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Abstract

The paper analyses the influence of ethics and accountability, regarded as the bedrock of effective
service delivery, in the Nigerian public service. Provision of public goods for overall well-being of
citizens is one of the core responsibilities of public institutions. However, the prevalence of
unethical behaviours and lack of accountability in Nigeria, particularly in terms of financial
corruption and other corrupt practices have continuously undermined the capacity of the
government in the area of service delivery. Using a desk research approach, the paper explores data
from existing documents and researches to distil the ethics and accountability content of the
Nigerian public service. Four cases were purposively selected and interpretatively analysed to
examine the link between ethics and accountability, and the issue of public trust in the Nigerian
public service. Findings of the paper reveal that the erosion of public trust, and poor service
delivery are some of the numerous outcomes of defiance to the principle of public ethics and
accountability by both career non-career public officers in their conduct of official responsibilities.
The paper concludes that rebuilding public trust in the Nigerian public service requires a
wholesome commitment to the principle public ethics and accountability. Strengthening of anti-
corruption agencies, sustained advocacy of transparency and accountability principles, effective
service delivery, merit based recruitment, and improved welfare programmes are viewed as credible
path toward rebuilding public trust in the Nigerian public service.

Keywords: Corruption, Ethics and Accountability, Nigerian Public Service, Public Goods,
Public Trust

Introduction

Public ethics and accountability largely represent a major barometer through which the conducts of
those acting on behalf of government either as elected officials or those employed into the services
of the government are measured. Therefore, discussions around the twin concepts of ethics and
accountability bother on whether those who occupy public office act in the wider public interest,
rather than their own self-interest as well as their answerability for their actions in the process of
discharging official duties. Meanwhile, there have been strong but negative views about the issues of
truthfulness, fairness, selflessness, honesty, integrity, answerability, blameworthiness and related
terms believed to be penumbras of ethics and accountability, at the mention of the Nigerian Public
Service. The problem of ethics and accountability in the Nigerian public service become more
visible and recognizable through the rate at which public funds are plundered through graft and other
corrupt practices in the country. It is partly for thi$feason that the Independent Corrupt Practices
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and Other Related Offences Commission (ICPC, 2001) and Economic and Financial Crimes
Commission (EFCC, 2003) were among the first agencies to be established after Nigeria returned
to civil rule in 1999.

Meanwhile, challenges of unethical behaviour in the Nigerian public service predate Nigeria’s
Fourth Republic. In addition to the existing body robust literature on the subject matter of ethics and
accountability, several policy actions to curtail the scourge of corruption by different administrations
are noticeable since Nigeria’s Second Republic. Nevertheless, it is important to note that Nigeria’s
effort to stamp out corrupt practices include both persuasive and coercive approaches. While some
of these efforts are based on advocacy for value re-orientation, others include outright
criminalization unethical practices. For example, the Murtala-Obasanjo Administration established
Code of Conduct Bureau and enshrined its provisions in the 1979 Constitution; Shehu Shagari
Administration (1979-1983) Ethical Revolution; General Muhammadu Buhari (1983-1985): War
Against Indiscipline (WALI)); General Ibrahim Babangida (1985-1993): Mass Mobilization for Self-
reliance, Social Justice and Economic Recovery (MAMSER) (later renamed National Orientation
Agency, and Code of Conduct Bureau and Tribunal Act; General Sani Abacha (1993-1998): War
Against Indiscipline and Corruption (WAIC); General Abdulsalami Abubakar (1998-1999): Code
of Conduct Bureau; Olusegun Obasanjo (1999-2007): Budget Monitoring and Price Intelligence
Unit (BMPIU), Heart of Africa Foundation, Independent Corrupt Practices and Other Related
Offences Commission (ICPC), Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC), Finance
Control and Management Act,; Umaru Musa Yar’ Adua (2007-2010): Re-branding Nigeria Project;
Muhammadu Buhari (2015-2023): Change Begins with You.

