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10-year-old is in primary 4. The one who is 6 years old who is now immersed in the EdoBEST reform 
comes back from school, does his homework, and is excited. He loves getting ready for school the next 
day. The one who is 10 years old comes back from school and goes out to play ball. The one who is 6 
years old wakes up early and wants to go to school because he wants his name to be on the Character 
Board and enjoys the other exciting things integrated into the EdoBESTprogramme.The parent 
said he could see the progress in the 6-year-old but can’t see the same in the 10-year-old because the 
younger one is reading better than the elder brother. So, he asked, governor, what should I do?  Can 
I bring the 10-year-old to come and join the brother in one of your schools? So, we had to come up 
with teaching at the right level. This was to help those who were in higher classes whose classes did 
not kick-off with the EdoBEST programme to adjust. Back to your question, it gives me a lot of joy to 
see the result when you benchmark the performance and outcome of these children with their peers. I 
am personally confident that if we continue at this rate, we will not have another generation of a large 
number of school dropouts.
Your tenure will end in the next one year and a few months. How do you ensure that 
the person who will take over from you shares this same passion, vision, purpose and 
commitment to take it to the next level? That should be a challenge for you.

Yes, you see, at the end of the day, it’s about building institutions so that it doesn’t matter too much 
who comes. You know that certain things must happen. For us, we are optimistic that if we continue 
at this rate and deepen reforms to a certain level, no matter how bad the person who takes over is, the 
system will endure. For example, we believe that with what we have done today, in the next six or seven 
years, the teachers in our schools know that at a certain time in the month, they get their salary. They 
know that there is a system that checks on the time they clock in, that there is a quality assurance team 
that goes round and checks them, that there is technology and you can’t run the school system without 
that technology that we have put in place. We hired a fresh batch of 5000 teachers who do not know 
another way of teaching except the EdoBEST way. So, even if we have someone who does not believe 
in our reforms, there is a huge audience of almost 300,000 children in the system. Just imagine their 
parents, then over 16,000 teachers, who are there, watching. You don’t want to hurt these people. If 
you are going to stay on top politically, you won’t ignore them.
Digital transformation is another part of the accolades you get. Edo is now seen as a 
technologically advanced State because the governor is trying to digitalize everything, 
including the C-of-O acquisition processes. How challenging has it been?

I think this has been one of our greatest challenges because you know the thing with technology 
and digitalization; it is a culture change, getting people to do things differently from how they are 
used to do it. First, technology and digitalization bring a certain level of transparency and openness 
and therefore accountability sets in. This was not the norm in the system before we came in. There 
was natural resistance. The average age of civil servants when we came in was 47 years. Meanwhile, 
the mean age of the population of the State when we came in was about 19 years old. You can see the 
difference between the people running the civil service and the public. At 47 years, it takes a bit of pain 
to adopt the use of technology. So, that was a real challenge and it continues to be a challenge. How 
have we been able to overcome it?  We overcame it because fortunately for us, we saw that the civil 
service had not been adequately staffed. We found out that there were huge vacancies in the service. 
So, we have been able to bring in an army of young people who understand the culture of technology. 
With that, we have been able to adapt to the digitalized system rapidly and we have moved so far. In 
the last few years, we have digitalized our archives, almost 9 million records. So, it’s there. We built 
our own data centre in Government House. We have made all the major investments including the 
fibre optic connections that cuts across the entire State.

In the last six years, Edo has recorded unprecedented progress. In 
terms of education, resetting infrastructure for growth and human 
capital development, what would you say has been the most difficult 
decision you have taken so far?

I think almost all the decisions we have had to take have been very difficult 
because it’s like we’re trying to get a trailer, a heavy-duty truck to accelerate its pace 
of movement to be able to meander through difficult terrains. Every decision we have 
taken has been difficult because some of them were not understood when we took the 
decisions earlier and there was natural resistance or scepticism about why we took 
those decisions. But let’s just look at a few. First was the issue of education and the 
need to retrain the teachers. If you recall, before my time, my predecessor actually 
attempted to deal with this issue but there was a huge backlash. You will remember 
the humiliating experience of a teacher not being able to read. So, for us, any attempt 
to try and start reform in that space was being suspected, and dealing with the unions 
was a problem. I believe we were able to overcome that challenge because we were 
able to build trust very early and trust in the sense that whatever we committed to, 
we came through. How did we deal with the issue of teachers when we adopted the 
EDOBEST model? When we said we needed to retrain teachers, we told them that 
the first batch of teachers we wanted to train was voluntary, it was optional and there 
was no compulsion. It was after the very successful outcome of the training for the 
first set of 2000 teachers that the others began to see that there was something very 
positive for them; that now made it possible for us to get the buy-in from the other 
teachers. Like I said, every decision has been very difficult. In terms of governance, 
you’ve got to make choices: Do I put more money into building human capacity or 
infrastructure? If so, what type of infrastructure and who are those to benefit? There 
will be winners and losers in every policy decision you make and those who lose are 
not going to keep quiet; they are going to make trouble.

So, for us, on the scale, I think every decision has been difficult but one common 
thing is our ability to show commitment, earn the trust of our people, and this trust 
is built on our ability to show accountability. You know you can say anything about 
the Godwin Obaseki-led administration but nobody has ever accused us of stealing 
money; nobody has ever said we gave contracts that were inflated and took the money. 
In fact, on the other hand, people are always asking, ‘where and how are you getting 
the money to undertake these projects?’
In seven and half years, all the reforms you started are getting to a 
point of convergence. Are you satisfied with the results you are seeing?

 I am happy; I won’t say I am satisfied. I am happy that things are finally beginning 
to make sense, but we are not where we should be. What we have done in six and a half 
years is to show that it is possible to reform and undertake meaningful transformation 
and gain the buy-in of the people. Reform and transformation take time and we are 
in the middle of most of the reforms of Edo State now. Take education, for instance. 
We started the EdoBEST transformation programme in 2017 and in five years, the 
children we started with are just in primary 5, but the foundation has been laid. We 
won’t have time to see them through junior and senior secondary schools and all 
the other things they need to do. We are glad and I am happy. That is why I say I am 
happy that we’ve been able to lay the foundation. I am not satisfied because we are 
not there yet. It’s when we get there, when we begin to see these children go through 
universities, get world-class jobs, that I can be satisfied.
Yes, but can you tell me with confidence that those children show a 
significant difference than it was previously, before the reforms?

Definitely! In fact, there are very objective criteria to evaluate learning outcomes 
and these are standard criteria. By the time a child has received instructions after a 
certain period, for instance, a child of 8 years who is in primary 2 or 3 must be able 
to read a certain number of words per minute without any assistance and these are 
standards. And for us in Edo, our children are doing better, almost 75% more than 
the Nigerian average and when you benchmark them to global standards, they are 
slightly under what their peers are doing in Asia and Europe.
Coincidentally, this education sector is where you are getting the most 
accolades and comments from both within and outside the country. 
What is the one thing about the reform so far that gives you that joy, 
to say ‘I got it right?’  Or has it gotten to that point where you can say ‘I 
actually got this right?’

I think we have made significant progress but I can’t say we have gotten it right 
completely yet. It is still in progress. What I can say is that one is impressed when 
you listen to these children. The way they speak – their diction, rationality and sense 
of logic, it gives you joy. I will tell you a story I have told so many times before. Two 
terms after we introduced EDOBEST, a parent came back to say, governor I am so 
glad about what you are doing in education. He said he has two children – two sons. 
One is 6 years old and the other 10 years old. The 6-year-old is in primary 1 and the 
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• Obaseki

T
he Edo State Governor, Mr. Godwin Obaseki, in this 
interview, situates his strategic vision as a politician 
who is future-focused. From reforms in education, 

public service, agriculture, economy, he notes that he is not 
in politics for short-term benefits but to set the foundation 
for the rebirth of Edo State and to place it on good footing 
as a leading sub-national on the continent. Excerpts:

Our politics must work for the next 
generation – Obaseki

… ‘Nigeria must encourage competition among 
States to have a fighting chance at survival’ 



Talking about data, data is important for planning and Nigeria is known 
for not having proper data for different aspects of the economy. We have 
you at the state level really pushing this and becoming a success story.

What do you say to your fellow governors and even the 
federal government to put emphasis on data because you 
can’t plan without it?

I think it all happens for two reasons: the whole world is moving digital. 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is the future, right? So, even if you are not 
deliberately or unwittingly collecting data, data is being obtained. By just 
holding your Android phone, we can just get data about your movement and 
all. By doing just that, your data is being gathered. The issue here is maybe 
we have not seen a successful model within our clime. So, what we have 
tried to do in Edo is real and it will then serve as an impetus to say if Edo 
has been able to do it, then why not any other State. Then they will begin to 
make meaningful efforts. It’s not about money. It is not about funding. It is 
about commitment. That commitment comes from the part of you seeing 
the benefits. We believe that with these kinds of reforms at the national 
level, things will change.  Now that they are removing subsidies and those 
measures that never created or allowed competition, many States today 
will now see that they have no option but to do things properly so that they 
can attract real private sector money.

Tell me why you are undertaking such an ambitious palm oil development 
project when there seems to be a movement away from everything oil 
related. I know palm oil is different from crude oil and gas. Tell me why 
the special interest in this particular oil.

If you think about this, palm oil is really indigenous to us here.  We have 
seen people come here, collaborate with us, take materials from us and take 
it back to their country and see how they have used it to transform their 
economies. Countries like Malaysia and Indonesia. Today, you know what 
Indonesia earns from oil palm. Don’t forget that oil palm is the most prolific 
edible fat in the world. You get more yield than groundnuts and others. 
For us, that’s the reason why we’ve been very keen on using oil palm as an 
agricultural product to attract huge investments. It will be difficult finding 
somebody that will give us half a billion dollars for cassava. But with oil palm, 
because of its very nature, it is easy to get investments. These investments are 
not only in terms of mechanisation, but skills – agronomic skills and other 
skills for proper farming practices. These are needed to help you develop 
your agricultural industry. The reason we have been very aggressive is that 
if we are able to bring in investment for oil palm, then we have brought in 
the business and investment to develop the entire agricultural sector. It’s very strategic and deliberate 
and this is going to impact the economy greatly. You know, we have given out up to 70,000 hectares 
of new lands in addition to what has been cultivated by the two major companies already investing 
in oil palm in Edo. Assuming for each hectare, you need 50 people to cultivate it, at 70,000 hectares, 
you already have how many jobs?

I’m not seeing a man who is in a hurry to take credit or planning for the short term. You are looking 
at the long-term. Is that what I’m seeing here today?

Yes, that is it. It has to be about the future. Why we are in politics is to create wealth and opportunities 
for the future, not for ourselves. If people like Awolowo, Enahoro and the rest acted only in self-interest, 
we would not have gotten the advantage that brought us to where we picked up from. You could say 
I am a politician who works for the next generation.
There appears to be a lot of interest in establishing processing companies in the State 
as we have seen with the ethanol and gas refinery plants. What does this mean for you?

Yet again, we are very fortunate in Edo State. Our land, apart from being strategically located, is also 
diverse.  We have almost everything. We have good vegetation that sustains a wide variety of crops 
which serve as raw materials. We have some of the largest onshore reserves for gas which is an energy 
source. Outside of Kaduna and Zamfara, we have the largest number of mining licences. We already 
have the basics for industrialization. We have agriculture and raw materials for industries; we have 
energy from gas and we have mineral resources. So, all we need to do is train our human capacity, 
which is the reason for the emphasis on education. We cannot continue to buy things from around 
the world, that’s our dilemma today. So, for us in Edo, we see ourselves as the industrial hub. It’s a 
very deliberate strategy. We want to build our own industrialization based on our natural resources.
Tell us about the Benin Port Project? Recently you announced you are now prepared 
for the port?

We have an empire that thrived for over five centuries ago. What is the reason? We believe it was 
the ability to trade with the rest of the world. So, the Benin Empire has always been global and that 
opportunity to trade is because of our access to the Atlantic Ocean through the Benin River. That river 
is still there today. From the Atlantic, the Apapa is about 15 nautical miles. So, with the necessary 
investments, we will become another option. The Benin Port is the closest path to the belly of Nigeria. 
If you can move your containers to Benin, you are less than two hours from the main market in the 
East; you can get to Kogi in another 2 to 3 hours and through Ondo, you can access the South West. It 
will relieve the pressure. We went through a very open process to see whether it’s viable and whether it 
makes economic sense. That is why it took us two years to do the study for all things we need to do and 
open it up to investors to come and pitch. We had three major investors and from there, one emerged. 
We are close. We hope and believe that all things being equal, they should start construction shortly.
What about primary healthcare; how much have you done in this area?

For us, the emphasis has been on primary healthcare. Part of our whole healthcare strategy is hinged 
on four key factors. The first is healthcare financing. Somebody must pay, unlike in the past where 
everybody relied on government expenditure which just didn’t help our healthcare system. Most people 
now pay out of pocket. So, without the healthcare financing system, it will be difficult to sustain any 
healthcare system. What we have done is to launch the Edo State Health Insurance Scheme. We asked 
ourselves, with the government’s limited finances, where should the government spend its money? Is 
it in secondary care or primary care? We chose primary care. Then how should we approach primary 
care? We decided to approach primary care from two perspectives:  primary care at the time had just 
buildings. We said no, it’s human capacity more than anything else that drives the healthcare system. 

Most of the primary healthcare workers we met were residents in the local governments, and because 
the local government structure was very weak and couldn’t support an efficient primary healthcare 
centre, it didn’t work. We had to set up a separate agency – the Primary Healthcare Development 
Agency. We moved the primary healthcare workers into that agency which we now share with the local 
governments. With that, we have control of them. We now changed their conditions of service and 
scheme of service to create more incentives for them to do the work and ensured adequate capacity 
building. Lastly, we adopted technology. If you go into any primary healthcare centre, we know you 
have come there because the healthcare workers take your vitals, record them and the doctor can see 
from the backend the condition of that patient and then follows up. Our goal is to have 200 of these 
primary health care centres across the State with one in every ward. 

