
OPINION

Humility and Indian-born CEOs

Akwa Ibom: Where ease of doing business is attracting investments

HUMILITY means being free 
from pride or arrogance. It 
can seem incompatible with 
a world in which flaunting 
one’s achievements and ag-
gressively projecting one’s 
image are becoming the 
standard. Yet even in a world 
obsessed with self-image and 
status, humility evidenced 
by having a modest view of 
one’s importance and not 
having a sense of entitlement 
is an important quality for 
leadership success.

President George W. 
Bush after he left office was 
asked what the most impor-
tant quality was for someone 
who wants to be President 
of the United States. He an-
swered: “Humility. It’s really 
important to know what you 
don’t know and listen to 
people who do know what 
you don’t know.”  Leaders 
must be humble enough to 
accept there are things they 
don’t know, and then be able 
to learn from others even if 

they are ‘below’ them. Hu-
mility is important for lead-
ers in every sphere. It shows 
that you acknowledge that 
you are not more important 
than the purpose you are 
meant to pursue and those 
you serve. 

How does humility work 
to make leaders effective? 

In his celebrated book 
‘Good to Great’, Jim Collins 
addresses the challenge a 
manager has on his or her 
way to becoming a leader. He 
identified it as being able to 
make the organisation’s suc-
cess his personal priority, 
not his own ambition. Such 
a manager should demon-
strate two things: the profes-
sional will and the humility 
to do what is required for 
the organisation to achieve 
its goals. Professional will 
is a determination or resolve 
to fulfil the purpose and 
priorities of the organisa-
tion. It works with humility 
because it takes humility to 
rank the organisation’s goals 
over your ambition.  

This blend of professional 
will and humility has been 
identified as the reason for 
the success of Indian-born 
corporate leaders, as an 
increasing number of them 
are CEOs of major interna-
tional companies globally. 
The list includes: Sundar 
Pichai of Alphabet (parent 
company of Google); Satya 
Nadella of Microsoft; Ajay 
Banga, Executive Chairman 

(formerly CEO) of Master-
card; Indra Nooyi of Pep-
siCo (retired 2018); Vasant 
Narasimhan of Novartis, 
Rajeev Suri of Inmarsat 
(formerly CEO, Nokia), and 
Arvind Krishna, Chairman 
and CEO of IBM. One study 
says Indian managers are 
more successful because 

above their organisations. 
This is humility. Having a 
professional will should not 
pose a conflict for leaders if 
their motivations are pri-
marily the success of the or-
ganisation. Leaders should 
be ready to subsume their 
ego to the cause or benefit of 
the greater good. They un-

objective.  
What happens when a 

leader lacks humility?
Theodore Roosevelt (lat-

er President of the United 
States) came from a wealthy 
family and entered politics 
as an elected member of 
New York’s state legislature 
with the distinction of be-
ing its youngest member. 
Within a short time, he came 
to prominence gaining a 
second term, and in spite 
of his youth was selected as 
the house Minority Leader. 
Roosevelt in light of these 
successes was said to have: 
‘lost perspective. “His head 
was swelled”; he became 
indulgent and self-absorbed.’ 
Despite being counselled by 
concerned friends about his 
behaviour, he did not listen 
to their advice and paid a 
heavy price for his arro-
gance. He was abandoned 
by friends and could not 
raise support for projects. He 

found his influence gone and 
was unable to accomplish 
the things he wanted to do. 
Learning this hard lesson, 
he saw how important the 
cooperation of other people 
was. He changed by starting 
to help other people, which 
attracted their help in re-
turn. The lessons he learned 
from his mistakes helped 
him grow as a leader. 

Arrogance pushes those 
who can help you away, 
causes your influence to 
evaporate and hinders you 
from becoming an effective 
leader. Unfortunately, we 
see this here, with many in 
public positions who have an 
entitled attitude. One former 
State Governor is famously 
remembered for chiding 
protesting university stu-
dents by calling himself a 
‘constituted authority’. 

Leadership will test your 
motives and not just your 
actions. Will you be able to 
prove that the pursuit of the 
organisational goal is what 
matters to you, irrespective 
of the capacity in which you 
contribute? Humility and an 
intense professional will are 
a path to effective leadership, 
and Indian-born CEOs have 
proved this by consistently 
getting to the top of the cor-
porate tree. Perhaps there’s a 
lesson for us all to learn here. 