Conversely, in spite of the efforts to engender ethical revolution in Nigeria through the foregoing,
Nigeria has continued to sink deeper into the abyss of corruption, and unenviable positions on
Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index seem to have become a permanent place
for the country. Consequently, several negative remarks have been deployed to either capture the
ugly situation. In the words of Ogunsanwo (2015) Nigeria is a cesspool of corruption. For former
President Muhammadu Buhari “corruption will kill Nigeria if Nigeria does not kill corruption”,
David Cameron (former British Prime Minister, 2016) Nigeria is “fantastically corrupt”. All these
and many more are pointers to lack of abatement in the story of graft and corrupt practices in Nigeria;
unethical conducts such as abuse of privileges, incompetence and patronages among others have
unfortunately become the norm in the country. In fact, prevalence of corruption in Nigeria has
renewed interest in Onyegbaduo (1988) assertion that "The decibel of an average Nigerian's public
outcry is directly proportional to his distance from the opportunity to do exactly what he condemns".

Expectedly, the spate of corruption and related activities in Nigeria has culminated into a sharp
decline in public trust in the state and its various institutions. Manifestations of these are observable
in the increasingly negative perception of public sector agencies, declining voter turn-outs at general
elections, growing appeal of populist and extremist ideologies etc. However, this paper shall focus
on public service, particularly, how unethical behaviours and lack of accountability among public
servants have contributed to the decline of public goods, and its concomitant effect on the declining
public trust in Nigeria and its institutions.
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Conceptual Clarification and Literature

The need for conceptual review will continue to be important in academic discourse not only
because a lot of concepts, especially in the social and administrative sciences are not amenable to
clear-cut definitions but also for the fact that writers enjoy the benefit of word crafting to suit certain
contexts. It is for this reason that the key concepts in this paper are hereby explained within the
context of their usage.

Ethics

The origin of the concept of “ethics” is traceable to the Greek word of ethos which translates to both
character of an individual and culture of a society. Ethics is therefore, regarded as a set of standards
or principles for judging human actions as right or wrong. As such, what is considered ethical refers
to a set of social practices, principles, beliefs, traditions, and customs specifying how humans ought
to conduct themselves or behave whether at the private or public stage. As a field of human inquiry,
ethics focuses on the study of morality, which is the standard of judging human actions as right or
wrong (Kant, 1997:7-44; Plato 2008:86-98). The foregoing is an indication that recognition of
private, and public morality is an age-long tradition. Nevertheless, Man's ongoing moral disputes
about what is good, and evil serve as evidence that neither will the questions of ethics be simple to
answer nor there will be a clear-cut separation between private and public morality. According to
Omazu (2012) ethics may be considered as "the science of morality whose subject matter is the
finding of the acceptable way to conduct human acts" (p. 10). However, there is an increasing
dispute about what constitute acceptable human conduct. Even when two observers disagree on
whether a certain behaviour is acceptable or evil, there may be a moral paradox present. In this
regard, Kant (1999) encapsulated man's "desire to be in society with other people and his inclination
to run from that society to his personal estate” in his idea of man's "unsocial sociality." (p.45). Both
sociological and biological factors are believed to be capable of shaping an individual’s moral life.

Ethics as the moral basis of the society, and governance by extension, count both in the imaginative
constructs and obvious impacts in society and politics. According to Gert (1970), adopting the ideas
of Aristotle (2008) and others who share the Aristotelian thoughts of service in politics, morality
offers “a precautionary measure against political unrest and social upheaval”. Therefore, politics,
governance and public service without morality can be likened to a move towards the Hobbesian
state of nature. It cannot be overstated that morality is rooted in personhood, which is reflected in
the definition of morality, meaning an "informal public system applying to all human persons,
guiding the behaviour that affects others, with the goal of reducing evil or anything that can endanger
human wellbeing, and other aspect of moral duties, ideals, as well as moral virtues." (Quinn, cited
in Lanre-Abass and Layode, 2016). In the light of this, organizations are guided by specific rules
and regulations for their engagements within, and their interactions with the larger society. The
Public Administration literature is replete with arguments on the need for internal controls of self-
restraint by public officials and it is for this reason that both public and private institutions have
found ways of enshrining moral codes into their guiding, and or regulatory principles. Ethics may
therefore be generally referred to as a set of principles which guide the behaviours of an individual,
group of people, organization and the society in general (Maduabum, 2008). Carl and Finer 1986
cited in Olowu (2002a), as well as Jabbra and Dwivedi (1988) have linked this to the elements of
accountability that are also imperative in the performance of an organization, in particular, the public
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service. In these ideas and virtues, an individual is considered not just as a social being but as
inseparable from his community. Morality is therefore, supposedly about public interest and public
service.