You spoke yesterday that without emphasis on exports we are not going anywhere 
in this country. That we will still face the crisis that we are facing. Do you think the 
people at the federal level are listening? Do they really appreciate and recognize how 

important it is to get out of this crisis especially now that forex is 
a big challenge in the country?
I will not say we don’t realise it. I will say that it’s a structural problem with our 
economy. Sometimes, it’s quite difficult to change the structure underlying 
the fundamentals. What has happened over the last 4 to 5 decades is because 
we found crude oil and hydrocarbons to quickly sell and make money and 
get foreign exchange. It has not really encouraged us to do exports unlike the 
situation before we found oil. Also, the culture of building competitive goods 
is lacking. For you to export, you have to do something competitive, your price 
has to be better than the other person’s price. Why would someone come and 
buy things from you if he can get them cheaper somewhere else? We need to 
now look at the entire chain and the process of production, what do we have an 
advantage in, outside our crude oil? Once upon a time, we had an advantage in 
cash crops like cocoa, oil palm, rubber, and today, we have advantage in energy 
and gas. The gas can be converted into energy and that’s what we want in Edo, 
to generate electricity that is less than 50 % of the cost in Europe. So, today, 
one-kilowatt hour of power in Europe will cost you as much as 30 cents per kwh. 
In Edo today, I want to be able to generate not more than 11 cents per kwh. So, 
from an energy perspective, I already have an advantage.

If I can have the same quality of manpower and all the other inputs, I should 
be able to produce competitively and then export.
There is a problem of running a government and generating income 
to do infrastructure. What should Nigeria do? What do the leaders 
in Abuja need to do to restructure and redirect Nigeria to make 
Nigeria profitable?

We have to look at the structure of the country. The design today is too huge to 
be efficient. Right, we need to first get the federal government to reduce its size 
significantly and just focus on those things that we can’t do for ourselves. The few 
policy things that will help us bring the country together, you don’t need 52% 
of the revenues coming in to do that. We need to significantly reduce the size of 
the federal government. It is too wasteful. Then, we need to allow competition 
among the sub-nationals so that you don’t have one point of failure. It’s better to 
have 36 points of failure and you know all of it will not fail. But today, once the 
centre fails, we all fail. So, the structure needs to change. We need to introduce 
competition. That is the way people can breathe and the country can breathe. 
Right now, the country is choked. If the federal government does not build its 
roads, I cannot move goods and services across the States and can’t move my 
goods from Edo to Kogi, my neighbouring State. This is because what connects 
us is the federal road. You should fix your federal roads or have a collaboration 

between us, the States so that your roads across my State are a collaboration between us and I don’t 
have to wait for somebody in Abuja before I can repair it, whether it’s road or any other infrastructure. 
For example, in Edo, digital infrastructure is not federally-controlled so I connected all my fibre across 
Edo State. So, if my neighbour is interested too, I just connect them. We don’t need anybody in Abuja 
to now begin to regulate us. So, what we need to do is to ensure that first, we let the centre reduce 
what it controls and do the things it is supposed to do very effectively and efficiently. What are the key 
issues? You need security and safety for people to encourage investments. One reason why we have 
been able to encourage and attract the number of investments to Edo is because of the perception of 
security here. There is nothing wrong with policing at the federal, state level and local government levels. 
Nigeria is not going to break up. So, we shouldn’t have this attitude that you want to hold everything 
together, no. Nigeria is maturing. What we need is to change the structure and introduce this element 
of competitiveness. You will see different parts of the country thriving and then there will be more 
cooperation- interstate or inter-regional cooperation.

 So, in other words, you are advocating devolution of power across the State
We cannot rule this country without restructuring power as is seen today.

Some people have also accused the state government of choking the local 
governments?

What we are saying is let there be 36 points of competition, not everybody would choke their LGAs. 
If you see that releasing or breathing fresh air to your local government helps your growth, maybe 
that’s the model you would like to adopt.
Let us talk about the airport project; what is happening to it?

We have made quite some progress. We have acquired the property, the land. We are finalising all the 
surveys and the studies. Experts are looking at all the things we need to do, all the technical things we 
need to make the airport safe. We are also talking to potential partners. We are not an aviation company 
so we don’t know how to build an airport. We need partners and we have one or two people who have 
indicated interest in partnering with the State. For us, just like the Benin Port, we have established 
viability from the initial economic studies on the route between Benin and Abuja and if we are able to 
build an airport in between, it will make a lot of sense.  It’s an area with over 10 to 12 million population.
The Museum of West African Art is taking shape. How will it impact the local art scene 
and how will it change the narrative of Benin bronzes?

One unique advantage of Edo is its culture. Nobody else has it and the world recognises this. It has 
become even a lot more famous with all the controversies surrounding the return of the Benin artefacts. 
So, if the world has acknowledged and recognised these unique attributes, how do we as a State and as 
a people monetize it? How do we take advantage of it? How do we give it some touristic value? If people 
travel across the globe to see these things, how can we tell our story differently so that more people can 
come here to see them? These artefacts, our forebears created long ago. Those same creative instincts 
that led to all of these are still here with us. It is still the same blood that flows in our veins. So, what 
we’re doing is creating a similar environment that will support those creative instincts, the creative 
genius in our people to blossom. You can only do that when you have the supporting infrastructure to 
do these things. That’s where things like the pavilion we’re constructing, the museum and the display 
areas become important and necessary. So, it’s not just about the return of the bronzes. The other 
issue is preserving them. How are we conserving them? If the work that we are asking to be returned 
were not preserved, will we find them today to be returned? For us, we see art as a fortune so we’re 
trying to create the environment including the infrastructure so as to create wealth. That is why the 
Museum of West African Arts (MOWAA) is important; that is why the pavilion is important, that is 
why we redesigned the city centre as a cultural centre where people can come in and see elements of 
this great kingdom. We are restoring parts of the moats so that people can come and see these moats 
and understand how they influenced our culture.
Your tenure is almost over, less than one year. It started with a dream and you have 
been able to achieve some of what you set out to achieve. Tell me in a nutshell, how 
has this journey been?

It’s been interesting but unfortunately, people remember more of the fight and ask why the fights. I 
mean, if we didn’t have them, we would not have been able to come this far. There were compromises 
that we just couldn’t make which led to the fights but people are emphasizing the fight, but don’t see 
the benefit of the fight. I believe that my successors will not have it as difficult as we had because we 
tried the new paradigm and people can see the benefit in this new way of thinking and doing things. 
Well, if you ask me if I would go the same path if I have to do it all over again, I will say yes because I 
don’t see how else I could have done it. It’s like asking me if you want to eat Omelette again, are you 
going to break some eggs?
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Vision

Mission

To produce award-winning 
publications based on 
high ethical standards and 
lofty principles; taking into 
cognisance the diversity in 
culture, religion and ways of 
life of Nigerians.

To promote and defend the 
values of democracy and 
free speech, and to foster 
the principle of equal 
opportunities for all. 

...Nigeria’s most widely read newspaper



Punch Values: T.R.I.B.E 
Truth: We believe the veracity of every story we tell is  critical to creating a 
fairer and more equitable society. We  understand that half-truths, when 
propagated, can easily set  off a series of unpleasant outcomes, thus, we 
are committed  to telling all stories that increase our trust levels with 
our  diverse audience.  

Reliability: Integrity and accountability sit at the core of  everything we do. In 
the last five decades, we have  consistently and conscientiously equipped 
our audience with  reliable information and informed commentary.  

Independence: We take pride in our unalloyed editorial  independence, a 
motivation that drives us as we continue to  contribute to national and 
global development. Our editors and journalists are trained to deliver 
their responsibilities  without fear or favour and only in the public interest.  

Balance: We aim at all times to bring to our audience  content that is void 
of bias or prejudice. All our stories are  told from the prism of fairness 
and accuracy.  

Excellence: We are passionate in our pursuit of  Excellence as a way of life. 
We prioritise merit, professionalism and discharging responsibilities 
with a  sense of ownership and responsibility
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The PUNCH Way
Our values and standards
Right from the roll-out of our first publication, the Sunday 
PUNCH,  our editorial values have been based on transparency, 
fairness, accuracy, impartiality and trust. We believe that one of 
the greatest attributes of a good newspaper is that it should be 
readily understandable. The PUNCH leads the pack by always 
offering readers factual news and other highly inspiring stories 
in simple and elegant language.

Not affiliated to any political party, we feature a range of 
views, breadth and diversity of opinion on our comment pages. 
Our peerless editorials meet the test of excellence, clarity, style, 
moral purpose, sound reasoning, and the power to influence 
public opinion. We seek to balance our news at all times and 
report all shades of opinion. And that has always been one of 
our distinguishing strength.

Editorial Integrity
In our efforts to uphold the highest of ethical standards and 
a commitment to the uncorrupted pursuit of truth, based on 
verifiable facts and knowledge, The PUNCH has a Code of 
Ethics for its journalists that it strictly enforces. The Code 
and the channels for ethical complaints are published daily 
on page two and the back page of the newspaper respectively. 
We know that the public rightly expects the highest ethical 
standards from The PUNCH, its stall and its titles. Whichever 
the title, whatever the story or news and whoever the writer is, 
the hallmark of our editorial content is the adherence to the 
highest standards of accuracy and impartiality. With courage 
and rigour, we strive to establish the truth in all circumstances 
and guard against groundless speculation.

Punch Interest
PUNCH serves the interest of the Nigerian public at all 
times The newspaper has undertaken several noble crusades 
in accordance with its belief to promote such causes. As a 
newspaper, PUNCH has suffered under a severe operating 
environment, especially during the military era, but it has 
continued to defy the odds.

Facilities
At inception, the company used the Crabtree Printing Machine. 
In the 1980s, it moved on to the Rondoset Printing Machine, 

which was acquired from the defunct East Germany. It also 
stepped up the business by installing the Goss Community 
Press in November 1998. All this contributed to the image of 
The PUNCH and the general aesthetics of the newspaper itself.

But the ultra-modern Goss Universal 75 from Nantes, France, 
in 2008. The aesthetics and printing quality of The PUNCH titles 
now compare favourably with those of any other in the world.

To complement the Goss 75, which can print 64 pages all 
colour at once and is described as the first in Africa, outside of 
South Africa is a modern pre-press operation. The pre-press 
outfit enhances and speeds up the quality of the final output. 
The company has also been expanding its printing operations 
outside of its headquarters in order to stay ahead of competition 
and address the issue of printing more than one edition for an 
Increasingly sophisticated and diverse market.

Market Share
As a brand, The PUNCH is Nigeria’s best-selling newspaper. For 
decades, it has been so. The profile of the newspaper has soared 
because of its editorial integrity and production aesthetics, 
which are unrivalled. The PUNCH titles are enjoyed by diverse 
segments of the society, in different parts of the country and 
across the West African sub-region.

Choice of Advertisers
PUNCH is an important vehicle to reach an audience that 
is highly desirable to advertisers. PUNCH, as an advertising 
medium, delivers your message to your target most effectively 
as readers are highly engaged with the newspaper in print, 
online, smartphones and tablets. As strong brands, the PUNCH 
titles give advertisers the ultimate value for their money as 
they reach their targets. with ease. Your adverts are in the right 
place when they are published in The PUNCH. Our impact is, 
indeed, very real!

Awards
The PUNCH is synonymous with awards. It beat all the other 
newspapers in Nigeria to the Newspaper of the Year at the 
Nigerian Media Merit Awards and the Diamond Awards for 
Media Excellence in 2015, where it also picked the two awards 
on editorial writing. On another level, PUNCH reporters 
regularly win awards at the national, continental and global 
levels, including the CNN MultiChoice African Journalists 
Awards.

PUNCH Nigeria  Limited, publishers of The PUNCH, Saturday PUNCH and Sunday PUNCH, remains true to the vision of the founding 
Chairman, James Olubunmi Aboderin: To promote and defend the values of democracy and free speech, and to foster the principle 
of equal opportunities for all. We demand accountability from government, promote the rule of law and support a market-driven 

economy Freedom for all is our core value. We also have a special obligation to defend civil liberties and human rights of the most vulnerable 
members of the society. Common good is always at the heart of everything we do.
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Since June 26, 2018, when you took over as the Chairman of the ‘Most Widely 
Read Newspaper’ in the country, what has your experience been?

 Since assuming the role of chair, I’ve encountered some challenges, but I 
thrive on them. Leading a family business that’s inherently risk-averse, I’ve 
worked with the board to balance our traditional methods with a willingness 
to innovate and explore new avenues for success. Despite the fact that it took 
some members of the board some time to adjust to having a woman in the 
chair position, I remained steadfast in prioritising the company’s best interests 
throughout every challenge. Now, as things have stabilised, I’m pleased 
with our current direction and eager to continue our journey of growth and 
adaptation.

Your name keeps featuring on the list of some influential Nigerian female 
journalists. What’s it about you that keeps your name in that circle?

As a matter of fact, I’m not a journalist, but I guess being the chairman of 
PUNCH, this is a natural assumption. I describe myself as prominent in the 
publishing business by virtue of my experience. I joined Newswatch magazine 
as an advert executive and over the nine years I spent there, l rose through the 
ranks to senior advert executive, Assistant advert manager and then pioneer 
Advert Manager of Quality magazine, a general interest magazine in the 
Newswatch stable. I also wrote a fitness column for Quality magazine called 

Witnessing PUNCH’s freshness, transformative 
journalism, fill me with pride   
– Chairman, Angela Emuwa

‘Fitness With Angie’.  I left Newswatch as the Corporate Affairs Manager and moved 
to Africa Today magazine as the Advertising Sales Director and Head of Operations. 
Thereafter, I moved to News Africa magazine, where I was Head of Operations. 
Both magazines were London-based, and I was running the Nigerian operations.

It’s PUNCH Newspapers 50th Anniversary Celebration. What’s the inspiration, at a 
time as this when the media, the print especially is burdened by the harsh realities 
of today’s economy?

