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Olusegun Obasanjo 

Former head of state of Nigeria 

General seeks wide reforms Africa 

By Albert E. Kaff, Cornell Chronicle 

29 October, 1992 

Gen. Olusegun Obasanjo, Africa's first military ruler to relinquish power voluntarily, believes that African 
nations must move toward democracy and carry out radical economic reforms. Otherwise, Africa will be 
forgotten in the new world order. 

The former president of Nigeria and former commander of its armed forces spoke to hundreds of 
students and faculty at several meetings last week when he came to Cornell as the 1992 Henry E. and 
Nancy Horton Bartels World Affairs Fellow. 

During a four-day visit, he reported that African governments “both of the left and the right are being 
forced to accept policies of democratization based on pluralism," and he predicted that majority rule will 
be established in South Africa by next year. 

But he painted a bleak picture of African economy. At the Bartels Lecture, a Nigerian who identified 
himself as a teacher at the Cayuga Correctional Institute asked why he should return home. 

Calling the questioner, "'My brother, a reluctant exile," Obasanjo said that he wished the teacher could 
come home to a better life "but in all honesty, I cannot say that. I would be lying." 

Poor financial management 

The African leader said he could not promise political stability nor economic opportunities. Obasanjo 
said that local currency in his homeland has been devalued 2,000 percent "and we haven't got to the 
end of it. The reason is simple - poor financial management. The budget deficit is more than the budget 
itself." 

For Africa as a whole, he said the continent's debt increased from $8.3 billion in 1978 to $250 billion in 
1989. "African countries to succeed must solve their chronic problem of debt burden,” he said. 
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Since turning over power to a democratically elected civilian government in 1979, Obasanjo, 55, a 
professional military engineer, has participated in international peace-keeping missions in Africa and is 
operating one of West Africa's largest private farms as a model for his people. 

In addition to meeting with several classes, Obasanjo spoke to an audience of some 300 people in the 
Biotechnology Building, delivering the annual Bartels lecture. Throughout his visit, Obasanjo wore a 
flowing white agbada robe and a white gobi, a regional cap of Western Nigeria. 

After President Frank H.T. Rhodes introduced him at the Bartels Lecture, Obasanjo proudly asked his 
daughter, Iyabo Obasanjo, who was seated at the back of the auditorium, to 

'Opportunities will not be offered to Africa on a platter of gold. Africa must face up to the challenge by 
carrying out radical reforms in its economy.' 

stand up. She is a second-year Ph.D. candidate in the College of Veterinary Medicine. 

Then he turned to his message "The world tends to dismiss Africa as if it doesn't exist," he said. He 
argued that Africa will maintain its relevancy in the world only if it meets its political, economic and 
social challenges. Contending that the European Community opens up trade opportunities for Africa, he 
warned: "Opportunities will not be offered to Africa on a platter of gold. Africa must face up to the 
challenge by carrying out radical  reforms in its economy." 

Majority rule in South Africa 

At a Cornell news conference, Obasanjo predicted that during the next six to nine months an interim 
government will emerge in South Africa “on the basis of genuine majority rule.” 

"I think that they are moving forward, and 1993 may be the year of South Africa," he told reporters. In 
1985, Obasanjo and former Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser co-chaired a 49-nation British 
Commonwealth group to seek a peaceful solution of South Africa's racial problems. 

"All elements in South Africa will come together and realize they have no option but to go forward in 
negotiations," the African leader told reporters. "The sides are taking important steps toward an interim 
government [but] the idea of playing for time and jostling for height will go on for some time." 

Obasanjo said end of the Cold War provides Africa with better opportunities to deal with its problems 
because Africa now "is free of ideological differences" that instigated tyrants and dictators both of the 
left and the right. "Africa now will go more and more along the lines of democracy. We will maintain the 
main lines of democracy- a free press, free choice and control of the military by civilians." 

Important to achieving democracy, he said, is reduction of illiteracy and poverty. "Democracy and 
poverty are strange bedfellows," he commented. "Democracy is more difficult to practice in an 
atmosphere of illiteracy and more difficult in poverty." 

Describing the importance of agricultural development, Obasanjo called food “a security issue that is 
more important than military security”. In 1960, Africa produced 107 percent of its food requirements, 
but production now is only 78 percent of the continent’s needs he said. Although food production 
increased 2 percent, population increased 3.2 percent, he explained. 

He added that under colonial rule Africa had “a bad policy, producing cash crops for metropolitan 
countries at the expense of food crops. In Africa, agriculture has been neglected to a dangerous point, 
and that policy must change.” 
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In the question session after the Bartels Lecture, an African student in history told Obasanjo that in the 
restaurant where he works he hears diners say they would like to go to Africa to see lions and other 
animals, “but never say they want to see the people,” asking how Africa’s image could be improved. 

Obasanjo drew laughter when he replied, “I would not worry if people want to go to Africa to see the 
lions. If we can organize Americans to visit Africa, think of the foreign exchange we will earn.” 

But in another tone, he declared: “We have to make the world take us seriously. We have to start by 
putting our house in order. This is not a matter of public relations. If you have a bad product, no amount 
of white washing will help.” 

Mr. and Mrs. Bartels, both 1948 Cornell graduates established the Bartels World Affairs Fellowship in 
1984. They came to Cornell from their home in North Haven, Conn... to meet Obasanjo and attend his 
lecture. Bartels is a retired corporate executive. 