Accountability

The idea of accountability focuses on being responsible for one's behaviour or deed. It entails the
creation of impartial criteria of assessment in order to help business owners assess how well
employees and organizational units are carrying out their jobs. Accountability may be regarded from
a few Kkey perspectives and these include responsibility, answerability, enforcement,
blameworthiness, liability and other terms connected with the expectation of the duty of account
rendering. Three of these components have been provided by Olowu (2002a). They include methods
for reporting, a definition of duty that is explicit, and a process of evaluation, incentives, and
penalties. Responsibility can be transferred laterally among peers in the same profession as well as
upward, downward, between senior and junior staff, and between them. Accountability is essential
to an organization's effective operation. This is especially so in governmental and public institutions
within a democratic setting. As accountability is a method of work appraisal or service evaluation,
it also functions as a quality control tool. Public accountability, according to Olowu (2002a), is "the
demand that people who hold public trust answer to people or their representatives for the use of
that trust”. As a result, public accountability emphasizes how public will triumphs against private
interests, and a public institutional framework without accountability is one that is unchecked.

Public service

The two major ways by which public service has always been deployed include, to see it as what
the government does to serve the population. In this regard, public service is regarded as the entire
gamut of services provided by a government to the people living within its jurisdiction, either
directly or indirectly. These include education, health care, transportation, telecommunication, gas,
drinkable water and removal of waste. The second way by which public service is deployed is to
employ it in describing the job of individuals in the employment of government. Political leaders,
who "are subject to more frequent turnover predicated on constitutionally-mandated electoral
procedures aimed at fostering democratic competition, and the tenure-track civil service, which has
a significantly longer term mandate to manage " (Ezekwesili 2011, p. 19). The bureaucratic system
that makes it easier to translate the vision of the former into tangible performance measures in the
form of services to the citizens," are among those who fall under this category” (Ezekwesili 2011,
p.19). While political actors must pass an electoral test to be considered legitimate, members of the
civil service or public employees who work for agencies or parastatals as well as the core civil
service as a whole derive their authority from "a competitive professional system that recruits them
on the basis that they are able to implement government services and activities efficient and effective
service (Ezekwesili, 2011). In this paper, the term public service is firstly used to describe both
political appointees or elected public officials and all tenure-track employees of the state either in
the ministries, departments and agencies. The second dimension in which the term public service is
used is the description of goods and services provided by government.
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According to Olowu (2002), traditional theories of government institutions start with "an
investigation of what determines the categories of public services" (p.123). "Public" products and
services are those that demand exclusions, jointness of use or utilisation, and are difficult to divide.
The foundation of a government's legitimacy to tax and rule its citizens is its ability to offer a variety
of services that its citizens need but that no other player would. Governments, according to Olowu
(2002), owe "their legitimacy and existence to the reality that there are activities in which the
likelihood of market inefficiency is significant” (p.123). Table 1 summarizes what is regarded as
the major differences between public and private goods.

Table 1

Public Goods

Private Goods

Relatively difficult to measure quantity and
quality.

Consumed jointly and simultaneously by many
people.

Difficult to exclude someone who does not
pay.

Generally, no individual choice to consume or

not.

Generally little or no individual choice of kind
or quality of goods.

Relatively easy to measure quantity and
quality.
Can be consumed by a single person

Easy to exclude someone who does not pay.

Generally, individuals choose to consume or
not.

Generally individual choice of kind and quality

. f ds.
Payment for goods is not closely related to ot goods
demand or consumption. Payment for goals is closely related to demand

. .. . . and consumption.
Allocation decisions are made primarily by the P
political process. Allocation decisions are made primarily by

market mechanisms.

Source: V. Ostrom and E. Ostrom, Public Goods and Public Choices. In: V. Ostrom (Ed.) The
Meaning of American Federalism: Constituting a Self-Governing Society, San Francisco: Institute of
Contemporary Studies (1991), p. 171.