The 50th anniversary celebration of PUNCH offers us an opportunity to honour 
its resilient legacy amidst the harsh economic realities facing the print media 
industry today. This milestone serves as a beacon of hope, inspiring reflection 
on the newspaper’s enduring commitment to journalistic excellence and public 
service despite economic challenges. With shifting consumer behaviours and 
financial pressures, the celebration underscores the newspaper’s ability to adapt 
and thrive, showcasing its significance as a cornerstone of informed citizenship 
and democratic values.

Celebrating our resilience 40 years following the passing of our founding 
chairman is a testament to our enduring strength. I am grateful to the board, 
management, and especially our dedicated employees, both past and present, for 
their unwavering loyalty and commitment to the values and principles upheld by 
PUNCH. Furthermore, I take pride in highlighting that our journey serves as a 

M
rs. Angela Emuwa is the Chairman of PUNCH Nigeria Limited. Emuwa, an accomplished businesswoman, leads PUNCH’s forward-
looking and highly successful board at a time when newspapers are facing an existensial crisis. In this interview with JUWE 
OLUWAFEMI, to celebrate PUNCH’s 50th anniversary, she speaks on the challenges associated with leading a thriving family 

business, adjusting to boardroom politics and the growth adaptation of the company
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compelling case study for the perseverance of family businesses.

Under your watch, how well would you rate the performance of the PUNCH titles in the 
newspaper market share?

Under my watch, we continue to dominate the industry. We have the largest share in 
the market both in print and online. That’s not to say we are complacent, though. We 
continually keep tabs on innovative global trends in our industry and try to see how we 
can adapt or adopt to stay current. Our reporters and editors have continued to win 
awards and recognition.

We have been winning it for years and also sustained our winning ways under my 
leadership.

I would say we have done well, but I will always believe we can do better.

Where do you  see the PUNCH titles in the next 10 years within the Nigerian media industry?
I see PUNCH continuing to be a dominant force within the industry. We are at the point 

where the next generation is about to be positioned to join the business and eventually 
take over, giving us fresh perspectives to publishing. Prior to joining, they must have 
the requisite qualifications and undergo industry specific training to be the best they 
can be. By continually leveraging technology, data analytics, and audience insights, the 
newspaper aims to enhance its relevance, reach, and revenue-generating capabilities, 
ensuring its continued success and relevance for the next 10 years and beyond.

How does it feel, being one of the children of the illustrious  Chief James Olubunmi Aboderin?
Being one of Chief James Olubunmi Aboderin’s children fills me with immense pride. 

My father epitomised integrity, diligently earning every penny through hard work, not 
depending on shortcuts or windfalls. Integrity was paramount to him, and it remains 
central to my values. Witnessing the launch of the newspaper, witnessing its freshness 
and transformative impact on journalism, fill me with profound pride as the daughter 
of its founder.

Do you feel threatened operating in an industry dominated by men?
Not in the least. While the dominance of men in the industry could present its 

challenges, I view it as an opportunity to challenge stereotypes, advocate for gender 
equality, and demonstrate my capabilities as a professional regardless of gender. I 
believe in my abilities and the value I bring to the table.

How has the Aboderin name impacted your trajectory in your professional life?
As a novice advertising executive at Newswatch magazine, having the Aboderin name 

associated with me initially facilitated my job. Many clients knew of him and held him 
in high regard, which elevated my status and bolstered my confidence during sales 
pitches, resulting in positive outcomes. However, as I transitioned into married life and 
adopted a different surname, my ability to deliver remained unchanged. Even without 
the influence of my family name, I continued to excel professionally, ensuring effective 
communication and successful new client interactions. I am truly blessed to be the 
daughter of Chief James Olubunmi Aboderin and Mrs. Florence Jadesola Aboderin, 
parents with integrity who left behind good names and enduring legacies.

From your position as leader of a very successful  and long-standing brand, what advice 
would you give the government to enhance the performance of the print media sector?

Media houses in Nigeria are struggling to stay afloat. The cost of newsprint and other 
printing consumables has skyrocketed. The government can support the struggling print 
media industry in Nigeria through various measures, including financial assistance 
such as low-interest loans, tax incentives, and subsidies. In addition to this, allocating 
government advertising budgets to print media would ensure a steady source of revenue 
and promote the industry’s sustainability. By implementing measures such as these, 
the government can play a crucial role in supporting the sustainability and growth of 
the print media industry in Nigeria, ensuring its continued contribution to democracy, 
information dissemination, and socio-economic development.

What fond memories of your late father -  the founder of the PUNCH Group - do you have? 
Do you mind sharing some of them with us?

He had a great sense of humour, and I often stored up jokes to him whenever we were 
together, and he would explode with that unique belly-laugh of his! I also remember once 
when I told him what I thought was a funny joke and there was dead silence afterwards. 
Awkward. Trust me, I never told that joke again!

He worked so hard for his money which probably explained his reaction once when 
he gave my late brother Jaiye who was about 12 at the time, money to buy some Chinese 
takeaway down Edgeware road and he came back with no change. Jaiye said he tipped 
the waiter. ‘Who taught you to tip?’ he asked angrily. At this point, I pretended to be 
occupied by something else! (Those were the good old days when N1 = £1!)

Even though he was a chartered accountant, he was drawn to the Arts. He had a 
group of dancers named Skylark Dancers and two record labels - Lagos International 
Records and Skylark records. I remember a show he co-organised at the London Hilton 
in Park Lane, London, where Millie Jackson was headlining and the late Christie 
Essien performed. There were many others. Clearly, this love for music, dance, and the 
entertainment scene runs in the veins of his children in varying degrees.

You’re a woman with the big heart and a leading caregiver through your ‘Golden 
Hearts Touching Lives’ initiative. You’re also a leader of the Autism Parents Association 
International. How do you get the time and energy for all these tasks?

Navigating these responsibilities was facilitated by flexible working hours and a strong 
support network. Initially, I arranged flexible working hours to accommodate my new 
schedule, but after a few years, I chose to resign from my corporate role to dedicate more 
time to my son, who is on the autism spectrum

As a non-executive director at PUNCH, I found additional flexibility to engage more with 
the NGOs I co-founded: ‘Golden Hearts Touching Lives’ and ‘Autism Parents Association’. 
Both organisations were mostly focused on fundraising to assist and support indigent 
families, mostly relying on our personal contributions. For my support network, it included 
dedicated facilitators who worked tirelessly with my son on weekdays, allowing me the time 
to prioritise self-care through my dance fitness classes, which I attend from Monday to 
Saturday. Engaging in physical activity clears my mind and prepares me for the challenges 
of each day ahead.

What message or assurance have you for the teeming and long standing stakeholders of the 
PUNCH Group - the readers who have been loyal over the decades, the suppliers, the workers, 
and the government?

A:  To our valued readers, hardworking staff, esteemed government partners, and all our 
other stakeholders, I would like to extend my deepest gratitude for their unwavering support 
and trust over the decades. Their loyalty has been the cornerstone of our success, and we 
remain steadfast in our commitment to delivering accurate, timely, and impactful journalism.

We understand the importance of our role in society and the responsibility we carry in 
shaping public discourse and holding power to account.

As we navigate challenges and embrace opportunities, we assure you that we will continue 
to prioritise transparency, fairness, and excellence in all aspects of our operations. We are 
determined to innovate, adapt, and thrive in this rapidly changing world.

Together, we will chart a course towards a future where informed citizens empower our 
democracy, where truth prevails over misinformation, and where the values we cherish as 
a nation are upheld and celebrated.
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Can you share your pre-school years with 
us?

There is very little to remember during my pre-
primary school. I was born in July 1944. At the 
beginning of 1949, I was taken to a school directly 
opposite where my mother lived, just across the 
road. The school, which was established in 1905, 
was called Olubadan School. It was opened by 
the colonialists at Oranyan, Ibadan, specifically 
to train the children of chiefs because chiefs 
were not sending their children to school then. 
I was only five years old then, but shortly after I 
started, probably less than a month, the school 
was moved to Aperin , which was very far.  So, 
I was withdrawn and did not start school again 
till the following year, 1950. That is why I always 
say I started school in 1950 at Beyerunka, which 
was not far from home. I can’t immediately think 
of pre-school events because I was still young. I 
lived with my mother; by the time’s standard, 
my mother was the wealthiest woman. She was 
trading in clothes. She gave me more than enough 
money to spend. Among my peers, I had the 
highest pocket money. Fortunately, I was doing 
very well in class, particularly because of that, she showed me 
great affection. I was conscious of my maternal siblings like Chief 
Moyo Aboderin. He was the eldest of my mother’s children; 
then Olajide Aboderin, Mrs Adisa, mother of Chief (Mrs.) Nike 
Akande; another sister, Odunola who is the mother of Mrs. Alabi; 
then Olu Aboderin, the founding chairman of PUNCH. Those are 
my five maternal siblings. Mrs Adisa and Sister Odunola were 
married and living with their husbands in Lagos. I remember 
one day when my mother was going to Lagos and I was on the 
train with her. I was on the train for the first time. At that time, 
the only place I knew that was tarred was Beere; the Oranyan 
part of Ibadan was not tarred. So, when we were on the train, 
each time I saw a tarred road, I would say, ‘Maami, maami, ewo 
Beere’ (mummy, mummy, see Beere!) and everybody laughed. At 
that time, I saw little of my dad. On his way to work from Elekuro 
to Mapo Hall, his car would stop in front of our house, and he 
would send his driver to give me six pence. Occasionally,  he did 
so himself. He had a Opel; the nearest to it is today’s SUV; you 
could put a lot of luggage in the back of the car. My father used to 
come to the house. He was what you might call a public servant. 
He was, first of all, a teacher. He attended Ibadan Grammar 
School, then he became the headmaster of Mapo Central School 
before he went to secondary school. Then he became a councillor, 
then a chief, and later, he rose to become the third in rank to 
the Olubadan before he died.  When I was in the latter part of 
secondary school, we became closer, and I began to see more of 
him. Even the school fees, he didn’t allow my mother to pay, he 
was the one who paid. In fact, the day I started school in GCI, 
September 7, 1957, he actually took me in his car and saw me 
to the gate and paid all the fees. Unfortunately, he died in 1964, 
just about three months before I entered the university. By that 
time, we had become quite close. While I was close to him, I was 
also close to my paternal siblings like the late Chief Olubunmi 
Ogunsola, he used to play the part of ‘Alao Shaky Shaky’, in a 
radio programme because he was a very humorous fellow. Then, 
the late Olumide Ogunsola, Mrs Femi Akinbiyi, Mr Abimbola 
Ogunsola and the late Mrs Omobonike Adesanya. 

Were you an obedient boy in school?
I was not an obedient boy. I usually asked questions, and that 

was a problem. In Government College Ibadan at the time, there 
were four houses of 80 pupils each, all in boarding school. There 
were no day students. In each class, there were 48 students in two 
arms; you can see the quality of education that we had and we 
were very much pampered. They gave us soap, a blazer with the 
school badge etc. I was a scholar as a result of my performance 
in the entrance examination. The grapevine said that I came first 
in the examination and got a scholarship, but my mother was 
actually concerned that the scholarship could have been given to 
someone who really needed it because she could afford to pay. 
Because I used to ask questions, seniors didn’t like me and I got 
into trouble with them. Fortunately for me, I was doing very well 
academically, and even though many people didn’t like me, they 

In my own case 
when I became 
chairman of 
PUNCH, it was 
made clear 
that PUNCH was 
not supposed 
to pursue any 
partisan interest

were forced to respect me. I was not very good at sports; 
the only sport I was good at was swimming, where I was an 
average swimmer. I played a bit of hockey, but I was of no 
use in football. It is amazing that some of the strongest boys 
at the time, boys who had all the sinews and all, are dead 
and we are still alive. I was alarmed when Victor Ojutalayo, 
probably the finest athlete of our generation, died at 56. 
School life does not predict what happens thereafter, and 
if the prefects had known that at that time, they probably 
would have been less harsh than they were in handling 
the junior students. Socially, I was the president of the 
Literary and Debating Society, which really exposed me 
to other schools. I was also an important member of the 
Dramatic Society, which also exposed me to students from 
other schools. In those days, to the best of my knowledge, 
very few people went to the extent of sleeping with their 
girlfriends. Some people did but it was very rare.

You were the president of the Literary and Debating 
Society, even as a science student. You must have 
been an all-rounder.

The truth is that at that time, the most brilliant boys in 
GCI were generally all-rounders. Sometimes, it was hard 
to decide whether to go for sciences or arts. I can count 
some people. Akin Omigbodun was an all-rounder too. 
I had A1 in English, A1 in Mathematics and Additional 
Mathematics, A2 in Latin, A2 in Literature, and A2 in 
Physics and Chemistry. Olugbodun had about the same 
result as some other people. Before us were two brilliant 
boys, Jibayo Akinrimisi and Jide Ogunlana. Akinrimi died 
some years ago, he was a senior lecturer or professor at the 
University of Lagos. He had a PhD in Physics from a top 
American university. He and Jide Ogunlana were the best 
in the class. Ogunlana also went to an American university. 
He completed his first degree, his master’s and probably 
his PhD but then he ran into some problems, not criminal. 
He also became a lecturer in Ife.

Why did you study Actuarial Science at a time when 
Law and Medicine were seen as choice careers?

