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Like victims of a sudden outbreak of an epidemic, the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and Deputy Commissioner of Police Nuhu Ribadu were last week caught in an unexpected stress which seemed unfortunate but not pitiable.

The stress was unfortunate because it was the outcome of embarrassment caused the commission and Nuhu Ribadu by his employers. But both the EFCC and its boss deserve no pity because they had allowed themselves to be used against specified political opponents over the years to prosecute or at least investigate the very alleged crimes committed last week. Indeed, prosecution or even ordinary investigation of such alleged crimes by the EFCC in the past rightly or wrongly gave the anti-crime agency widely acknowledged recognition. 

The EFCC and indeed Nuhu Ribadu must now act to assert his much vaunted independence.
It is such a burden that must be discharged to enable him retain his championship as King Copper and scourge of criminals, real, imagined or political vendetta. After all, much as the EFCC recorded noticeable reverses, the agency also has to its credit outstanding successes.

The EFCC, for example, was unable to establish any case against the late S.M. Afolabi, Okwesilieze Nwodo (first national secretary of PDP), Turie Akerele (then permanent secretary, Ministry of Internal Affairs), a serving minister, an ex-minister and others despite world-wide publicity mischievously emplo-yed for the ego of one man to malign the reputation of innocent public figures in advance of their trial at which all were eventually discharged and acquitted.

On the other hand, there was the successful prosecution of Jennifer Ejembi and her gang over the $250,000,000 (two hundred and fifty million dollars) Brazilian Bank fraud. The conviction of Nuhu Ribadu’s former boss was not for stealing or fraudulently acquiring N17 billion (seventeen billion naira) assets but for refusing to co-operate with EFCC investigators.

The agency also seems unable to keep out of controversy such that it had to be cut down to size by a Lagos High Court which ruled monumentally that the EFCC has no power to collect debts. Prominent lawyer Professor Itse Sagay also eventually had to endorse the long-standing public criticism that the EFCC is saddled with excessive power. All these had been intermittent.

However, last week was certainly traumatic for the EFCC. There were reports of graft of N50 million (fifty million naira) for preferred National Assembly members as an inducement to vote for Obasanjo’s third term. There were also reports of allegedly missing $250 million (two hundred and fifty million dollars) from NNPC accounts which, according to a report in The Guardian newspaper, "… a visibly agitated Obasanjo" stopped the responsible minister from presenting the report of the foreign auditors to prove the scandal. Note that it is so far an allegation.

Still last week, EFCC’s controversial report of the probe into Nigerian Ports Authority was thrown by Obasanjo back at Nuhu Ribadu for making, quite unusually, a shoddy job of his probe into an earlier probe of the same Ports Authority. In his report, Nuhu Ribadu concluded generally allegation of malfeasance against nobody in particular.

Such a document was not fair to anybody at the Nigerian Ports hierarchy, especially the innocent ones – be he the chairman, managing director, executive directors, non-executive directors as well as ports managers in various parts of the country.

For Ribadu and EFCC, last week ended as a relief as in the case of a boxer fighting to remain on his legs in a decisive round. Definitely, Ribadu was not his usual bubbling self and could hardly expect any major setback because it emerged this week that the EFCC in the past few weeks was up to its old pastime of planting in the media stories of alleged scandal against a perceived Obasanjo’s political adversary.

This has worsened the case for EFCC which once again, opened up itself to the old charge of being used to discredit presumed political enemies.
For the avoidance of doubt, Obasanjo was quite in order to throw back to Ribadu the probe report of Nigerian Ports Authority. The report was not an audit whose function is only to detect financial misconduct, leaving it for the client to look for the culprits. Ribadu’s report (on NPA) was therefore not only strange but also unprecedented in its loose allegations against the innocent and the guilty. 

Not every public office holder necessarily engages in graft. Clearly, Nuhu Ribadu did not want to step on toes or offend Obasanjo. Neither should the same Ribadu have offended innocent people by lumping them with the guilty ones in a general report. Obasanjo was therefore correct in his decision which is both a strain and a stain on EFCC’s self-proclaimed independence.

Last week, an audit report into the accounts of NNPC was to be discussed at the regular Federal Executive Council meeting. The Federal Government on its own instigated the audit with the hope of using an expected favourable report to boost Obasanjo’s desperation for a third term in office. Unfortunately, the audit report which was to be presented by Solid Minerals Minister Oby Ezekwesili, documented the sum of $250 million (two hundred and fifty million dollars) as missing and unaccounted for.