The differences between public and private goods above, as in those between public and private
administration point at one direction — public good or administration is a political process, while
private good or administration is often all about business activity and is profit oriented (Waldo,
1956; Marume, Jubankanda and Namusi, 2016, pp. 41-44; Yagboyaju, 2016, pp. 1-34). Services
have been classified in several ways. In this regard, Olowu (2002a, p. 124) argues that services are
referred to as some sort of service which could be financed from the user charges. This, in a way, is
distinction between economic and social services respectively. Interest has increasingly shifted to
greater possible roles for the private sector and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). For
example, this has resonated in the idea of Public-Private Partnership (PPP) in Nigeria and around
the world. The PPP is a cooperative arrangement between two or more public and private sectors
for completing a project, typically on a long-term basis. Such projects can also be on a build-operate
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and transfer (BOT) arrangement as in the several cases of infrastructure development in Nigeria,
since it started in 2005 with the local wing of the Murtala Muhammed Airport, Lagos.

Theoretical Review

The study adopts classical utilitarian theory as espoused by Jeremy Bentham. Utilitarianism
represents an ethical theory that determines right from wrong by focusing on outcomes. Invariably,
the core idea of utilitarianism is the maximization of overall happiness or utility for the greatest
number of people. Generally, utilitarian theories share four elements and these include:
consequentialism, welfarism, impartiality, and aggregationism. Classical utilitarianism has
additional two elements which are hedonism, and population ethics. While the main idea of
consequentialism is the view that an individual ought to promote good outcome always, welfarism
focuses on the view that the value of an outcome is wholly d

etermined by the well-being of the individuals in it. Impartiality focuses on the view that a given
quantity of well-being is equally valuable no matter whose well-being it is, and aggegationism
considers the idea that the value of an outcome is given by the sum value of the lives it contains.
Hedonism and population ethics being the distinguishing elements of classical utilitarianism centre
on the view that well-being consists in the balance of positive over negative conscious experiences,
and population ethics holds that a particular outcome is better than another is it contains greater total
well-being respectively (MacAskill, W., Meissner, D., and Chappell, R.Y. 2023).

In the context of the Nigerian public service, applying classical utilitarian theory involves making
decisions that lead to the greatest benefit for the largest portion of the population. This would mean
focusing on policies and practices that improve the well-being, living standards, and opportunities
for the citizens rather than appropriating public resources to oneself through corrupt practices which
has become the trademark of the Nigerian public servants, thereby, leading to serious erosion of
public trust in the entire public system. Consideration of the theory of classical utilitarianism in the
discussion of ethics and accountability in the Nigerian public service also brings the expectation that
there would be in place functional institutions that could ensure that public officials are held
responsible for their actions and decisions that impact the well-being of the citizens. This will also
require implementing transparency measures, strict oversight, and effective mechanisms for
addressing corruption, mismanagement, and unethical behaviours.

Although the overall idea of utilitarianism has been criticized for not being practically possible and
critics have also argued that it may not adequately protect individual rights and can lead to morally
questionable outcomes if minority interests are sacrificed for the majority's happiness. Nevertheless,
the theory remains apt for a meaningful discourse of issues of ethics and accountability in the context
of the Nigerian public service.

Methodology

The paper adopts desk research method. To this extent, data from existing documents and researches
were explored to distil the ethics and accountability content of the Nigerian public service. Four
cases were purposively selected and interpretatively analysed to examine the link between ethics

161



ILORIN JOURNAL OF ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT VOL. 7 NO. 1., JUNE. 2023

and accountability, and the issue of public trust in the Nigerian public service. The selected cases
include: 1. Prevalence and Enormity of Corruption, 2. Erosion of the Sanctity of Due Process, 3.
Discouragement of Being Honest and Upright Public Servant, and, 4. Cultural Pressure on
Bureaucratic Elites. Discussion of the selected cases was correlated with the central theme of the
paper and conclusion and recommendations were also drawn using the same approach.

Analyses of Selected Cases and Discussions

The prevalence and enormity of the problem of corruption in Nigeria’s public sector are the key
considerations in the selection of the cases. Citizens, in general, feel that the government and the
public service have not been doing enough in addressing issues of ethics and accountability for
restoring confidence and trust, while public officials have, sometimes, felt insecure in pursuing the
lines of ethics and accountability. Although, a number of steps have been taken to stem the tide of
all forms of immoral acts in the present-day Nigeria, for example, the codification of expected public
ethics through the 1999 Constitution, establishment of the ICPC, and EFCC as well as the
enthronement of Due Process mechanism, all shades of corrupt practices continue to define the
Nigerian public service. Consequently, this has led to the retrenchment of public goods in the
country. Many of the public enterprises that were created to provide public goods have completely
collapsed or became privatised. As observed by Omoleke (2008) as at 1998, there were 588 public
enterprises in Nigeria out of which 284 have been completely privatised, while many others have
become moribund.