After my school certificate, when deciding on what to do 
at the Higher School Certificate, I had the option of going 
into the humanities or the sciences. Our principal, D. J. 
Bullock, tried to persuade many of us to go into the arts, 
but many of us boys who were very good at mathematics 
were considering engineering. We didn’t even think of 
taking a degree in mathematics because mathematicians 
were seen as eccentric at that time. There was a feeling 
then that you could only become a teacher with a degree in 
mathematics. There was nothing like computer science. At 
that time, I didn’t even know that there was a subject called 
Statistics until I got to my first year at higher school. If I had 
thought of being a lawyer, maybe I might have considered 

going into the arts but in GCI at the time, nobody thought that 
being a lawyer was worth it. If you went into arts, it was either 
you wanted to go and be a university professor in English or 
something. When I said I would like to do Pure and Applied 
Mathematics as two of my subjects for HSC, he even tried to 
persuade me to take either Latin or English as the third subject 
to show you how much he had hopes in me to do arts. But at the 
end, I told myself that if I did that, my hope of being an engineer 
would be dashed. So, I did Pure and Applied Mathematics and 
Physics. In December 1963, I completed the HSC examination. 
Engineering was unavailable in Nigerian universities except 
Ahmadu Bello University and the University of Lagos. Before 
I put in for university admission, I discussed with my brother, 
Chief Moyosore Aboderin, in his house, and he asked me what 
I intended to do at the university. I told him I wanted to apply 
for Engineering at UNILAG and Mathematics at the University 
of Ibadan. He said there is a course called Actuarial Science, 
which is highly paying in the United Kingdom. He was a VIP 
and had been rich from his youth. Among those who contested 
the election in 1951 to the then House of Assembly, he won the 
highest votes, and he was richer than any of them. He was in 
the cocoa trade, and by this time, he had become a director of 
a multinational insurance company called Eaglestar Insurance 
Company, which had established a branch in Nigeria. It was 
one of the leading insurance companies in the UK, and when 
they wanted to establish a trading branch, he was one of those 
appointed as a director. From his business travels abroad, 
he interacted with their directors and came across actuaries. 
Actuaries were very highly respected in the insurance industry, 
and they almost always became managing directors of the 
companies eventually, and even when they didn’t become MD, 
they were very highly paid. I said okay, after my mathematics 
degree in Ibadan, I would consider becoming an actuary. 
Although it is not compulsory, it is advisable that when you are 
studying for actuarial exams you should be working with either 
an insurance company or actuarial consulting company in the 

C
hief Ajibola Ogunshola studied Mathematics at the University of Ibadan and later 
went on to become the first black African Fellow of the Institute of Actuaries, UK. 
However, his career took an unexpected and unsual turn in 1987 when he 

accidentally became the chairman of PUNCH Nigeria Limited. A position he served 
in for twenty four (24) years until April 30, 2011, when he voluntarily retired. 
  Ogunshola, who retired from the company after repositioning the brand shared 
his experience in an interview published in the 30th April 2011 edition of Saturday 
PUNCH.

I’m fulfilled – Emeritus  Chairman, Ogunshola

• Ogunshola
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UK. With his connection, he got that for me easily and got me a job permit while studying in 
the UK. He had done a similar thing for his own younger brother, Olu Aboderin, many years 
before, in 1957,, when he went to study in the UK. He had gone abroad to study law but it was 
through Chief Moyo’s connection that he got him what is called an articleship to be able to 
become a chartered accountant. It was compulsory then to be an articled clerk to become 
a chartered accountant, and without that, he would never have become an accountant. 
There were two qualifications then, the Institute of Chartered Accountants and Institute 
of Certified and Corporate Accountants. If you become an associate of the first one, you 
put ACA after your name, and if you become an associate of the second, you put an ACCA. 
Before I went to the university here in Nigeria, Chief Moyo had wanted me even to go and do 
my Maths degree in London. Actually, he had submitted my papers, and I got an admission 
to study Maths over there, but some people, including Dr. Lekan Are, who is a cousin, told the 
family, ‘Jibola kere, e ma je ko lo ilu eebo nikekere. Awon toba lo ilu eebo nikekere, won maa 
nya iyakuya nigba mi (You shouldn’t allow Jibola to go abroad, he is too young. Young men who 
travel abroad often become rascals)’. 

That was the main reason why I did my first degree here. There were one or two other personal 
reasons, but that was a major factor.

You once said you would have come out with a first class, but you got distracted in 
your second year. Who or what was the distraction?

At the end of my first year at the university, I did very well and became a university 
scholar. In those days, for those who did well at the end of the first year, the pride was 
to be called a university scholar, not so much for the money. To some people, money 
was very important, but to me, it was not so important. Number one, my mother 
could afford it. More importantly, I was already a Shell-BP scholar based on my 
performance in the HSC examination results. I had an ‘A’ in Applied Mathematics, 
an ‘A’ in Pure Mathematics and a ‘B’ in Physics. The ‘B’ in Physics was because 
I failed the practical and the rule was that once you failed the practical, you 
could never get an ‘A’. Professor Ayo Banjo taught us English briefly during 
high school in preparation for essay writing in the general paper. Because of 
my Shell-BP scholarship, I had a lot of money and lived like a king. I had 
to turn down the university scholarship, though I requested to retain the 
title of a university scholar. I had money, bought house coats, about two 
or three types, had a pipe, and smoked Henry Moore tobacco. It had 
an aroma that would be all over the building when it was smoked. 
I don’t know whether it still exists. I didn’t drink much because my 
stomach couldn’t take it. Even with tobacco smoking, I had to stop it 
when I got to England because I found that it was affecting my colon. 
I didn’t make a first class for three reasons. First, I did not work as hard 
as before. Two, perhaps, if I had been abroad where extra coaching 
would have been available, I would have enjoyed the abstract aspect of 
mathematics. And third, without meaning to be unfair to my teachers 
but also to say the truth, most of the teaching was not good. A notable 
exception to that was Dr. Omololu Olunloyo. He actually went all out 
to teach us very well. Professor J. C. Ezeilo, who became the VC of the 
University of Nigeria, Nsukka, also tried. He is still alive and is based 
in the US. Most of the other teachers, white or black, I did not enjoy 
their teaching. I assumed that I would make a first class based on my 
performance at the end of the first year but for the reasons I have given 
you. I almost made a 2.1; unfortunately, that year, Pastor W. F. Kumuyi, 
who came first in the class, had a grasp of mathematics to a level that 
he scored a very high mark on the whole. If his mark was not so high, 
the mark I got that year would have qualified me for a 2.1. I remember 
Olunloyo used the expression, ‘Kumuyi destroyed the fortunes of all of 
you.’ There were two or three subjects that I regretted taking, but it didn’t 
worry me too much since I wasn’t going to be a university teacher. I made 
up for it by becoming the first black African to qualify as a fellow of the 
Institute of Actuaries in the UK because I worked very well.

What aspects of your training prepared you for your role as the 
MD of a foremost insurance company and later as Chairman of PUNCH?

An actuary is somebody who has been trained to apply mathematics and, perhaps more broadly, 
statistics to financial problems. So, I was a trained mathematician and then the subjects that you had 
to do to become an actuary dealt with mathematics, probability, statistics and economics. You are 
trained in investment matters and later on in pension administration, life insurance management 
and investment management, especially institutional investment. My first job here in Nigeria was 
as the Head of the Life Department of NICON. I was fortunate that NICON had just started when I 
was about to finish, so I applied to be the Head of the Life Department. They came to interview me in 
London, and I got the job. Yet, I still had one more paper to finish and I had to go back the following 
year to write it. The story of my going back to write that paper often comes to my mind from time to 
time because of what happened. As Head of the Life Department, four or five managers were reporting 
to me. Yinka Lijadu was, first of all, the Head of the Fire Department, but just before I came in, he 
was promoted to assistant general manager. Mr. Lawson was Head of Sales, he is dead now; Mr. I. C. 
Ejiogu, the father of Tony Elumelu’s wife,  was the company secretary. There was one Mr. Olawuyi, 
he is dead now though, he was over 80 before he died. He was the Head of the Accident Department. 
There was one Mr. S.O. Onawola, who is also dead, he was the chief accountant. I became Head of Life 
at 28 in 1972. In 1973, when I wanted to go back for my final paper, I filled out the form to apply for a 
visa to the UK, and my application was supported by the MD of NICON, Mr. Derrick Garston-Jones. 
When I got to the interviewer, then you wouldn’t stand in front of a cubicle; it was a room where a 
white man was at the other end, and you were sitting very far from him. Something happened, and 
we got into a small argument, and then he said, ‘Shut up, and if you don’t shut up, I won’t give you a 
visa.’ I remember it, and I often say it was the first time in my life when I accepted humiliation. I had 
to shut up because, number one, I had to go for the exams; if I didn’t get that visa, I would not go to 
sit for the exams. Two, if I didn’t complete the exams, I wouldn’t be a Fellow, and fellowship was the 
actual qualification in that field. Three, the amount of estacode for me for the three months was a lot 
of money at that time. Of course, there was no way I would spend up to half of the amount approved 
for me. So, it was important to me that I shut up, so it came to pass that I had to shut up. Each time I 
remember, I shake my head and say yes, there are times in life when you have to accept humiliation. 
I didn’t stop there, I got my visa but I was looking for a way of getting back at the man and so when 
I got back to the office, I complained to the white MD that the man who interviewed me was very 
rude. I said maybe he did that because he did not like black people. I told him that he humiliated me 
though I was a senior government official (NICON was then a government organisation) and that 
I would like him to write a protest letter to the UK office, and he wrote it. The training as an actuary 
prepared me to run the life department and it also exposed me to managing people. My deputy was 
Mrs. Olubusi, she was a life insurance expert but not an actuary. Also, I was a manager at NICON at 
28, whereas the average age of the other managers was over 40. Shortly after, NICON bought over 
Niger Insurance Company, which had been dormant. It was formerly called Yorkshire Insurance 
Company and was being run as a multinational. When NICON bought it, I was made the general 
manager and we revived it and started doing life and non-life business, then I was just 30. In fact, my 

secretary was older than I was, and all those who were reporting to me were older than I 
was. That also gave me experience in management apart from financial knowledge. 

Essentially, I can say that my principal training as a mathematician and as an 
actuary is to think because thinking is the key to success. We don’t succeed in 
this part of the world because we don’t think. Thinking is strenuous. Thinking 

is not easy. Apart from analytical thinking, I have a strong background in the 
English language, which has been very useful.

How did you get into the United Nations Pension Fund? Was it by 
appointment or by recommendation?

In 1975, I was going into my office after lunch at Niger Insurance and as I was 
passing in front of the reception, the receptionist handed me a telegram which 
said I had been appointed to the committee of actuaries in the UN Pensions 

Fund. It stated that I would represent the African region in the committee 
of actuaries of the UN Pensions Board and that the 

committee met once a year in New York. The 
first thing that struck me was that I would 

go to New York every year and travel 
first class. Then, I was just 31 years old, 

and the telegram was signed by one 
Mr. Arthur Liveran, secretary to 

the UN Pensions Fund. At that 
time, I did not know how it 

happened or who chose me. 
All I knew was that I was the 

only black African who was 
a fellow of the Institute of 
Actuaries UK, and I was 
highly regarded. Before 
I left, there were other 
telegrams and a letter 
signed personally by 
Mr. Kurt Waldheim, 
Secretary General of 
the United Nations 
then. The letter is in 
my office at home. 

Three weeks later, I 
travelled first class, Pan America Airways, to New York. They sent me 
bulky documents to read and it was a lot of work for our committee to 
review what a firm of consulting actuaries in New York had done and 
then make recommendations to the board. I represented the African 
region, and the other four members in 1975 were Robert Myers (US 
and Western Europe), Prof. Chetyrkin (Soviet Union), Kunio Takeuchi 
(Japanese, Asia), and Gonzalo Arroba (Latin America). There was also 
a ‘member emeritus’, Mr. Netter, from France. Later on, I tried to find 
out how the appointment came about and it was the secretary to the 
board who said it was my government that nominated me. I found out 
that it was somebody in the Nigeria office in the UN who said there 
was a Nigerian actuary when they were discussing the issue then. 
That was because it was very much in the news when I qualified as 
the first black African fellow of the Institute of Actuaries of the United 
Kingdom. The appointment affected my life a lot subsequently. I 
was able to make a few contacts in New York;  I was also able to put 
some money together from my allowances, which enabled me to pay 
for my children’s school fees in American universities. Even though 
at that time, there was exchange control, I didn’t have to go through 
that because I saved a few dollars from my daily allowances. Later 
on, I became the chairman of the committee. Then there was a bit of 

the cold war between the West and the Soviet on the board and as a non-aligned, I was able to douse 
tensions. By the time I became chairman after being a member for 10 years, I had had a lot of experience 
at board level at Niger Insurance and also here as Chairman of PUNCH. Even before I became the 
chairman, they found out that I had a way of intervening in discussions, like an informal moderator. 
When I became chairman, things became better and they liked my role because I was an experienced 
chairman. I would throw a joke at the appropriate time and everybody would laugh and then we would 
go on. I was chairman for about 20 years until I left after 31 years. When I left in 2006, at the end of 
my service, my letter of commendation was signed by Mr. Kofi Annan, the then Secretary General of 
the UN. When I was appointed into the committee at 31, no other person was under 44, the youngest 
among them was the Russian, who was 47.

When was the first time you came in contact with journalists and journalism, and what were 
your impressions?