According to a newspaper’s report, Obasanjo, presiding over the Federal Executive Council meeting, was not only visibly agitated but "…refused the entreaties of Solid Minerals Minister Oby Ezekwesili that the full report be taken before objections were raised."
In this particular matter, Obasanjo did not help himself. NNPC, the agency which could not account for the huge sum of $250 million (two hundred and fifty million dollars) is under the Petroleum Ministry headed by Obasanjo since 1999. On that account alone, it was tactless of him to have been unduly agitated against the tendering of the audit report.

And we must guard against the deterioration of administering Nigeria to Owu (Ogun State) chieftaincy succession dispute where a democratically agreed decision was contemptuously shredded to pieces.
A foreign firm of auditors was engaged, performed its duty and reported its findings. The situation which Obasanjo created on this matter at last week’s executive council meeting is the type which, were it to occur in a ministry or agency not directly under Obasanjo, would have afforded Nuhu Ribadu and his EFCC the opportunity to shine again by swooping, without invitation, on those involved.

Now Ribadu and EFCC are on the spot. NNPC cannot account for Nigeria’s $250 million which remains an allegation. But does Ribadu or EFCC ever recognise an allegation? To show fairness with those similarly alleged in the past, Nuhu Ribadu and EFCC should immediately focus their attention on NNPC hierarchy and report to the nation. As he always tells Nigerians, Obasanjo does not have to direct him. As a criminal detective, the audit report on NNPC which Obasanjo would not allow to be discussed at cabinet meeting provides Ribadu and EFCC an urgent case to solve.

As if that was not enough, the EFCC must have been disturbed by last week’s widespread undenied reports of bribe offered to National Assembly members to influence them to vote for Obasanjo’s third term. The bank where the cheque or cash of N50 million (fifty million naira) each was collected was identified in the media. Plate numbers of vehicles of members of the National Assembly who collected the graft were published in a Nigerian weekly magazine. These are enough facts for Nuhu Ribadu and EFCC to act on. 

What is more, some members of the National Assembly who were approached and offered but rejected the bribe, have been named by Senator Uche Chukwumerije. Why is EFCC pretending nothing happened? The offer of bribe is an offence under the EFCC Act. No government official has denied the offer of bribe. 

The only attempted cover up is that an unidentified somebody favouring Obasanjo’s third term must have dished out the bribe. Meaning what? That the disgraceful incident is not the type EFCC should investigate? That the pattern of the offer of the bribe is acceptable in law? Under a regime which prides itself as engaged in anti-corruption crusade?

Why should EFCC not quiz those honourable enough to reject the N50 million bribe? Again, what happened to EFCC’s independence and initiative? If EFCC will not prosecute those who offered the N50 million bribe each to preferred members of the National Assembly, why is EFCC prosecuting former Education minister, 
Professor Osuji and former Senate president, Adolphus Wabara for alleged offer of N55 million bribe?

Worse still, what an abject ridicule is Obasanjo’s self-proclaimed glory of war against corruption should anybody already on trial for alleged corruption be among the preferred members of the National Assembly offered the N50 million bribe as inducement to vote for Obasanjo’s third term?
Certainly, Nuhu Ribadu and his EFCC must be under serious strains on this matter largely because they are clay-footed. If offering N50 million bribe to and taking of same by the preferred members of national assembly to vote for Obasanjo’s third term is an acceptable from of lobbying, why were ex-senate president Adolphus Wabara and former education minister Professor Osuji disgraced out of office?

It is of course well-known that offering and taking of bribe is a cardinal principle not only of the PDP but also of the presidency itself. In 2002, seven members of House of Representatives displayed the sum of N3.5 million (Three million five hundred thousand naira) as the total of half a million naira offered to each of them as an inducement to impeach ex-House of Representatives speaker Ghali Na’Abba.

Again, during the crisis of attempting to impeach Obasanjo in 2002, Senator Arthur Nzeribe angrily opposed the move because according to him, he collected N300 million (Three hundred million naira) and distributed to his fellow senators. There was therefore no surprise at last week’s bribe scandal of the National Assembly members. But let them stop their hypocrisy of fighting corruption. The contrary is actually the case.
After all, before the advent of this administration, Nigeria was never rated the most corrupt country in the world, which is now the reputation it will take years to shed.

•Next week:
Nnamani: Challenge for National Assembly.