Four cases were purposively selected for discussion on the prevalence of corrupt practices in the
country. These include: Prevalence and Enormity of Corruption, Erosion of the Sanctity of Due
Process, Discouragement of Being Honest and Upright Public Servant, and Cultural Pressure on
Bureaucratic Elites.

Case 1: Prevalence and Enormity of Corruption

Much has been said about the manifestations and consequences of corruption in Nigeria, for at least
two decades into the 21t Century. It was in the light of this that former President Muhammadu
Buhari upon assuming office in 2015 avowed that:

We will fight vehemently against corruption, which is a scourge much worse than
terrorism. Corruption targets and aims to undermine our public institutions and
character. Our government will not accept corruption, and it will no longer be
permitted to exist as if it were a revered national landmark.

Similarly, former Vice President, Professor Yemi Osinbajo, in 2020 reiterated that “all the
institutions of government, I mean, the executive, legislature and the judiciary are corrupt... value
re-orientation is a key weapon to fight corruption”. The prevalence of corrupt practices as suggested
by the statements above is given further credence by the litany of corrupt cases in selected print
media stories on corruption in Nigeria, from 21-27 October 2016.

162



ILORIN JOURNAL OF ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT VOL. 7 NO. 1., JUNE. 2023

Box 1: Selected Print Media Stories on Corruption in Nigeria, 21-27 October 2016.

Sagay Panel: 55 Nigerians stole 81.3 trillion under Jonathan

EFCC re-arrests Fani-Kayode as N4.9 billion laundering trial begins

3228 billion Fraud: Skye Bank official testifies against Air Force Chiefs

$15m Corruption Scandal: Former First Lady Patience Jonathan moves to cage SERAP
Bayelsa Youth Group accuses Gov. Dickson of diverting M12 billion loan

Alleged N7 billion Jonathan largesse: CAN leaders paid me to keep quiet — cleric
Nigeria’s economic problems are rooted in corruption — Justice Minister

INEC denies $1 million bribery allegation by Jimoh Ibrahim

N 22.8 billion fraud: Court admits witness passport in Amosu’s trial

Justice Ofili-Ajumogobia wired $900,000 to foreign bank account in two years (2014-2016)
—EFCC sources

Alleged N 100 billion fraud: EFCC keeps ex-gov. Odili under surveillance

Ex-FCT minister arrested for alleged fraud, ¥ I trillion land deal

Ex-NIMASA boss seeks plea bargain in ¥ 304 million fraud

Jonathan: Dasuki didn’t steal $2.2 billion weapons’ cash

$2.2 billion arms cash: Military rejects Jonathan's claim

Witness tells court how Fayose’s Aide supervised the disbursement of M 4.7billion
Source: (Yagboyaju (20163, pp. 321-322).

Except for the item in which the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) was
mentioned in relation to a bribery allegation, all the media stories centred on elected and appointed
political office holders. However, hardly can any of the alleged offences be committed without the
involvement, by way of connivance, compromise or negligence, of civil and public servants, the
custodians of the public administrative system in Nigeria. Evidence is provided on the severity and
persistence of corruption in Nigeria, for at least two decades after the return of civil rule in 1999, in
the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of Transparency International (T1), based in Germany.
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Table 2: Nigeria’s Score on the Corruption Perception Index (CPI), 1999 — 2020.