 I remember that I went to the office of Mr Peter Osugo, a veteran journalist in the Daily Times at 
the time, and I told him that I just passed the fellowship of the Institute of Actuaries. I used to come to 
see my brother at the old PUNCH office occasionally and I remember I was excited the first time I saw 
Mr. Sam Amuka in person. The excitement was because he was not big in size, looked boyish and was 
always wearing jeans and denim top materials. I came across some of the editors working for my brother 
then, either in his house or office. Then there was Innocent Adikwu who was Editor of the PUNCH, 
who I thought at that time was pro-NPN and I used to tell my brother because I knew my brother was 
mentally pro-Awo. Whenever I saw a story that was either pro-NPN, or I felt was overdone, I used to 
tell my brother. By the time I interacted with Jakande, he was already governor and I would not call 
that an interaction with a journalist. I met Alhaji Babatunde Jose for the first time when I was working 
as a consultant actuary and I wanted to find out about the pension arrangement for the staff of Daily 
Times. I might have gone there either as a consultant or MD of Niger Insurance, I can’t remember. At 
that stage, I got the impression that journalism is a very difficult job, which was clear to me. You had to 
go to work early in the morning and return late at night and I wondered how they managed. I remember 
one day, my brother told me about how he got wind of a story that had been written and which would 
be published the following day and that he didn’t think it was right for it to be published. So, my brother 
gave instructions to the editor that the story should not be published. At about 11pm, my brother went 
to where they were making the plates and discovered the story was on the front page. He removed the 
plate himself and called the boys around to put something else there. Another one, I was with him in 
the car, and we were going towards Abeokuta, and he saw a story in the paper and remarked that he 
knew the author of the story and smelled ‘something’ about the motive behind it. Also, I was fortunate to 
read Times of London, Harold Evans’ Good Times Bad Times, in which he talked about his experience 
as editor of Times of London. I read it thoroughly and enjoyed it; I saw his bitterness. It affected my 
approach to journalists working in PUNCH because people set up newspapers for different purposes. 
Some do it to make money; others have some ideas to propagate, and others still for influence. There is 
no way the views of the publisher and the journalists at the top level will not clash. So, it is easier if the 
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owner is known to take a particular position; for example, if he is a conservative, then he makes 
sure he recruits an editor who shares similar views. Similarly, if it is the other way, you must 
recruit someone with the same views. In my own case when I became chairman of PUNCH, it 
was made clear that PUNCH was not supposed to pursue any partisan interest and if it is not 
meant to pursue any partisan interest, then it means that you can tell the gentlemen that what 
they require is the ethical standards. For example, we were anti-military which was popular 
with people and helped sell our paper. Also, there were times, which were coincident with the 
anti-military thing, when we appeared to be supporting Yoruba interests. For us to have done 
otherwise would have been suicidal because of where we were located at that terrible period. So, 
one requires the careful management of all these factors. The other side of being committed to 
any particular political position is that some editors and those below them need some direction. 
They want to know what the board thinks about this to guide them. If there is no such direction, 
then those who want to be corrupt are likely to find it easier to be so, whereas if they know 
that what they want to do is against the interest and position of the organisation, they will be 
careful. So what one tends to do therefore is to try and gauge the conscience of the people, the 
public mood. When necessary, we may go against the public mood, like when we campaigned 
in favour of the removal of petroleum subsidies, even though we knew it was not popular. So, 
you have to balance so many factors if you don’t want to go against your surroundings and at 
the same time, you don’t want to be sectional, you want to maintain a pan Nigerian audience. 
In any case, you want to employ people from various parts of the country. When (Olusegun) 
Obasanjo was president before the third term issue, a number of people came to me to complain 
that the PUNCH was against Obasanjo who is Yoruba. I told them that ‘You people think that 
PUNCH is a Yoruba paper, it is only the publisher that is Yoruba, the people who are working 
there are from different parts of the country. I can’t be telling them not to carry a story that I 
know is true’. We do everything we can to make sure we satisfy everybody; that is where our 
strength lies and people respect us for our credibility.  There are times people think that the 
PUNCH is owned by Tinubu and all that nonsense. This is not the first time. In those days, 
people said that it was Abiola who owned PUNCH but when he ran into trouble and Concord 
was affected, people began to think otherwise. When we are talking of journalism, I think that 
journalism is a difficult job. One thing that I can say in favour of the profession, and I will like it 
to be mentioned, is that journalists who have gone into governance on the whole have performed 
far better than the average politician. Chief Lateef Jakande, Chief Segun Osoba, Smart Adeyemi, 
especially on the FOI bill, Pa Anthony Enahoro and the late Chief Olabisi Onabanjo did well. 
I think part of the reasons is that in the course of their work, they are exposed to a very broad 
range of knowledge. They have a lot of information. Another reason is that the journalist in 
government is aware that he is under watch and he is likely to be more embarrassed if he is 
found to have done something wrong because as a journalist, people look up to him for certain 
values. That is not to say that there are no bad journalists. That is why it is very important that 
people are well paid because most human beings who are under financial pressure tend to look 
outside. It is important that journalists are well paid, even though I don’t know anybody in the 
whole world who is earning enough money.

What were your fears and expectations when you became the chairman?
“The founding chairman became ill sometime in 1982 and I remember one day he called me 

and showed me a paper on which he had scribbled extensively and the heading was Operation 
Gubajoguns. He said he wanted to sponsor me to be governor of Oyo State. The only person 
who knew about that was Osuolale Mustapha, a former General Manager of PUNCH. But I told 
him I did not have the temperament for politics and somehow, the idea died there because I 
didn’t show interest. Then, when the military was preparing to take over power, a few days to 
the time, he heard about it through Abiola. I used to meet Abiola in his place. Apparently, my 
brother had been talking with Abiola and both of them had been saying that this is the kind of 
person that should be minister when the military took over and I would just laugh. When my 
brother died, he left a will which was contested and annulled. I was one of the executors named 
in that will. Eventually, following a family rift, the court annulled the will. Meanwhile, I was 
already on the board and we brought in Lola Aboderin and there was also Mr. Wale Aboderin. 
The board decided to invite Chief Moyo Aboderin, even though he was senior in age to the late 
founding chairman, because the board found out that unless substantial money was injected 
into PUNCH, the paper was going to die. Chief Moyo had a dilemma of either sitting down in 
his house, keeping his money to himself and watching the thing die or putting in substantial 
money into it to prevent it from dying. Even when Awolowo came to commiserate with him 
on the death of his brother, he told him that he must not let PUNCH die and people were also 
looking up to him. So he decided to put in money. Now, how do you put in a substantial sum of 
money without being able to direct the affairs of an organisation? So the only way he could do 
it was to become the chairman. He spent so much money. For example, the machine that was 
being used before the chairman died belonged to the stone age. Before he died, the company 
had ordered a new machine from Eastern Germany. The machine had arrived but the balance 
of money required to pay for the machine and the cost of bringing in experts was unavailable. 
So, for about 18 months, the machine was lying in the rain, though packaged. Chief Moyo had 
to pay all that was required to get it installed and I think it was Emeka Omeruah who came to 

inaugurate the new machine. There were other ways Chief Moyo helped the organisation. 
Unfortunately, he too died on January 14, 1987. So, based on my exposure and experience, I 
was appointed the chairman on February 20, 1987. My two brothers had died, there I was as 
chairman. Also, there was a family dispute about the will of my brother because my brother 
had children from more than one woman. I had a burden on my head as chairman and I 
knew I had a duty to make it successful. So, when we say today we never took loan under my 
chairmanship, one should also add that there was nobody who would have been ready to give 
us any loan. I must thank the board and management because we did a lot of brainstorming. 
There were times, we would have meetings from 10am into the night and only take a break 
for few minutes and I would eat whatever I could lay my hands on, usually biscuits. I must 
equally thank the board for reposing trust in me. For example, when PUNCH was closed down, 
I don’t remember now whether it was the first one or the prolonged one by Abacha, I had to 
sign a cheque taking all the money into my own personal account. The first time when the 
PUNCH was closed down under Babangida, it was very harrowing. We were closed down for 
six weeks and if the closure had been one month longer, PUNCH would have died. Because at 
that time, we were still struggling financially and the family dispute was there. When PUNCH 
was closed down, I didn’t socialise with anybody in the military, so I didn’t know who to go to 
to get the paper reopened. I knew that Abiola was close to the military but he was not my first 
choice. I said the best thing was to see whether I could use the traditional rulers because the 
military used to respect them. One day, I left my house in Agabara Estate and went to the late 
Olubadan, Oba Asanike. Incidentally, my own father had been instrumental to his elevation in 
rank. I told him that the paper that used to defend the interest of the people and that is owned 
by an Ibadan man had been closed, ‘what can you do to help?’ Oba Asanike said, ‘Ha, paper 
omoo mi.’ He picked up his phone and called Alaafin in my presence. He said, ‘Lamidi, oogbo 
wipe won ti paper omoo mi ni?’ I think Alaafin said he was aware and he said, ‘O si a daale?’ 
(And you kept quiet) It was the first and the last time I would hear that deep Yoruba - Oyo 
expression and it was so funny. Alaafin then promised to help and he asked me to meet him 
somewhere because he was visiting Ibadan at the time. That was 1990 because I had become 
the Baaroyin Ibadan and that was the reason I went to Oba Asanike in the first place. Alaafin 
promised to do something and said his main contact with the military was Abiola. The same 
afternoon, in spite of the terrible state of the roads, I had to face Ile-Ife. Then, Ooni was believed 
to be close to the military and again, because of the tussle between him and Alaafin, I wanted 
to be diplomatic and involve the two of them. I got to Ife towards the evening, even though I 
hadn’t told the Ooni I was coming. When I got to the palace, I just said they should tell him 
that the chairman of PUNCH had come to see him. When he came in, he said, ‘Ah, chairman 
PUNCH, e wa si aafin wa leni?(So, you came on a visit)’ I responded ‘Beeni’. 

Again, I had to play it both ways, some bit of humility and at the same time, I wasn’t going 
to completely surrender my dignity. I tried to be as diplomatic as possible. I prostrated for him 
and I narrated what happened to him and he said, ‘Maa so fun won.’ I left Ile Ife about 8pm 
and I arrived at Agbara Estate around 2am.

With that first experience of the first closure when we could not access our money and also 
from what we knew about the closure of Chris Okolie’s Newbreed, we knew we had to prepare. 
When Abacha came and PUNCH was among those spearheading the opposition to his rule, we 
knew that we might be closed down. So we put our heads together and we rehearsed far ahead, 
telling everybody what they should do in case of closure. We actually practised in advance and 
everyone was asked to write down what they were supposed to do. And lo and behold, they 
came and immediately they came, I gave a written backdated instruction to transfer the entire 
balance to my personal account. In fact, I didn’t have a personal account with the bank, so I 
had to open the account the same day, sign every necessary paper and ensure that the money 
was moved into my new account the same day. So, it was from that account that we were able 
to do some skeletal things throughout the entire 18 months of closure. I thank the board for not 
taking me to task on this because if they didn’t trust me, putting the company’s money in my 
personal account under any circumstance looked fishy but for their understanding.

PUNCH was close to dying by the time you took over, what magic did you do for the 
turnaround of the paper?

Brainstorming. In those days, we would sit down for meetings starting by 9am and finished 
by 11pm because there were so many issues to trash. The day of the Ikeja Cantonment bomb 
blast, we were at a meeting on that day, and I was coming to the PUNCH’s old office from 
faraway Agbara Estate, and I would go back in the night. Hard work, analyses and perhaps 
my own personal contribution. I was trying to ensure as much as possible, we put a measure 
to whatever we wanted to do. We tried as much as possible to get information. Essentially, we 
did a lot of brainstorming and thinking. We were not always right, as it happened in the issue of 
the Internet paywall thing, which was necessary, but the market was not ready for it. And also, 
the payment system had not yet become so widespread and the trouble to get recharge cards 
to use and the cost of printing the cards hampered the arrangement. Sometimes, we reverse 
ourselves. Something one has learnt about management is that it is not always necessary to be 
the first to introduce something. I can assure you that THE PUNCH under my leadership would 
probably never have been the first to introduce colour pages because it was a gamble. It is not 
the type of gamble I would take as the Chairman. I say gamble because it brought the cost of 
the production of the paper to a much higher level and to recoup that you have to charge higher 
and raise the advert rates. So, it is a good thing in terms of making the paper more appealing 
to people and entering a new colour age and, therefore, we must congratulate the Chairman 
of THisDay for pioneering it. We decided that we would have a go at it because they went into 
it and of course, there is no doubt that within a short time, we surpassed everybody in quality. 
There are things that, you should wait for other people to do; that is what I’m saying. That is my 
approach. When something is risky, sometimes you wait for someone to do it first because of 
the implications. One other thing which we did that was very good was refusing to take unsold 
copies and it was a battle; a big battle.

What is PUNCH’s unique selling point?
Credibility, that is the main point. Secondly, trying to be fair; but fairness is in the eyes and 

mind of the person who is judging. So whatever you do, however you try, somebody will always 
say you are not trying; but I know management has been trying its best to be fair. Management 
tries to insist that if a story is carried, we try to get all sides of the story and I have always said 
whenever I have cause to have meetings with the management that it does not mean that 
PUNCH has to be neutral. What is important is to be fair. A paper can stand for something; the 
only thing is that whatever you stand for should be broadly in the public interest.  You cannot 
say that because you want to be neutral, you must write something that justifies corruption 
in a matter that is before the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission. You don’t have to 
be neutral. You must stand for values that are recognised as promoting the well-being of the 
system.  There was a time, many years ago, when advertisers were asking what our unique 
selling point was: are we appealing to the middle class, the upper class, or to the drivers and 
mechanics? This is because some of our competitors told them that PUNCH was not read by 
the elite but by mechanics. In any event, that died because, over time, it became obvious that 
the elite read PUNCH. It (criticism) also helps sometimes because one must not admit that 
one has total knowledge. Some of the criticisms were useful because we beefed up the business 
pages and how political events were reported. There were enhancements here and there. So, 
some of the criticisms helped to ensure that as much as possible, we got a broad range of people 
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who read the paper.
 Which moments in PUNCH’s history will you describe as pivotal? And 

what are the major milestones of your tenure?
A leader has to take responsibility. Even when I come in the morning and 

tell the management team that something occurred to me during the night, 
we still have to fight it out, and it is rare for me to overrule. The only time I 
overrule is when I think I have not been understood. There are a few occasions 
when they are not convinced simply because they have not gotten what I was 
trying to say and also when I think that the matter is urgent and a decision has 
to be taken immediately. Quite often, especially in the past, I used to say that I 
take responsibility for a decision even when I know it may go wrong. If it goes 
wrong after trying to implement it, then we change it, but we try as much as 
possible to get sufficient information on which to take action and brainstorm 
and try to go into the nitty-gritty of things. We think and think. Someone said 
you must think and think and think until it hurts. Having thought and thought 
and thought, you will then need to implement it properly. The implementation 
stage is another thing and may need to be changed again when you get to the 
field. But we have worked very hard here and I am happy that our work has 
turned out well.

Thinking and implementation are qualitative; can you tell us the 
milestones of the company in quantitative terms?

