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Ayo Obe: 

Thank you very much, Madame Chair, and I must also thank the organizers of this conference. I believe I am the first representative of Africa to greet the plenary session, and I suspect the last. When one comes from a continent which is often on the margins of world affairs, one has to take refuge, or comfort from the saying that we have in my country that the biggest masquerades come out last. So to appear on the last day is perhaps a sign of importance.

When one comes from a country which is trying to pull itself back from an era where we were ruled by dictators who were said to have not only corrupted democracy, but who have also democratized corruption, that is to say to have made it easily available to all, then to attend a conference like this where for the past few days we have been enthused with ideas, plans, suggestions, statistics can either overwhelm one or can leave one feeling energized. I think what we have been doing the last few days, however, is largely preaching to the converted. Those of us who are here are here because we are concerned in one way or the other about corruption, and we have determined in our own different ways to fight it and to combat it. But if we want to talk about civil society and how it can be strengthened, we have to recognize that civil society takes its strength from the societies in which it is based, that is, people amongst whom it arises. Indeed without people who are ready to become activists there can be no civil society.

And therefore I think that if we are looking at the role of the media in strengthening civil society, of course, media can help civil society when it comes to exposing the corrupt, by making information available. We heard yesterday about how the simple transferring of information about money that has been allocated for schools in Uganda had made a tremendous difference in the amount of money that was actually received. And even in Nigeria we have seen that petrol shortages have become almost a thing of the past simply because the government is revealing how much petrol is being delivered to petrol stations. So definitely the media can be important in releasing information but it is also important for the media to energize individuals within a society.

The information is not useful if someone is not ready to pick it up. We also saw from the work done by the MKSS society on the question of money allocated for projects in villages in India that it requires a lot of painstaking detailed work, backbreaking work which has to be carried out with a great deal of dedication. And once one has that information, we wouldn't want to say that it is only waiting for MKSS to come and start carrying out those investigations. What we need is for everybody who gets information to say: "Well, I have seen my own budget in the media, the local radio, the community radio. What happened to the money in my area?" And then perhaps they can take it to where action can be taken on it. I think that if we indulge ourselves too much in feeling we've had a conference on corruption and we've all got new strategies and ideas, we run the danger of our people at home saying: "Oh, the people whose job it is to deal with corruption are busy, it's somebody else's job, it doesn't have much to do with me, it's not my business to root out corruption." Of course, when that happens, people don't examine their own individual behaviors. We have the person who is a court clerk somewhere, who never gives change and even abuses the person who dares to come with the correct change, but who, nonetheless, wants to complain about what is happening in the capital cities, and so on.

So there is a disconnection between the activities that we carry out in our own personal, private or business lives and our own dealings with other members of the public and our complaints about those who are elected to rule us. Of course, yes, the media are going to help us to expose those who are elected to rule us and to encourage them as well. But it's also vital to make everybody understand that this isn't somebody else's job, it's not just Transparency International's job, it is not just the job of the Civil Liberties Organization or those human rights people or of the Attorney General or of, in my case, President Obasanjo. It's my job as well, it's our job, it's everybody's job.

I think that the only other point that I want to make about the media is this same question of what is a very common statement in my country - the cynicism that comes from repeated assertions such as: "Oh, they are all corrupt." It may well be that they are all corrupt but it doesn't really help us to continue repeating this mantra, and by "they" we mean the people who are in power, the one we have elected perhaps to represent us. Nor does it relieve us of the responsibility for taking action in our own personal and private lives. I think that whilst I would say that the media have a lot to do in eliminating the negative of corruption, that we need them to do less of the in-between vagueness that goes with the statements: "They are all corrupt", and to perhaps move towards a situation where we accentuate the positive.