Year CPI Score Nigeria’s CPI Ranking Remarks
1999 1.6 98/99 22 most corrupt
2000 1.2 90/90 most corrupt
2001 1.0 90/91 20 most corrupt
2002 1.6 101/102 2 most corrupt
2003 1.4 132/133 2 most corrupt
2004 1.6 144/146 22 most corrupt
2005 1.9 152/159 3 most corrupt
2006 2.0 142/163 5t most corrupt
2007 2.2 147/180 9t most corrupt
2008 2.7 121/180 59% most corrupt
2009 2.5 130/180 50™ most corrupt
2010 24 134/178 44™ most corrupt
2011 2.4 143/182 39 most corrupt
2012 2.7 139/174 35% most corrupt
2013 2.5 144/175 31* most corrupt
2014 2.7 136/174 38% most corrupt
2015 2.6 136/167 31 most corrupt
2016 2.8 136/180 44th most corrupt
2017 2.7 N/A N/A

2018 2.7 144/180 36™ most corrupt
2019 2.6 146/180 34 most corrupt
2020 25 149/180 3 1% most corrupt

Source: Authors (based on data from the website of Transparency International,
http://www.transparency.org).

The statements by President Muhammadu Buhari and his deputy, Yemi Osinbajo, on the severity
and persistence of corruption in Nigeria have exposed the frightening extent and consequences of
the problem for the country’s economy as well as for service delivery. However, there is limited
result to show throughout the eight-year administration of President Buhari, widely applauded for
its anti-corruption pronouncements at the beginning. Recovery of assets, arrests and prosecutions
were announced, with no significant convictions. Cases involving Sambo Dasuki, former National
Security Adviser (NSA); Diezani Madueke, former Petroleum Minister; and Rasheed Maina, former
Director in the Pensions Office have attracted attention because of the size of public funds linked to
them and the sensitivity in terms of consequences, but they have not been commendably prosecuted.

Dasuki, described as a threat to national security by the government has been held in detention for
several years, despite court orders for his conditional release. Madueke left the country for the UK
after the outcome of the 2015 general elections and efforts to extradite her to face charges in Nigeria
have hardly yielded results. Maina was granted conditional release after initial investigation and
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arrest under Goodluck Jonathan administration. The matter was re-investigated, leading to the
prosecution of Maina in 2019. The latter has been detained after he failed to honour bail conditions
granted in 2020. He was arrested in Niamey, Niger Republic, in December 2020, against a bail
condition which restricted him from travelling out of Nigeria while the case is on
(https://guardian.ng/tag/abdulrasheed-maina). Although, Mr. Maina is currently serving a jail term,
there is a general feeling of compromise or conspiracy on the part of certain judges, judicial officers,
lawyers or the police, in view of their nonchalance over the matter when it first broke out.

The illustrated situations above, and many more clearly demonstrated the prevalence of financial
corruption in ‘high place’. The cases show that public offices are hardly held in Nigeria in the
interest of the overall interest of the masses contrary to the idea of classical utilitarian theory as
espoused by Bentham in the eighteenth century. The maximization of overall happiness or utility
for the greatest number of people is therefore, expected to be the purpose of public service. Self-
interest and pursuit of individual goals have regrettably become the primary purpose of the state in
Nigeria based on the character of those entrusted with public resources. The use of public authority
in Nigeria, therefore, clearly contradict the elements of classical utilitarian theory such as
consequentialism, welfarism, impartiality, and aggregationism hedonism, and population ethics.
Public servants, largely represent the what the state is all about, particularly in terms of the character
and nature of the states but the enormity and prevalence of corrupt practices among this category of
individuals has in many respects eroded public trust in the institutions of the state in Nigeria.

Similarly, government officials in Nigeria are not committed to the idea of accountability. While
both presidents and governors have immunity against prosecution during their tenure, there appears
to be an unwritten rule that no former president of the country should be prosecuted, and the cases
of several governors accused of graft linger forever at various courts. Unfortunately, few ones that
were successfully prosecuted with government resources, Joshua Dariye and Jolly Nyame were
pardoned by the government of President Muhammadu Buhari in 2022 (The Cable, 2022). This
singular action was the biggest misstep that drew cotton on Buhari Administration’s anti-corruption
posture. Other categories of public officials/figures in Nigeria either flee the country or feign
sickness to avoid prosecution as in the case of Diezani Alison-Maduake and Olisa Metuh in that
respective order. Lack of the quality of answerability, responsibility, blameworthiness and many
others that define accountability constitute incentive and motivation for an average Nigerian be
corrupt. Corruption has therefore, become widespread such that it is generally believed that average
Nigerian condemns corrupt practices only when he has no access to the proceeds therefrom
(Onyegbaduo,1988).