The paper was eight pages at one time; at another time, it was 16 pages. In 
those days, it was a miracle if we got to 24 pages. Other newspapers at the time 
were 24 pages, but at the time I became Chairman, it was rare to have 24 pages; 
it was either eight or 16 pages.  Circulation is another; everyone agrees that we 
are the leader in circulation. We are unparalleled in aesthetic quality. In terms 
of being well paid, our staff are doing well compared to their counterparts in 
other newspapers and magazines. Since we were re-opened in 1993 after the 
closure by Abacha for 18 months, we have not missed a month’s salary. We have 
the highest quality and biggest printing machine in black Africa, if it is taken as 
one single unit. To the best of my knowledge, even in South Africa, they don’t 
have the type of printing press in a single unit.  We have built two head offices. 
As of 1987, the first one had been plastered, but the electrical, plumbing and conduit systems were not 
installed.  We completed that and had it launched with fanfare on February 28, 1997, to commemorate 
the 13th anniversary of the death of the founding Chairman. We have never had cause to borrow or ask 
any external shareholder to invest money. Then we have this new building which we completed in phases. 
We made a decision that turned out to be a good decision:t we will not try to do everything at once. We 
would never have finished if we had tried to do everything at once. Firstly, we built part of it, which was 
the printing part, that houses the printing machine, and from there, we made more money and built the 
second part even though the design of the building took place at the same time- that may be a lesson for 
others. This building took a lot of work and it involved great details; the size of room, how one part of the 
building would flow into another, where the visitors would sit, etc. Our architect was even sent abroad to 
go and see some printing houses. Not only to see the printing areas but also the main buildings. We gave 
them specific buildings to go to. Some of the board members also went to some printing houses abroad, 
including Finland, the United Kingdom, and Barcelona in Spain. So this complex is not just a matter of 
chance or miracle, it is a product of thinking. We worked at it.

PUNCH’s policy about loans has always intrigued people. How did you arrive at it and how did 
you manage to ward off the temptation to borrow at difficult times?

Let me begin with myself. I had enough knowledge of financial matters. After looking at the situation at 
that time, nobody would consider giving us a loan. There were a lot of existing loans on the ground when 
I came here. There was a day I hid under the table from creditors. There was another day they said I had 
travelled to Ile-Ife and that the creditors should come back the following day.

When a kind Igbo man, I can’t remember his name but I think he is dead now. He was a good human 
being; he was sympathetic to us. He was asked to come and execute the judgment after giving us plenty of 
time. He came and started removing the air conditioners, but the management begged him, saying that I 
had travelled but that he should come back by 1pm the following day. He agreed and left. I wasn’t at Ife, I 
was around. I wasn’t coming every day. I usually came three times a week, and at most, four times in a week. 
Minimum two times a week, averagely three times a week or occasionally four times a week, but I never 
came throughout the week.  Immediately after he left, we filed all types of things to delay the payment, and 
by 9 am the following day, we served the lawyer. He was very angry but we begged him and told him we 
had to do it because we wanted to survive. There was another case where lawyer Fola Akinrisola executed 
a fife on our property. He was a lawyer to PUNCH and I don’t want to talk much about him because he is 
dead and cannot defend himself. He took us to court for not paying him. I also remember the case of Chief 
Adeniran Ogunsanya. Ogunsanya had been libelled.  In those days, journalists, on the whole, were more 
reckless in terms of libel because of politics and military rule. The judgment was given in Ogunsanya’s 
favour and we had no money. So, the general manager, Mustapha and I went to his house, and we must 
have prostrated at least 15 times, begging him to please forget it. It was not a question of reducing the 
money but that he should waive it. It was a lot of money then, about N600,000. It was very big money 
to us then, and there was no way we would have paid it. It was not a case of letting us agree to a mode of 
payment because we owed about three banks, and we were still trying to settle those ones. After begging 
him so many times, he said that, unfortunately, when lawyers get a judgment, it is difficult to convince 
them to give up like that.  When we found out that he wasn’t changing his mind, we filed something again 
in court to delay it. Then we took the entire board of directors to go and see his lawyer,  A.M Agbamuche,  
because Ogunsanya put everything on his lawyer. When we got there, Agbamuche treated us politely and 
we went away thinking that was the end of the matter, but they continued.  Unfortunately, in Nigeria, 
the judiciary is useful for getting what you want and preventing somebody else from getting what they 
want.  We continued to file several things here and there. Then, the court said that we should deposit the 
judgment deed, let’s have it both ways. Let’s give them half and let’s keep half. We made a move, but they 
refused, and we decided to leave it there. They won’t get it, we won’t get it too.  I must say that luck has 
been with us and it is not as if we are happy that some people died.  For example, suppose there had been 
no Oku Iboku. In that case, I mean the newsprint manufacturing company near Calabar in Cross Rivers 
State,  where we could get newsprint locally in small quantities, there was no way we would have made 
it at that time. We would have been buying newsprint at cutthroat prices locally, and it is not likely we 
would have made it. Apart from trying to be visionary, one of the most important elements of success is 
cost cutting. You have to be very careful about cost. There is no organisation or human being who cannot 
be ruined. Three things ruin organisations, and I’m not mentioning them in any particular order: cost, 
strategic mistakes, and not responding to the market appropriately. That is my experience. Cost has always 
been a problem and it will continue to be a problem in the industry.

What is success to you, and what would you describe as life’s most important tools for success?
Frankly, this is a very serious question. What I find interesting about this question is that your concept 

of success, what you think is success, can change with time, even during your lifetime, which is a pity. 
You find people when they are young, they think money is not important, and they see something else as 
important and they pursue it. Later in life, they wish they had tried to make money early. Some people 
pursue money for their whole lives because they believe it is the only important thing. Maybe something 
happens to them, making them question whether money alone is the most important.  This thing depends 
upon your theatre of operation. If you are an academic and you are recognised by your colleagues in that 
field, and you are in a society where your remuneration is sufficient to send your children to good schools 

and you can afford a good, moderate car, and your name is everywhere, you can 
feel satisfied even though you don’t have tons of money. That is a level of success. 
Generally speaking, because money is the medium of exchange, what you can 
do for other people depends upon how much money you have;  the person who 
can give that money is regarded as successful. So, in most societies, money is still 
the most frequently mentioned index for success. If two people are fighting over 
N100,000 and someone tells them to stop fighting and he gives each N100,000, 
that will be the end of the fight. That is just a simple example. You want to do an 
operation, and everybody is worried, and someone comes forward and offers, 
say, N5m instead of N3m required, the person that was helped when he gets 
better if he sees his benefactor stealing money in the future, he would turn a blind 
eye. So, somehow, fortunately, or unfortunately, money is regarded as a medium 
of success; therefore, a person should not aim to be poor. You must always have 
that in the back of your mind. Two, you should try and enjoy whatever you are 
doing because that greatly compensates for money. If you enjoy what you are 
doing and you can pay bills, satisfaction can compensate a lot for money, but one 
should not be poor. If the society continues to grow, many people can be happy 
without having much money. I have discussed success with my younger children 
many times and because they live abroad they believe you don’t need money to 
succeed. In the society they live, there are many ways of being relevant. Some 
people are multimillionaires; they wish to be like those who won Pulitzer prizes 
and are probably not rich. It is because there are so many avenues for distinction 
in the society. So the definition of success depends on the society one lives in.

People see you as a disciplinarian, so how would you describe yourself?
 You cannot run an organisation without discipline. Whether you like discipline 

or not, if you want the organisation to succeed, you must close your eyes and 
do some things. As human beings, nobody wants to be disciplined, everybody 
wants freedom. Animals roam in the wild, and human beings do, too. Do you 
allow them to do what they want to do so? Do you think anyone wants to come 
to work every day? There are days you feel like not coming to work. For human 
progress, certain systems have been set up, and you have to follow them. if you 

want to escape from them, you have to go and face self-employment and the consequences. When we were 
in primary school, some teachers or headmasters would cane people with such ferocity that you would 
know that they were wicked people. That is not being a disciplinarian. There is a difference between being 
a wicked person and being a disciplinarian. Discipline means that things have to be done in a particular 
way, and you have to insist they are done in that way; otherwise, there will be chaos and disorder.

You retired at 66, strong and healthy
I was almost 67 when I retired. I knew this question would come up. In Nigeria, people don’t retire, 

they change jobs. At 67, in a proper economy, a person my age should have saved enough money not to 
have to stress himself again. That is how it should be. Of course, people are living longer now than before. 
In the time of my father, very few people lived beyond 75. My father died in 1964 at 67, going to 68. Chief 
Moyo Aboderin died early in 1987, he was 67. So, I have reached the age of dying. Of course, longevity 
has improved, so people are living longer. When I came back from abroad in 1972, I remember when 
we went to the birthday parties held for 80-year-olds, the 80-year-olds were really old men and women. 
It was a huge event when we went for Chief Okunowo’s 80th birthday in Ijebu-Ode. He was holding a 
walking stick and one person was holding him. Now there are so many 85-year-olds who are walking 
about the whole place. Even 90-year-olds are walking straight all over the place. Longevity has improved, 
so people like us can aim to reach 90. Essentially, let me say that I will not stress myself. If I am consulted 
by the private sector or given an assignment, which is temporary and part-time or if it’s something by a 
government that I believe in and can help the country, which is equally temporary and part-time, I will 
consider doing it. But they must pay my expenses. People think that you can have things free. No, the 
skill you have acquired, you acquired them over time. People are encouraged in this country to look for 
things free. A friend of mine who is a medical doctor and a skin specialist retired from government work, 
and a number of his family members and friends were going to him routinely for consultation after he 
had retired. I had a problem so I went to see him. After he gave me the prescription, I asked how much he 
would charge, and he laughed. He said how could he charge me. I said to him, ‘You are a pensioner. You 
trained to be a doctor. What are you supposed to live upon if you are not charging people?’ he laughed 
and saw the point. I insisted and gave him some money. People say things like, ‘He is my brother now, I 
shouldn’t pay him.’ But that is his livelihood, you should pay him. So I don’t believe in giving things free 
as a rule. If there is a cause to give things free, then there would be a real proven cause, and I would have 
to be satisfied that in the circumstances, I ought to give it free.

You appear to be very fond of your late brother, the founding chairman, how did you feel that  
the mantle of leadership passed to another generation of your family?

 First, there are some other shareholders of PUNCH who are not family members. Their shareholding 
is not much but you must recognise them.  When somebody has died, there is nothing to suggest that 
he has anything again to do in this world. Myself and members of the family on the board, the MD, the 
former GM, the various managements that we have worked with, we have done our best and I know that 
the family recognises that we have done our best.

How do you want to be remembered in PUNCH?
I will answer in the short term, the middle term and the long term. That’s how I analyse my things. 

In the short time, it is not how I wish to be remembered, it is left to people to decide how they want to 
remember me. It is not how I wish to be remembered that matters, it is those who will come after that will 
remember me. They will remember me the way they find appropriate. For me, what is important to me is 
that as chairman, I did my best. I am fulfilled. Under my quarter-century leadership of mostly dedicated 
board and staff, not only did the PUNCH rise to eminent heights, but that throughout the period, our team 
remained a strong and positive voice in the long and arduous process of bringing Nigeria from darkness 
into light. In the medium and long term, how many people are remembered by anybody 100 years after 
they have died? And how many companies have survived for more than 100 years anywhere in the world? 
Of course, people are living longer now and it is possible for many people to be alive to see their great 
grandchildren. Therefore, the great grandchildren may faintly remember how their great grandfather 
looked like. So occasionally, their great grandfather may come into their consciousness but otherwise, 100 
or 120 years after you are dead, nobody remembers you except very few people. If you are in politics, or 
made a great invention; for example Gowon will always be mentioned in Nigerian history because of the 
civil war. In intellectual circles, Soyinka will always be remembered as long as there is something called 
the Nobel Prize and he has a lot of plays through which he will be remembered.  Obasanjo may never be 
remembered after 50 years because history may not be as kind to him as it could have been if he hadn’t 
come back as head of state the second time because the fact that he handed over to a civilian government 
may not be considered important then. It may be important now but in 50 years time, no one will be 
talking about ‘whether military handed over’ or not. It’s an insignificant phase. Chinua Achebe will be 
remembered, perhaps, less than Soyinka unless he wins the Noble Prize or something equivalent. I don’t 
know of any other Nigerian that will be remembered in a 100 years time beyond his immediate friends or 
families or those who may come across their works. Really, once you are gone, you are gone my friend!

A paper can 
stand for 
something; 
the only 
thing is that 
whatever 
you stand 
for should 
be broadly 
in the public 
interest
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done, I was overwhelmed by an acute sense of 
responsibility and a keen awareness of the 
burden of expectations that I would have 
to bear going forward. The thought that the 
buck would now stop on my table and my 
decisions, and the decisions that I may have 
to implement at the behest of the board, 
could make or mar the company sobered me 

and brought home the magnitude of the task 
ahead of me.

What was the transition like 
from the newsroom to the 

boardroom?
  I would say 

What was the first thing that came to your mind following your appointment as the Managing 
Director/Editor-in-chief of the PUNCH Group?

Gratitude. Immense gratitude to God and gratitude to all the people who played 
significant roles in my career and life. I realised that though I had always worked very 
hard all my life, there was no way I could have arrived at that moment without God 
and the people who supported and believed in me. I was overwhelmed with gratitude 
so much that I penned a few appreciative lines to my significant other Deola, thanked 
my first editor Mr Eniola Bello, the person who facilitated my first journalism job Mr 
Victor Ifijeh, my predecessor, who poached me from Thisday and has been a bulwark of 
support ever since, our emeritus MD, Mr Ademola Osinubi, my big Oga Simon Kolawole, 
Mr Azubuike Ishiekwene, who I fondly refer to as editor emeritus and others 
who contributed in diverse forms to my rise in the profession. That 
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PUNCH a marketplace of ideas that places 
great premium on character, competence, 

and innovation – MD/EiC, Joseph

I
n this interview with JUWE OLUWAFEMI, the Managing Director/Editor-in-Chief of PUNCH Newspapers Limited, Mr. Adeyeye Joseph, 
opens up on his transition from the newsroom to the boardroom and his plans for the company’s continued growth and his agenda 
for his colleagues

PUNCH’s staying power and winning 
formula are embedded in its corporate 
DNA, which I would describe as a set of 
corporate governance rules and ethical 
values developed over the years, by the 
board and management and infused with 
life by a staff body that’s mostly lived their 
professional lives by those values. More 
than most, PUNCH has been quite lucky, 
for the better part of the last five decades, 
to have a majority of highly resourceful and 
innovative management, brilliant and deeply 
committed staff and a forward-looking and 
forward- thinking board. I am often quick to 
say that the successes that have come to be 
associated with PUNCH resulted from the 
tireless and relentless efforts of successive 
generations of staff who invested their prime 
to build a truly enviable institution.

