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OPINION

LESSONS IN LEADERSHIP

By Fusi Akinkughbe

LAST week Nigeria turned 61.
For anyone turning that age,
it should probably be a time
of thanksgiving, some moder-
ate celebration but most of all
reflection with questions like:
“Have I done or am I doing
all I should do?”; “Have I been
a good steward of the years
I've been given so far?” The
reality of mortality becomes
stronger as one realises one
has probably lived more years
than one has left. But is this
the case with Nigeria? You
might say there isn’t much to
be thankful for, and nothing to
celebrate. If that is so, are we
reflective regarding where we
are and where we should be?
Isthis all there is to us? Are we
ever going to fulfil our much
touted potential? What does the
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future hold?

Independence denotes a
freedom from control or sup-
port. In normal circumstances
it is what a parent prays and
wishes for their child - to be-
come independent and be able
tostand on their own and make
their own decisions. It doesn’t
always end up like this but I'm
sure we will agree that this
is the ideal. Nigeria has inde-
pendence, but do her citizens
feel they are part of a country
standing well on its own? Can
we genuinely say ‘Happy Inde-
pendence’ to each other?

Nigeria has problems,
which unfortunately over the
years have become progres-
sively amplified. For a nation
tobe successful the people must
have a shared purpose as afun-
damental basis for coexistence
and mutual progress. We have
failed here as there seems to
be no shared purpose among
the disparate groups that make
up Nigeria — instead the fault
lines increase. Other problems
include poor management of
our diversity; human develop-
ment indices that are concern-
ing, severe security challenges
threatening life and economic
prosperity, inadequate invest-
ment in education, an explod-
ing population and unsus-
tainable public debt among
others. These have spawned
problems of their own such as

the agitations for the ‘unbun-
dling’ of Nigeria and what I call
‘nationhood divestment’ - the
consistent migration of people
especially young professionals
who we desperately need to
build a new nation.

What then can we do? These
problems set the agenda for

founding Prime Minister Lee
Kuan Yew was asked by a
French President why Singa-
pore was so successful. He said
their society had “stability and
cohesion”. Cohesion comes
only when there is a shared
purpose. He also said the people
were “a thrifty, hardworking

For a nation to be successful the people
must have a shared purpose as a
fundamental basis for coexistence and

mutual progress

leadership: now and in the
future. First, how should we
live? We should live by ashared
purpose —everyone must have
equal reason to invest in this
union. This is the basis for
managing our diversity. But
if we aren’t ready to live by a
purpose shared by all, then we
need to have a conversation
with each other about what
next. Organisations where peo-
pledon’t have a shared purpose
either fail or at best perform far
below their potential. It is no
different for nations. A shared
purpose once agreed, helps set
values which once everyone
buys into, guides the conduct
of every member of the entity.

Secondly, we must live dis-
ciplined lives. Singapore’s

people always investing in
the future, with high savings
for a rainy day and for the
next generation” i.e., they
were disciplined. Lee did not
believe democracy necessarily
led to development. He placed
a premium on discipline and
believed a country needs to
develop discipline more than
democracy. This may sound
unusual but taken in context,
discipline is what makes de-
velopment possible and not the
form of government, because
there is no form of government
that can replace discipline of
the people. Nigeria has been a
democracy for sixty-one years,
but this hasn’t delivered devel-
opment as it should. However,
our lack of discipline has con-

tributed significantly to our
not fulfilling our potential.
Discipline requires sacrifice,
but people will understand if
the benefits are worthwhile,
and leaders lead by example.
What should we do? The
third thing Lee told the French
President was that Singapore
had “a great reverence for
education and knowledge”. We
must make education a prior-
ity. Wenow live in aknowledge
economy and our priorities and
investments must reflect this if
we want to be relevant. Tech-
nology is key as it will give us
the opportunity to leapfrog our
development. This is aligned
with education. The talent to
grow this sector is already
here; we just need the enabling
environment. We must also de-
velop our productive capacity
by looking beyond the extrac-
tive industry to value added
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products and services. This
will give value to our falling
currency and attract required
capital. There must also be a
system of law and order that
is independent and does not
favour anyone. Unrestrained
population growth must be ad-
dressed. This is highly political
but if it is not dealt with it will
always neutralise initiatives
that bring progress.

We must now set higher
standards for who should
qualify for leadership. This
can however only work when
there is a shared purpose, soall
will accept the new standards
and adhere to them. Leaders
with both character and capac-
ity are needed. We must find
them and develop a pipeline to
produce such leadersto ensure
the sustainability of progress
made.

Finally, starting with our
leaders we must all put to
ourselves the words of late
American President John F.
Kennedy: “Ask not what your
country can do for you — ask
what you can do for your coun-
try”. For Nigeria to change, it
will require mutual sacrifice
by leaders and the people, and
some very radical steps. Are
we ready?

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



