that following the big push for public service reform during president 

Obasanjo’s second term, a National Strategy for Public Service Reform (NSPSR) 

was prepared for Yar’adua Administration in January 2009.  Although the 

Strategy was not formally approved, aspects of it (especially those focused on 

improving public financial management) were implemented continuously until the 

Strategy was refreshed and updated at the request of Jonathan Administration in 

2013/2014.  Finally, the Federal Government’s Steering Committee on Reform 

approved the updated NSPSR in March 2015. Making allowance for necessary 

modifications to the Strategy to take into account the new policy directions of 

Buhari Administration, implementation of a Strategy to help the federal 

government develop the necessary state capability to effectively perform the core 

state functions should begin by January 2016.   

    

4. Devolved federation: Adoption and implementation of key features of a 

devolved federation that made possible the achievement of good development 

performance at the sub-national level in pre-military Nigeria is a necessity. This 

would be achieved through re-allocation of functions and resources that 

increases the shares of sub-national governments.  Success would depend on 

joined up efforts of the legislative and executive arms of government at the 

national and state levels together with sustained strong push from civil society 

organisations.  

 

5. Annual National/State Development Performance Reports: A simple and 

highly desirable method of monitoring and evaluating the extent to which 

governments at both the national and sub-national levels are making progress 

towards achieving good development performance is for the President and each 

Governor to make an annual report to their respective legislatures on the 

progress the nation/state is making “in growing its economy, reducing poverty, 

assuring security, and moving towards prosperity for all its citizens”. The 

presentations should be followed by a robust public debate that begins in the 

legislature and extends through the print and electronic media to the citizenry at 

large.  If this suggestion is adopted, three annual development performance 

reports would have been presented and debated before the beginning of the 

2019 election cycle. Thanks to the reports and the public debates on them, a 

significant proportion of the governed would have a clearer basis for determining 

whether or not to renew the mandates of political leaders at the federal and state 

levels.  And there would no longer be need for “ambassadors” to trumpet existing 

and non-existing “achievements” of this or that leader at huge expense to the 

public treasury. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
 
CRITERIA FOR SELECTION OF OBAFEMI AWOLOWO PRIZE FOR LEADERSHIP 
 
In selecting candidates, emphasis is laid on characteristics of leadership and good 
governance that are in tandem with Chief Awolọwọ’s values. These characteristics include: 
 

 Integrity: Candidate must be an honest person, possessing strong moral principles. 
 Credibility: Candidate must be a person in whom people believe and repose trust. 
 Discipline:  Candidate must be a person who demonstrates controlled behaviour and 

way of life and who steers such control to a socially acceptable direction. 
 Selflessness: Candidate must be a person who gives priority to the general interest 

over personal interest. S/he should be a public spirited person. 
 Visionary leadership:  Candidate must subscribe to leadership that focuses on, and 

plans for the future in an intelligent and productive way. This includes taking 
decisions that have positive implications for the future. 

 People-centred leadership: Candidate must be a person whose leadership is rooted 
in the people and works to promote their interest. 

 Grassroots-friendly policies: Candidate must be a person who promotes policies that 
are beneficial to the generality of the people. 

 Positive policy intervention (in education, health, economy, etc.): Where appropriate, 
candidate must have demonstrated articulation and implementation of programmes 
leading to positive improvement in various segments of the society such as 
education, health and economy. Indicators of improvement in education could include 
literacy rate, primary school enrolment, relative cost of education, construction of new 
schools, and state of educational infrastructure, facilities and equipment. Indicators of 
economic improvement include job creation, unemployment rate, general standard of 
living, per capita income. Indicators of performance in the health sector include 
mortality rate, access to health care facilities, relative affordability of health care, life 
expectancy. 

 Impact on poverty reduction/increased welfare: Implementation of programmes 
leading to a reduction in poverty level. Providing economic empowerment for the 
poor. 

 Respect for rule of law: Candidate must be a person who has demonstrated respect 
for the rule of law and has eschewed arbitrariness and human rights abuse. 

 Accountability: Candidate must be a person with demonstrated willingness to subject 
his/her actions to scrutiny by the people. 

 Corruption perception: Candidate must have demonstrated aversion to corruption in 
words and deeds. The person must not be seen to be corrupt. 

 Guarantee of press freedom: Candidate must not be seen to have been in support of 
muzzling the press. 

 Courage: Candidate must have demonstrated ability to chart the right and 
honourable path, defend the right cause, without fear even in the face of opposition 
and/or persecution. 

 Tenacity of purpose: Candidate must demonstrate the ability to sustain his/her 
commitment to the above-listed ideals. 

 
Source: Obafemi Awolowo Foundation website, www.obafemiawolowofoundation.org 

 

http://www.obafemiawolowofoundation.org/