Please share with us some of your most pleasant 
experiences working with PUNCH

My net experience has been pleasant 
and rewarding. I have had good times 
and bad times, highs and lows, ups and 
downs. But the positive aspects of my 
experience outweigh the negatives. I have 
been privileged to work in all of PUNCH 
titles. Although my time in Sunday PUNCH 
was very brief. I became a line editor and 
editor at a relatively young age. However, I 
was lucky to have superiors who had strong 
faith in my abilities and character. They 
gave me the latitude to channel my creative 
energies to very productive ends. I also 
enjoyed a very warm, cordial and almost 
filial relationship with my boss, Mr Osinubi, 
so much that, in the latter part of our stay in 
PUNCH, my colleagues had the mistaken 
belief that we always agreed on all issues. 
The truth is that we don’t. However, we 
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The PUNCH board 
is cosmopolitan, 
engaged, and 
broadminded. It is 
a marketplace of 
ideas that places 
a great premium 
on integrity, 
character, 
competence, logic, 
and innovation. So, 
any executive or 
anyone elevated 
to the board with 
such attributes, 
in sufficient 
quantities, is 
unlikely to have 
an issue with the 
board. So, I had 
none

tough but seamless. My first newsroom was Thisday’s, and it was 
there that I started my journey as a lowly reporter. I remember my 
days as a reporter with great fondness, though it was rough, and 
life was hard for me and my family. Nevertheless, THISDAY was a 
great place to work because it was constantly brimming with creative 
energy, and some of the longest-lasting and truest relationships 
that I greatly cherish were formed in the crucible of that testing 
experience. I like to analogise my experience using computer terms: 
what people get to see when they look at a computer is the simplified 
and pretty front end. What they do not see is the messy maze of wires 
and complex algorithms that keep the computer’s interface pretty 
and inviting. I have always striven to ensure that I have a personal 
work ethic that is more demanding and more exerting than that of 
any organisation that I work for. If I travel to work on a story, I’ll 
ensure that I return with three stories. If I am tasked with editing 
a page, I’ll try to edit a dozen. As for my elevation to the PUNCH 
board, it was seamless. The requirements for success in PUNCH 
are well known, and they flow directly from the top, the board. The 
PUNCH board is cosmopolitan, engaged, and broadminded. It is 
a marketplace of ideas that places a great premium on integrity, 
character, competence, logic, and innovation. So, any executive 
or anyone elevated to the board with such attributes, in sufficient 
quantities, is unlikely to have an issue with the board. So, I had none.

In your estimation, what exactly is PUNCH’s staying power and winning 
formula?



agree on most issues. I have also had the privilege of 
working with some of the industry’s most dedicated, 
diligent, and brilliant colleagues, such as the general 
managers and managers and the staff.

Do you mind walking us through your journey into the 
PUNCH Group?

I joined PUNCH in 2005 from THISDAY. It all 
started in 2003, I think when I got a call from a 
former editor of Saturday PUNCH, Mr Kayode 
Olawuyi, who invited me over for a chat and asked 
me to join Saturday PUNCH. A few days before 
his call, I had run into a former PUNCHER, Taiwo 
Rasak, at an assignment in Ajuwon. We were both 
in the town for a story on a lady who had sextuplets. 
So, Taiwo told me that the Managing Director/
Editor-in-Chief, Mr Ademola Oshinubi, read one 
of my stories, liked it, instructed Mr Olawuyi to 
share it with their desk (Saturday PUNCH) and 
invited me to work for PUNCH. I came around, 
took the test, and passed, but, for personal reasons, 
I thought better off not joining PUNCH at the time. 
Then again, in 2005, Mr Oshinubi read another 
story, liked it, and instructed a former editor of The 
PUNCH, Mr Azubuike Ishiekwene, to invite me to 
work for PUNCH. So, I joined in 2005 as a chief 
correspondent in The PUNCH.

Has journalism always been your dream job?
Maybe not journalism per se, but I love to write. In 

secondary school class two, I wrote an unpublished 
novel – Adventures in the City. I have always 
had a crusading, activist bent. I hate injustice. In 
secondary school, I was part of a small group that initiated a guerrilla publication that 
focused on ills. I was the lead rebel and writer, but we thought my writing might give 
us out. So, my friend suggested we outsource it to his cousin (Ropo Ewenla). We did 
and pasted our publications on the school noticeboard in the wee hours of the morning, 
and it caused a small stir. So, in retrospect, no other profession, except law, might have 
provided an outlet for my interests and passion – but then I was a science student in 
secondary school, so, journalism didn’t cross my mind.

 
What would you describe as your greatest challenge so far in the course of duty?

As MD, managing people. I like to plan long, think broadly and deeply about problems 
and envisage, and preempt issues before they arise. Oftentimes, plans and projections 
get derailed, not because of the economy or weather, but because we, humans, are 
quite complex machines. The greatest and most critical resource in management in 
my view is the human resource. It is also the most and least reliable. I have discovered 
that managing people and expectations, as a means to attaining corporate objectives, 
is one of the toughest challenges ever. I used to enjoy playing blindfold chess for fun 
in the university, but managing people is such a complex endeavour that sometimes I 
feel it is tougher than playing blindfold chess.
 
Each time you see the vendors flaunt copies of PUNCH Newspapers, what comes to your mind?

 I feel a sense of fulfilment. Our leadership of the print genre has never been in doubt 
in the last two decades, although our industry has no audit bureau of circulation, it 
is widely known and accepted that PUNCH is Nigeria’s highest-selling newspaper. 
However, no newspaper manager can talk about these things without referring to the 
challenges that print newspapers are facing, a decline in the population of Nigerians who 
read print newspapers and the migration of readers and revenue online. So, nowadays, 
what gives a more permanent fulfilment is our leadership in digital and the metrics 
that validate that leadership plus the growing base of PUNCH’s following on social 
and other alternative media. I am very passionate about social justice. So, I also feel 
fulfilled when our journalism remedies social, economic, or political inequities. Injustice 
makes my blood boil. I find the greatest fulfilment whenever our stories, editorials, and 
campaigns bring about change in the four broad areas of social justice: human rights, 
participation, equity, and access.

What has kept you in the PUNCH this long?
A congruence between my personal philosophies as they relate to the ideals of 

excellence and ethics and the corporate ideals that drive PUNCH. That connection 
is what has kept me in PUNCH up till now. As a Christian, the bible enjoins me to do 
my (secular) work as if I am working for God. It also enjoins us to do so whether our 
employers are deserving or undeserving. This is a principle that I hold dearly: it kept 
me going when I worked for a company that owed salaries for months. Of course, if 
an employer is undeserving, it is within an employee’s right to choose to leave, but a 
heightened sense of stubborn positivity in difficult circumstances helps a great deal. 
PUNCH is also a newspaper where managers enjoy a very wide, not limitless, latitude to 
do their jobs without significant undue interference from the business side or the board.

What management style do you deploy and have aided the continued growth of the group 
under your watch?

First, I believe that human resources are the greatest and most valuable assets in any 
organisation. I prefer the open management style where transparency, inclusivity, and 
community are used to build a relationship of trust and agency between the leader and 
the led in ways that create values for all stakeholders in an organisation. With open 

leadership, it becomes easier to get staff to buy into the organisation’s strategic goals and 
work as a team towards achieving them. We have invested considerable time and efforts 
to transfer this leadership ethos companywide, and we have had mixed results. Our 
biannual village meetings, feedback sessions, and leadership meetings are helping to 
change our corporate culture from the ground up, slowly but steadily. Second, I believe 
that companies thrive when decisions are based on logic and data and not sentiment. 
So, I am a firm believer in ideating and making informed decisions. In PUNCH, I 
encourage debate, and I also encourage leaders to be confident and accessible. I have 
found this approach to leadership quite useful in dealing with younger colleagues in 
the Gen Z generational group as their number increase in our workforce and their 
energies and irreverence create unique sets of HR issues with serious implications 
for the workplace. Lastly, I believe leadership should be as quick to offer rewards as 
it is to impose consequences. Be kind and fair but firm. I believe that true leadership 
is strong leadership, especially in trying times, and when difficult decisions that may 
inflict pain or discomfort have to be made, then a leader should.

As we mark the Golden Anniversary of PUNCH Newspapers, what should the staff under 
your care look forward to?

In the last five years or so, PUNCH’s board and management have taken deliberate, 
intentional steps towards rebranding our image and creating a corporate atmosphere 
and reputation that attract, retain, and nurture talent. Ceteris paribus, this agenda will 
be furthered in the years ahead. Some of the initiatives simply reinforced the strong 
reward recognition culture that PUNCH is widely acknowledged for in the industry. 
Others sought to reframe the human resources frameworks and structures to reflect 
the best of modern HR practices. In the last 20 years or more, PUNCH has consistently 
paid staff salaries on the 26th of every month, insured its staff, paid the highest salaries 
in the media industry, encouraged and supported further studies etc. We also have 
a reputation for equipping PUNCHERs with the resources that’ll aid them in getting 
the best results. PUNCH was the first media organisation to equip its journalists with 
laptops and digital cameras decades ago, and at some point, our staff of the year were 
rewarded with brand-new cars. 

We have also sustained the tradition of prioritising training and retraining as vehicles 
for the continuous reinvention of staff and the company. The annual PUNCH Immersion 
Programme and PUNCH Refresher Programme are mainstays of our training efforts 
while the PUNCH Editorial Graduate Employment Scheme (PEGES) has been utilised 
to attract the best journalistic talent to PUNCH. So, we have a reputation and heritage 
to protect and project, and our Golden Decade will see us building on these initiatives 
and the ones introduced recently, such as the staff education support grants. We also 
have quite a few interesting, futuristic digital projects that are certain to provide staff 
with striking opportunities for growth.

What was growing up like for you?
 I had a relatively poor but privileged childhood. Poor in the sense that my family 

just managed to get by. My mother was a teacher and my dad was a salesman. So 
materially, our life was a repetitive cycle of ups and downs. But I also consider it a life 
of privilege because I got an early introduction to reading books. My dad and mum, 
my mum especially, had a small collection of books. My siblings and I, by a variety of 
means, also got novels, history books, war novels, classics, newspapers and magazines 
from friends and neighbours. Books offered my siblings and me an escape from the 
relative deprivation around us. And for me, books were magical because they served 
as a means of imaginative travel and escape from my surroundings. Without the books 
that I read in those formative years, I probably wouldn’t be where I am today and not 
able to interpret situations through the insight that knowledge and experience offer.

The company’s 
staff are 
its greatest 
asset. What 
we need to 
do going 
forward is to 
respond to 
the changing 
times by 
constantly 
reinventing 
our company
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In the beginning... 

In 1970, about a decade after Nigeria got her 
independence from the British in 1960, 

young and upwardly mobile people were also gaining 
an independence of sorts from media platforms which 
were not telling the kind of stories they wanted to read.

A company, PUNCH Nigeria Limited, was registered 
on August 8, 1970, under the Companies Act of 1968 
to engage in the business of publishing newspapers, 
magazines and other periodicals. That nascent 
organisation would later grow to become one of 
the most iconic publications in the country’s media 
landscape.

The company was co-founded by James Aboderin, 
an accountant, who doubled as the Chairman; and his 
partner— the celebrated journalist and editor, Sam 
Amuka-Pemu, who was the Managing Director.

About a year after its registration, the company 
presented its first offering to the public— a glossy, 
family-oriented magazine called Happy Home, and 
which was edited by Bunmi Sofola.

On March 18, 1973, the company’s first weekly 
publication— Sunday PUNCH— hit the newsstands 
with a bang. It offered a breath of fresh air, which many 
had been anticipating for a long time.

Helmed by the first editor, Ajibade Fashina-Thomas, 
the paper had an eye-catching appeal that was targeted 
at the educated middle-class, the youth, and lovers of 
good journalism in general. It prided itself as ‘Nigeria’s 
exciting weekly newspaper’, that was ‘designed to give 
our country a unique Sunday paper which combines 
the best in serious and popular journalism’.

Indeed, over the years, the paper has lived up to that 
billing and has assumed a pride of place in Nigeria’s 
journalism landscape.

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

An impactful 
journey of 

18,250 days

story

JANET OGUNDEPO, VICTOR AYENI, GBENGA OLONINIRAN and DARE OLAWIN write on The PUNCH’S journey of the first 18, 
250 days, and its plans to consolidate on its growth for the next 50 years

Currently the second oldest surviving and most 
widely read newspaper in the country, the paper has 
gone through several evolutions and has emerged even 
stronger. The only surviving newspaper in the country 
older than The PUNCH is the Nigerian Tribune, which 
was established on November 16, 1942.

Initially, the paper had more of a lifestyle bent, and 
this was best exemplified by the picture of scantily clad 
female models that were usually splashed on its covers. 
The first edition had the picture of a half-dressed lady, 
and accompanied by the caption, “I’m Cherry: You 
may take me home”. Indeed, the alluring cover worked 
magic as many did not hesitate to buy the paper and 
take it home.

Three years after Sunday PUNCH had 
been holding sway in the market, the daily 
newspaper— The PUNCH— was introduced 
on November 1, 1976, with Dayo Wright as 
its first editor.

With a copy sold for 10kobo, the paper 
wasted no time in competing with older and 
more established titles that were already 
dominating the market at that time.

Advertised as ‘the lively paper for lively 
minds’, its mandate included addressing 
the shortcomings and inadequacies of the 
established Nigerian newspapers of that era.