Thank you and until next 
week, let me challenge you 
to begin to lead from where 
you are. 

of issuance of Certificate 
of Occupancy (C of O) for 
investors wishing to set up 
businesses in the state – the 
first of its kind.

The first beneficiary of 
this new process, Victor 
UkoAbasi, managing direc-
tor of Masterplan Innova-
tive Industries Limited, is 
full of praises for the gov-
ernment for re-inventing 
the wheel in the issuance 
of C of O for businesses. His 
company is into recycling 
of plastic and nylon waste, 
to achieve a balance in the 
state’s ecosystem and that 
of neighbouring states.

Perhaps there couldn’t 
be a better testimony of 
the ease of obtaining C of 
O in Akwa Ibom than the 
comments of Engineer Olu-
demi Akinsanya, managing 
director and chief executive 
officer of Ibom Tropicana 
Shopping Mall, the world-
class facility that has made 
shopping a pleasurable 
experience in Uyo, the state 
capital. Akinsanya was 
reported as saying that the 
ease of doing business in 
the state is unequalled in 
Nigeria. He said while it 
took him a longer period, in 
some cases up to two years 
to obtain C of O in some 
states where he has invest-
ments (he has invested in 
nearly all the states in the 
country), it took him only 
one month to obtain the 
all-important document in 
Akwa Ibom.

What is happening in 
Akwa Ibom, from the per-
spective of laying the foun-
dation for the growth of 
the private sector, shows 
a methodological, step-by-
step approach by the gov-
ernment to first of all create 
the needed environment be-
fore investors begin to come 
in to exploit the investment 
potential that abound all 
over the state. Now, the 
state is ready, against the 
background of an array of 
areas to choose to invest in.

Among the areas poten-
tial investors may find at-
tractive is the futuristic 
Ibom Industrial City which 
occupies 14, 517 hectares of 
land across four local gov-
ernment areas. Designed to 
be a national and regional 
economic hub, the City will 
accommodate several high 
profile industries including 
a refinery, petrochemical 
and fertilizer plants, power 
plant and facilities for man-
ufacture of several products.

There is also the Ibom 
Deep Sea Port which Vice 
President Yemi Osinbajo 
was recently reported as 
saying would soon become 
operational. The port oc-
cupies 2,565 hectares of 
land across about three lo-
cal government areas, and 
will provide capacity for 
Nigeria’s transshipment 
facility for the West and 
Central African regions. It 
would provide coastal ac-
cess for a railway line to the 

Victor Attah International 
Airport, and would also 
be beneficial to investors 
within and outside the state 
who may be interested in 
marine business, petro-
chemicals, auto plant, as 
well as power plant.

The Liberty Oil and Gas 
Free Zone, for which the 
state has obtained a federal 
government approval, is 
going to offer investment 
opportunities in areas such 
as petrochemicals, ferti-
lizer, poly polypropylene 
and others.

Despite the domineering 
presence of ExxonMobil in 
Akwa Ibom, the state still 
boasts of oil deposits that 
are said to be waiting to 
be tapped. This should be 
of interest to prospective 
investors in the oil and gas 
industry.

The government’s ef-
forts at easing transporta-
tion between the rural and 
urban areas are not limited 
to construction of roads and 
bridges. The waterways are 
being opened up to create 
opportunities for water 
transport, especially since a 
large proportion of the state 
is riverine.

There is investment po-
tential in the aviation sec-
tor. The existence of the 
Victor Attah International 
Airport in Uyo, with the 
longest runway in the coun-
try, provides an opportunity 
for airlines to operate cargo 
flights at the facility. Inves-

tors can also take advantage 
of its position as the gateway 
to Central Africa to engage 
in international trade in the 
region.

Tourism and hospital-
ity are areas for which 
Akwa Ibom is well known 
in Nigeria. Investors are 
already taking advantage 
of the friendly climate to 
invest massively in hospi-
tality, if one considers the 
number of hotels that have 
sprung up in the last few 
years. A pointer to the at-
traction hospitality holds 
for investors in Akwa Ibom 
is the decision of the Kenya-
based Icon Group Hotel 
Africa, a household name 
in hospitality on the con-
tinent, to partner the state 
government in the running 
of the Ibom Icon Hotel and 
Resorts, the leading hospi-
tality facility in the state.