Case II: Erosion of the Sanctity of Due Process.

In certain parts of the country’s Southwest; during the 2007 Governorship and House of
Representatives elections, armed men stormed voting centres and forcefully took away stuffed ballot
boxes. Polling agents and voters who attempted to prevent the “ballot thieves” were manhandled
and, in the process, they were injured. The election results announced for these areas by INEC
generated complaints, which culminated in petitions. The Tribunals and Courts that heard the
petitions in Osun and Ondo States sacked the initial beneficiaries of the election outcomes, and

165



ILORIN JOURNAL OF ADMINISTRATION AND DEVELOPMENT VOL. 7 NO. 1., JUNE. 2023

asked Rauf Aregbesola and Olusegun Mimiko respectively to be sworn as governors after three
years. The petitions in respect of the election into the House of Representatives were thrown out.

These have implications for Nigeria’s electoral and democratic processes as well as the confidence
in the dispensation of justice as part of public service delivery in the country. For example, it may
imply to a criminally minded citizen, wealthy or poor, or even a law-abiding ordinary citizen that
self-help pays. This is because, first, if the ballot thieves had been caught and, probably, “taught a
lesson”, their sponsors could not have been sworn-in before they were later removed as governors.
Such incidents largely accounted for Operation weti-e in parts of the then Western Region in the
country’s First Republic. Secondly, the ousted beneficiaries stayed for three years out of a four-year
term, with all entitlements paid. This implies that sponsors and perpetrators of electoral fraud and
thuggery not only escaped unpunished but were also rewarded in a way by the salaries and
allowances that they collected and, which were not refunded after they were removed from office.

Subversion of the interest of the masses by whatever means is a product of lack of, or adherence to
ethical standards and accountability. As contained in the Bentham’s idea of utilitarianism, conducts
of individual members of a society must not be against the larger interest of the public. That is,
private ethics must not override public ethics. However, lack of dire consequences for electoral act
offenders further invite many other Nigerians into different forms of unethical behaviour. According
to Bentham, if the consequences of an action are good, then the act is moral, and if the consequences
are bad, the act is immoral. Therefore, not prosecuting offenders of all types in Nigeria invariably
confer ‘legitimacy’ on their action. It was for this reason that Kant (Kant 1790) averred that
punishment is a categorical imperative.

Case I11: Discouragement of Being Honest and Upright Public Servant

Soleye (1994, p. 64) deployed a scenario preceding the example in this case study. A powerful and
influential legislator declared a smuggled car, concealed in a box container, as essential food items
S0 as to bypass due process of inspection and payment of appropriate import duty on luxury items.
Two young but efficient and idealistic custom officers discovered the fraudulent act and, therefore,
promptly reported to their supervisor. The former expected the “whistle to blow” so as to make an
example out of the influential legislator, but their supervisor warned them against confronting very
important personalities (VIPs). Such personalities are party and elections financiers who can hardly
be effectively prosecuted and punished. Also, such important personalities are capable of fomenting
trouble, including possible inappropriate dismissal of a public official. The two young Custom
officers agreed to “look the other way” because they could not risk losing their jobs. The legislator’s
consignment was released without paying the appropriate port duty and, in appreciation, illicit
gratifications were offered and collected. This was followed by similar requests from the legislator
in quick succession and all, in a set pattern, were treated to the satisfaction of the legislator. Such
acts imply that one can be punished for doing what is right and illegitimately compensated for
compromising integrity in the public sector in Nigeria. Debilitating consequences which are
associated with these acts include: undermining the entire public sector in view of the trust that has
been eroded.
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The third case as presented above exemplified challenges of enforceability of the Nigerian legal
provisions. Public office holders believe that it is an insult or affront for enforcement officers to
seek compliance with the provisions of law from them. Average Nigerian leader has a Kabi-osi
mentality, a pre-colonial character that exemplifies the near above-the-law disposition of pre-
Colonial Yoruba monarchs. This was also the case involving Sabo Bakin Zuwo, a former Governor
of Kano State who was said to be bemused to be accused of corruption because a substantial amount
of government money was found in the Government House. On the other hand, ordinary citizens
also believe that selective enforcement of the law constitute injustice. This unfortunate lack of
enforceability of laws in Nigeria makes the country to appear as a stranded country as neither the
leadership nor followers are ready to act in a way that could produce the greatest good for the
greatest number of people. The cases discussed and many others in a significant way constitute
erosion of public trust in the government of the country and its institutions.

