NIGERIA 2007: POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC TRANSITIONS

CONFERENCE STATEMENT

The Program of African Studies at Northwestern University held an International Conference on “Nigeria 2007: Political, Social and Economic Transitions” on November 2-4, 2006. Among the distinguished participants were leading academics, civil society activists, members of the Nigerian Diaspora and executives of international organizations. These included Wole Soyinka, Richard Joseph, Abiola Odejide, Clement Adibe, Peter Lewis, Haruna Wakili, Darren Kew, Abdul-Rasheed Na’Allah, Biodun Jeyifo, Jibrin Ibrahim, Layi Erinosho, Muhammed Sani Umar, Ebere Onwudiwe, Uche Isiugo-Abanihe, Adam Ashforth and Ndubisi Obiorah. 

Conference panels debated the social, economic and political transitions taking place in Nigeria. Participants noted significant strides made in the reform process and in the struggle against corruption, and the steps taken to improve governmental transparency and accountability. They affirmed that this is an important historical moment for Nigeria with great opportunities for socio-economic and democratic development. However, it was felt that such gains are being put at risk by actions of the government that are poisoning the political climate. Attention was drawn to the increased politicization of the anti-corruption agencies such as the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission.
The Conference drew on perspectives from literature and the humanities, economics, sociology and political science. Among the topics analyzed were private sector growth and poverty reduction, the economic reform agenda, the role of literature and the humanities in the democracy project, the challenges facing higher education, the HIV/AIDS pandemic, religious and political tensions, the Niger Delta, and preparations for the 2007 elections.
Three major pre-election challenges were identified. The first arises from the techniques of electoral fraud and electoral violence which may be used to frustrate the rights of Nigerians to democratically elect their leadership. The second is the growing concern about the capacity of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) and security forces to prepare adequately for free and fair elections. Vital elements of the elections roadmap such as voter registration and the issuance of voter identity cards are behind schedule. Participants were concerned about the introduction of electronic devises, with insufficient preparation, and feared it could be a deliberate ploy to postpone the elections. The third is the sharpening tensions among politicians, ethno-regional zones and political parties which can threaten the stability of the country. 
Conference delegates were particularly concerned about the risks that flawed elections in 2007 would pose to continued peace, security and democratic development in Nigeria. These risks include the increasing lack of respect for due process and the rule of law; rising geopolitical tensions over “power shift” from one region to another; intense political conflicts, oil thefts and the circulation of small arms in the Niger Delta; the use of security forces to intimidate political opponents of the government; and the impeachment of state governors and declaration of states of emergency without due regard for constitutional processes.
For the first time in its history, Nigeria could register two important democratic advances in April and May 2007: the completion by an elected government of two successive terms in office; and the handover of power from one elected government to another. Yet the Conference took note of the increasing anxiety in Nigeria that disorder may be deliberately provoked to justify extending the tenure of President Olusegun Obasanjo. 
A campaign to change the Constitution to permit President Obasanjo to pursue a third term in office was decisively defeated by the Nigerian Senate and the House of Representatives in May 2006. This decision reflected the determination of the Nigerian people to defend their constitutional rights and to sustain the struggle for democracy and good governance. The Conference participants therefore call on Nigerians abroad, and the many international friends of Nigeria, to increase their support for this vital struggle.
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