Akwa Ibom is blessed 
with arable land that en-
hances high yields in vari-
ous crops all year round. 
The successful pilot cultiva-
tion of vegetables such cu-
cumber, onions and toma-
toes, for which the state’s 
soil was hitherto said not 
to be suitable, shows that 
agro-based businesses can 

flourish in the state. This 
is in addition to traditional 
crops like yam, cassava, 
plantain, bananas, among 
others, in which the state 
is rich. Investors in ag-
riculture and agro-allied 
industries would certainly 
find this area attractive.

Akwa Ibom has  an 
abundance of natural gas 
reserves, which offers op-
portunities for investment 
in gas-to-liquid projects, gas 
gathering (dry) and distri-
bution; renewable energy, 
as well as low emission fu-
els. The Ibom Power Plant, 
with current capacity for 
191 megawatts, has an op-
portunity for upgrade, to a 
capacity of 500 megawatts.

Potential investors can 
tap into the opportunities 
available in the foregoing 
areas, quite certain of the 
full backing of a support-
ive government that has 
put everything in place to 
drive industrialization in 
the state.

The long term benefits of 
the investments that are go-
ing to come into Akwa Ibom 
as a result of the conducive 
environment enhanced by 
the ease of doing business 
are the impacts they would 
have on economic and social 
inclusion, like job creation 
and raising of standard of 
living for the people of the 
state. This is being driven 
by Governor Emmanuel’s 
wake up call to the people to 
strive to go forward.

Bassey writes from Uyo

Akinkugbe qualified as a 
Chartered Accountant. He 
served as treasury con-
troller at DHL and later as 
CEO of a technology ser-
vices company founded 
by Accenture.

Arrogance pushes those who can help you 
away, causes your influence to evaporate 
and hinders you from becoming an effective 
leader

of: “a paradoxical blend of 
genuine personal humil-
ity and intense professional 
will.” These two things are 
what Jim Collins identified 
as necessary for successfully 
making the transition from 
being a manager to becom-
ing a leader. It is interesting 
that an immigrant group 
has been able to distinguish 
itself at the highest levels of 
the corporate world partly 
through their humility.

Humility should not be 
misunderstood because it 
does not mean weakness. 
These successful CEOs are 
certainly not weak and 
could not have reached these 
heights of corporate suc-
cess if they were. But they 
have not vaunted themselves 

derstand they are not bigger 
than the organisation and 
are more concerned with 
the organisation achieving 
its purpose. 

Reed Hastings the Found-
er and co-CEO of Netflix was 
asked in an interview what 
the key to leadership was. He 
said: “It’s about achievement 
of the company as opposed to 
personal achievement. You 
want to be super proud of the 
organisation and personally 
humble.” Leadership is not 
for anybody with an ego. 
This does not mean you do 
not have self-worth because 
you don’t seek attention for 
yourself, but you see your 
own success as bound up in 
the success of the organisa-
tion, which is your primary 

THE transformation in the 
security situation that has 
taken place in Akwa Ibom 
State in the last few years 
has been quite significant, 
compared with what ob-
tained about six years ago 
when the Niger Delta, of 
which the state is a part, 
was a hotbed of militancy, 
kidnapping and banditry.

Governor Udom Emma-
nuel took the first major 
step, upon coming into of-
fice, of creating the peaceful 
atmosphere that is required 
for businesses to thrive in 
order to make the state an 
investment destination.

He enacted a law that 
criminalized cult ism, 
which was a major security 
challenge in the state, gave 
amnesty to repentant cult-
ists and bandits who agreed 
to lay down their arms and 
got them re-integrated into 
the society. Today, Akwa 
Ibom is unarguably one of 
the most relatively peaceful 
and secure places to live in 
the whole country, if not 
number one on the list.

One cannot talk about 
the conducive atmosphere 
for doing business in Akwa 
Ibom without mentioning 
the incentives the govern-
ment has put in place to 
enhance ease of doing busi-
ness. Among numerous in-
centives is an initiative that 
has accelerated the process 
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LESSONS IN LEADERSHIP


