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WHEN the international media reported last April that Dr. Dora Akunyili, Director General of the National Agency for Food, Drug Administration and Control (NAFDAC), was among six people short listed for this year's Integrity Award administered by Transparency International based in Berlin, Germany, many Nigerians were delighted. Therefore, Nigerian citizens were understandably elated when on May 16, 2003, Transparency International announced that she was among the three eventual winners. So it came to pass that Mrs. Akunyili made history on May 25 in far away Seoul, South Korea, when she became the first Nigerian and the first woman in history to win this laurel. By so doing, she made every Nigerian walk six feet tall. 

There is a big irony to this honour. Transparency International, despite having our President Olusegun Obasanjo as the honorary chairman of its advisory board up to 1999 when he assumed office as our country's leader, has consistently listed Nigeria among the five most corrupt countries on earth. Isn't it interesting that the world's foremost anti-corruption body has now found in a Nigerian an exemplary person in public service worthy of global emulation? Dr. Akunyili earned Transparency International's rare recognition for her courageous war against expired, substandard and couterfeit drugs and for boldly challenging other forms of corruption despite serious threats to her life. 

National acclaim 

The NAFDAC Director General has in the past one year commanded public attention and earned public respect and applause more than any other Nigerian woman. And she has received numerous honours more than any other person in the last 12 months. Any time an honour has been bestowed on her in Nigeria or overseas, it has been greeted with tremendous public excitement and applause. 

One of the secrets of Dr. Akunyili's success is her abhorrence of the so-called Nigerian factor, often defined as corruption coupled with deliberate mismanagement, and playing on such primordial factors as ethnocentrism and religious differences. For instance, her brother-in-law was last year asked to leave NAFDAC after he was found guilty of a certain malfeasance. 
Even before she was appointed the NAFDAC boss, Mrs. Akunyili had been known to resist corruption fiercely. While serving as the Southeastern Zonal Secretary of the petroleum (Special) Trust Fund, she was given 17,000 Bristish pounds for surgery overseas, but when she discovered that her treatment did not require surgery anymore, she returned to the government the excess 12,000 pounds. She was then a rather humble university teacher. 

Zero corruption 

Because she leads by personal example, the entire NAFDAC management now has a zero-tolerance attitude to corruption. And they do not care whose ox is gored in the task to rid Nigeria of dangerous drugs. Like her, all NAFDAC executives work for long hours daily, and they do so with courtesy. Dr. Akunyili is one of the very few executives of government bodies who insists on personally seeing all her visitors daily, and tries as much as possible to solve their problems without in any way compromising the integrity of her office. 

A fascinating thing about Mrs. Akunyili's leadship of NAFDAC is not just the complete reinvigoration of the regulatory agency, but that the transformation took place with NAFDAC still operating under the very law which created it and defines its mandate and powers. The level of government funding has remained the same. 

In other words, all that has changed in NAFDAC is the leadership. And both Nigeria and the world have seen the difference a good leader can make within a very short period. This difference would seem to support the thesis of such distinguished Nigerians as professor Chinua Achebe who have for long argued that the problem with Nigeria is leadership. 

By working in a way which has earned NAFDAC much admiration at home and abroad, the regulatory agency has set standards by which other public establishments could be judged. For example, Nigerians now compare and contrast activities of the Standards Organisation of Nigeria (SON) with those of NAFDAC, especially against the background of the influx into the Nigerian market of substandard industrial goods like tyres, motor parts, electrical gadgets and cables. 

Akunyili has demonstrated that there are enough laws in our statute books to deal with social monsters like corruption and incompetence. After all, she did not ask for or obtain a special legislation before she got cracking, and in the process earned herself national and international acclaim. What we require to transform Nigeria into a country of our desire is the will power to do the right thing, the will power to punish offenders of the law appropriately and reward the law-abiding adequately. Where there is the will power, there will be no sacred cows. 

No sacred cows 

Because Dr. Akunyili recognises no sacred cows, she has been able to bring erring multinational giants to their senses. Nigeria does need a critical mass of public officers with the will to enforce the laws of the land. In this connection, one person worthy of public acknowledgment is Dioka Ejionueme, an incorruptible lawyer and pharmacist who heads NAFDAC's Enforcement Division. NAFDAC has set the standards to assess public institutions in Nigeria. This is a challenge to all and sundry as we strive to create a new Nigeria.

One important lesson from the awards bestowed on Dr. Akunyili in recent times, especially that of May 25 by Transparency International , is that meritorious and selfless services will always be recognised and rewarded, irrespective of race or gender. Chief Obafemi Awolowo, one of Nigeria's greatest politicians, once noted that the greatest legacy any leader or public officer can leave behind is to etch his or her name in the hearts of people. This, Dr. Akunyili has done. Nigerians, irrespective of gender, creed or ethnic grouping, are proud of her. And we salute her. It is still morning yet on creation day. 
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