Case IV: Cultural Pressure on Bureaucratic and Political Elites

Political and bureaucratic elites operate in environments characterised by enormous pressure in
Nigeria and around Africa, in view of their roles as to who gets what in the public sector. Securing
government employment is an area in which the deployment of influence by these elites is rampant.
The public official is scarcely able to function in line with the bureaucratic concept of merit because
of connections towards the extended family structure of African societies, in which an individual
has dual responsibility: himself as well as for member of his clan or group. It is a manipulation of
the African phenomenon of being one’s brother’s keeper.

The public official is expected to get jobs for members of the extended family (primordial public)
in the organization he heads or elsewhere against the interest of outsiders or members of larger
society (civic public). This typifies patronage, which often leads to nepotism and low performance.
Beneficiaries sustain the patronage system by bringing in others, while those left outside in view of
their being unconnected can hardly trust the public administrative system. From these, it is observed
that the anti-corruption crusade in Nigeria is socio-structurally skewed towards the civic public to
the detriment of the primordial public. This is negatively affecting the anti-corruption crusade in
terms of prevention and sanction. Because the normative orientation of actors from the primordial
realm is morally distinct and sometimes in contrast with that of the civic public realm, their attitude
towards corruption is blurred by amoral considerations (neither moral nor immoral) arising from the
primordial norms that place a moral obligation on kinsmen/kinswomen to protect their kinsfolks,
particularly in relation to the civic public (outsider). The cases of James Ibori and Chief
Alamieyeseigha in relation to the support they got from their kinsmen in spite of weighty evidences
against them during their trial over corrupt practices exemplifies this conundrum. This represents a
major conflict between private and public morality as espoused by Bentham, and has grave
consequences for the strength of the public sector and quality of its services in Nigeria and around
Africa. For example, it has been proven that this practice exacerbates the conditions of political
corruption and the undermining of public institutions in Africa.

Conclusion/Recommendations
Utilitarian theory suggests that actions should be judged based on their ability to maximize overall
happiness or well-being for the greatest number of people. To rebuild public trust in the Nigerian
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Public Service, the focus should be on maximizing the collective well-being of the citizens as against
individual well-being. To achieve this, conscious efforts must be made to enthrone a number of
global best practices across public institutions in Nigeria. These include:

Transparency and Accountability: Public institutions in Nigeria must implement transparent
processes and practices to convince citizens that decisions and actions are made in their best interest.
Similarly, effective service delivery to ensure that public resources are used optimally will lead to
the improvement of public services which in turn, benefit a larger portion of the population and
increase their overall happiness. Furthermore, rebuilding public trust in the Nigerian public service
will require a rejig of the existing anti-corruption measures. For example, the Code of Conduct
Bureau, Economic and Financial Crimes Commission, Independent Corrupt Practices and Other
Related Offenses Commission and such other bodies must be strengthened and repositioned to root
out corrupt practices within the Public Service. By minimizing corruption, resources can be directed
towards projects and services that genuinely benefit the public, leading to greater happiness and in
turn, restore public confidence in the Nigerian public institutions.

Also, recruitment and promotion into the public service at all levels must be merit-based. This will
ensure that competent individuals are in key positions, leading to better service delivery and
increased satisfaction among the populace. The Federal Character commission must also be made
to be alive to its responsibility. Situations whereby a particular ethnic nationality or group dominates
the federal civil service will not improve public confidence in the process and outcome of
government programmes and actions. Lastly, governments at all levels in Nigeria should improve
on the provision of welfare services to the populace. More resources should be allocated to social
welfare programs that directly benefit disadvantaged populations. This can alleviate suffering and
enhance the overall well-being of the most vulnerable citizens.

Conclusively, notwithstanding the pervasiveness of unethical conducts in the Nigerian public
service, enthronement of global best practices in areas suggested above and continuous
implementation of policies and programmes based on utilitarian principles; prioritising actions that
contribute to the greater happiness and well-being of the majority of the citizens can work towards
rebuilding public trust in the country’s public service.
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