It was a calculated risk for the founders as 
the established newspapers had a lock on 
readership and advertisement patronage. 
And, on the other hand, the country was 
under military rule at the time, and as is well 
known, the men in uniform had little patience 
with what they considered the nosey media, 
which subjected them to intense scrutiny as 
it should be.

Undeterred, Aboderin and Amuka-Pemu 
saw it as an opportunity to demonstrate their 

managerial dexterity.

Beyond being just a businessman, Aboderin, a 
chartered accountant, banker, philanthropist, arts and 
sports patron, was passionate about the press, Nigeria 
and humanity. Along with Amuka-Pemu and other 
partners, they positioned PUNCH as an independent, 
objective medium, strong on news, but one committed 
to social justice, democracy, free enterprise and good 
governance.

Until his untimely demise in 1984, Aboderin 
remained committed to the radical transformation 
of the country through administrative arrangements 
reflecting its natural federal contours.
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Military onslaught
From Mangoro to 
Magboro

With the similarity in names being poetic but co-
incidental, the company moved its headquarters 
from Mangoro in Ikeja, Lagos; to Magboro, Ogun 
State.

The new company premises was formally 
declared open in a grand ceremony on June 29, 
2010.

Aside from its contributions to the media 
landscape, and diligence in speaking truth 
to power, the company has also improved 
the economic fortunes of many, by providing 
employment for thousands persons across the 
country over the years.

At the last count, the media house is home to 
about hundreds of dedicated and committed 
employees.

Unlike what happens in a large section of 
the industry, one of the PUNCH’s hallmark is 
its prompt and regular payment of salaries, 
allowances and bonuses to every staff member as 
at when due.

The daily paper
In a bid to favour a friendlier apolitical approach to news reporting, and combining coverage of social events with 

everyday political news, the daily newspaper began to report on things that the people really wanted to read. It consistently 
addressed issues that were pertinent to the common man, and it was no surprise that within a short time, the paper 
could scarcely be ignored, even by the big players of that time.

Within a short period, other print media outlets started to lose readers to The PUNCH. What gave the daily newspaper 
its cutting edge was its coverage of news as it happened, its human-angle stories that others were reluctant to cover or 
played down for fear of upsetting the military, and its bold and incisive editorial commentaries.

Soon, national and state military rulers, whose 
trademarks had been their anger against journalists 
who critically examined their rule and constantly 
demanded accountability from their regimes, bared 
their fangs and came down hard on the paper.

After a military coup attempt in April 1990, the 
company was closed for a month, and Chris Mammah, 
the paper’s deputy editor at the time, was imprisoned 
for 54 days.

In an interview with a national paper, the then 
Chairman of company, Chief Ajibola Ogunshola, 
described the period as hellish.

He said, “That was hell, because we had just started 
creeping out of the hole and then there was a closure. 
If they had known that keeping The PUNCH closed for 
another month would be the end of the organisation, 
they would have done that, because I am sure they 
wanted to kill us.

“There were rumours that some people in 
government wanted to buy The PUNCH, and I then 
revived it. Somebody told me that some people high in 
government would like to buy The PUNCH and I said, 
‘no’, that we would revive it ourselves.”

Once more, as a result of the political unrest that 
followed the annulment of the June 12, 1993 elections, 
the military issued Decree N0. 48 of 1993 in July 1993, 
which outlawed the publication and distribution of any 
PUNCH titles throughout the nation.

The military junta also outlawed all PUNCH titles 
in July 1994, including TOPLIFE, a glossy monthly 
magazine that had been resurrected as a weekly. 
This was the last proscription of the newspaper. The 
daily editor at the time, Bola Bolawole, spent three 
days in detention in his office at the company’s old 
headquarters in Mangoro, Lagos.

The government disregarded a court order that 
the company had obtained, directing it to unseal 

the premises and pay N25m and N100,000 to the 
organisation and Bolawole, respectively. However, 
the government did not de-proscribe the paper until 
October 1, 1995, when the then-military head of state, 
the late Gen Sani Abacha did so via an Independence 
Day broadcast.

Through his ingenuity, Ogunshola, now the 
Emeritus Chairman, kept the company afloat amidst 
those storms and led the team that repositioned the 
PUNCH and enabled it to attain its position as the most 
successful newspaper in the country.

“We performed no magic to revive PUNCH. All we 
did was to work hard,” Ogunshola said in an interview.

“Perhaps, my singular contribution was to insist and 
ensure that we got as much information as possible 
about the working of the system before we took any 
decision,” he added.

Since the country’s transition to democracy in 1999, 
the newspaper’s publications have been constantly 
rebranded, from the early breezy style at its inception 
to hard-nosed news, features and analysis; strong 
on politics, economy, business, crime, sports, and 
entertainment.

With the array of quality and exclusive content it 
publishes daily, it is no wonder that The PUNCH is 
trusted by the general public, and is the go-to site for 
objective, factual reporting across print and online 
platforms.

From the founding chairman, Olu Aboderin; the 
second chairman and a former Western Region 
minister, the late Chief Moyosore Aboderin; Chief 
Ogunshola (fourth chairman), the late Wale Aboderin 
(fifth chairman), along with board members, including, 
until his passing in January 2020, the then longest-
serving director, the eminent agronomist, Dr Lekan 
Are; and an accomplished finance professional, Ms 
Lola (Ibi) Aboderin, the board has provided exemplary 
leadership and guidance over the years.

A quintessential professional, Mr Ademola Osinubi, 
who joined the company as a reporter, spent 45 
years in PUNCH, rising to every senior editorial 
management post and retiring as Managing Director/

Editor-in-Chief in 2022. He helped pilot the 
company through its most turbulent period.

The board and management remain steadfast 
in adhering to the dreams of its founding fathers. Punch–volution: From the 

ancestors to the Gen-Zs
Although Punch is 50 years old, it is still as dynamic 

as ever, constantly anticipating the trajectory of the 
media business, and aligning itself appropriately.

In order to keep up with different evolutional trends, 
the newspaper has had to modify its operations to 
match existing realities.

Many years ago, the company became one of the first 
media houses in Nigeria to transition from a solely 
traditional printed newspaper, to a hybrid of both a 
printed paper, and a vibrant digital platform— www.



punchng.com.
Just at the time when the Internet and social media platforms were gaining 

grounds, the company wasted no time in jumping on the fast moving digital train, 
and expanding its reach from just within the country to all the continents of the 
world. The company was one of the earliest legacy publishers to launch a website.

As of the time of filing this report, the company’s X (formerly Twitter) account 
boasts 6.5 million followers; while on Facebook, it constantly engages its 4.4 million 
followers; as well as 1.2 million followers on Instagram. 

In January 2020, PUNCH Healthwise— an online health desk commissioned by 
the PUNCH Media Foundation with funding support from the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation— was launched, and it has driven a reliable and impact-driven 
media health centre.

Just a year into its existence, the initiative won the Impact Africa Summit 2021 
award for excellence in health promotion journalism.

The company’s current structure accommodates different offshoots, including the 
daily title known as The PUNCH, the weekend titles of Saturday and Sunday PUNCH, 
PUNCH Sports Extra, and Punch Online, which comprises the online editorial team, 
video/multimedia team, social media team, data analysts and the tech team. 

The company’s style of being ahead of trends and even creating them in fulfillment 
of its constitutional guaranteed agenda setting role is evident in the quality of its 
workforce. It is intentionally strategic and forward-looking. A cursory observation of 
the company’s staff shows an eclectic range of individuals. Just as there are old and 
experienced hands in the system, there are also young journalists, including those 
fresh from tertiary institutions. On the company’s payroll are members of Generation 
Z, Generation X and the Millennial, among other generations, all different in their 
unique ways, but coming together to function as a single and cohesive whole. 

This mix has availed the company of a wide range of experiences, skills, knowledge, 
strength, and vibrancy.

Those who are older and have been in the system for longer are jokingly referred 
to as ‘ancestors’, while the younger ones are referred to as ‘Gen Z’.

Staying ahead of the competition

Success is relative, and is perceived as different things by different people. For 
PUNCHERS, the message is simple: you must outthink your competitors, and make 
sure that your paper on the newsstands is better than the others.

Despite been the most successful newspaper house in the country, the company 
has never been complacent or try to rest on its oars. Rather, it is constantly looking 
for ways to give readers a more enriching experience.

Just like with every other venture, there have been several ups and downs, but the 
company, through the hard-work of its board and staff, has managed to weather the 
many storms quite remarkably.

A culture of excellence
Unarguably some of the greatest factors that have aided the company’s growth are 

its knack for excellence, and intolerance for sloppiness. The hard work this demands 
has resulted in several awards it has won over the years, as well as the impact of 
many stories, which have ultimately caused policy changes in both the government 
and private sectors.

As far back as 1998, the newspaper had started winning the Diamond Awards for 
Media Excellence for Editorial writing; and for the next 12 years, it continued to win 
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the much-coveted prize.
In 2011, PUNCH won the Newspaper of the Decade awards by both DAME, 

and the Nigeria Media Merit Awards.
During the formal opening of the company’s headquarters in Ogun State, 

the Emeritus Chairman, Chief Ogunshola, had reiterated the company’s 
commitment to a free and vibrant press. He said, “PUNCH Newspapers will 
continue to push for the passage of a true Freedom of Information Bill as a 
major armour in the fight against corruption. It is clear that the present National 
Assembly is not interested in such things, for reasons that we all know.”

Perhaps, as a testimony to the company’s influence, a few days shy of a year 
after Chief Ogunshola made that statement, the FOIA was signed into law in 
2011 by former President Goodluck Jonathan. 

Cheers to the next 50 years
There is no gainsaying the fact that the past 50 years of The PUNCH’s existence 

have been full of ups and downs, but with the organisation becoming even 
stronger after every challenge.

In its first 50 years of existence, it had to contend with ruthless military 
despots, who were hell bent on silencing the media. But, even though the country 
is nowhere close to where it should be, it is heartwarming that the nation has 
enjoyed over 24 years of uninterrupted democratic rule. While some people 
might take this for granted, there is no doubt that the country’s vibrant media, 
with The PUNCH titles leading the charge in the print and online sections, have 
kept the country’s ruling class on toes by constantly beaming a searchlight on 
their activities.

However, it is also apparent that as the company embarks on the journey of 
its next 50 years, it will have to navigate it with a different system, tools and 
structure than it used in the first 50 years.

With the rapid and 
dizzying rate at which 
n e w  t e c h n o l o g i e s 
emerge these days, 
keeping up with the 
trends is non-negotiable 
for an organisation that 
wants to survive; talk 
more of one that wishes 
to thrive.

At  the t ime when 
the paper came into 
existence, there were no mobile phones or even Internet; and journalists had 
to rely on analogue systems and processes to do their jobs.

But these days, the modern journalist has an array of technological tools to 
help them do their jobs better. However, the proliferation of these tools also 
means that they are available to many people. Thus, it seems that with just 
a smartphone and Internet connectivity, everybody is basically a journalist 
these days.

However, in as much as tools and systems might change, the paper has 
consistently stated that it remains loyal to its core values, such as truth, 
accountability, objectivity, accuracy, fairness and integrity.

It has also signified that it has no intention of letting up on the fight against 
corruption and injustice. PUNCH seems to be on a renewed drive to use its 
platform to right wrongs, curb social vices, expose scandals, and keep the 
people informed.

As one of the most visited news websites in Nigeria, the media organisation 
does not hide its desire to be one of the biggest and most trusted media brands 
in Africa. The next 50 years will allow it to achieve that dream and break even 
new boundaries.



To navigate the next phase of its existence, the paper has evolved a strategy called the CRIPD  Agenda (Content, 
Revenue, Impact, Personnel and Digital). This aligns with the organisation’s corporate strategy to position itself as 
Africa’s preeminent content creation hub.

● Content
To emerge as Africa’s preeminent content creation hub through the creation and distribution of outstanding, 

exclusive, impactful media content.

● Revenue
To generate exponential forex revenues through the creation of capacities and systems that generate the highest 

values and returns for all stakeholders.

● Impact
To sustain PUNCH’s heritage of ethical, credible, independent, pro-people, and impactful journalism.

● Personnel
To create and foster human resource practices that attract and retain the best media and non-media talents that 

Nigeria and Africa have to offer.

● Digital
To become Nigeria’s and Africa’s premier digital media brand in audience, revenue, and influence.

CRIPD agenda
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Our mission is to elevate the media landscape through the creation 
and distribution of outstanding, exclusive, and impactful content. We 
are committed to driving exponential forex revenues while upholding 

the values TRIBE—Truth, Reliability, Independence, Balance and 
Excellence— that define PUNCH’s legacy of ethical, credible, 

independent, pro-people, and impactful journalism’’ – 2023 staff memo

“
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It’s a collector’s item.
Enjoy your read.
“... dad in a loud, tuneless chorus of the Spanish tune, 

‘Guantanamera’ - never mind that we murdered the lyrics then 
- we were all just having great fun,” she recalled.

It’s 50 years of the existence of PUNCH Newspapers, and the titles are 
going stronger each new day. What in your estimation is the secret?

The secret lies within the theme of our 50th anniversary 
celebrations: ‘pedigree, principles and promise.’ A strong 
foundation has been laid by the founding chairman, my dad, 
Chief James Olubunmi Aboderin, who left a strong and lasting 
legacy for us to build on. That’s the pedigree. 

Over the years, we have been known for our integrity, 
balanced reportage, courage, doggedness, objectivity, credibility, 
professionalism, and our unflinching duty to keep our numerous 
readers at all level reliably informed at all times. That’s principles! 

Worthy of note is that PUNCH has a strictly no brown envelope 
policy, which, if flouted or contravened, could lead to unpleasant 
consequences for the offending reporter. As the saying goes: ‘we 
are for everyone, and we are for no one.’ 

Also, we acknowledge that as the years go by, things are 
evolving, as are our numerous readers. So, first, we not only 
have to evolve with it, we are more than prepared to do so, and 
we are already doing so. 

When PUNCH first started, it was just the newspapers in 
hardcopy form. Today, we are digital as well. Our news can be 
picked from the newsstands and vendors, or you could download 
our app, visit our website, or follow us on social media where we 
already have a large following.  

We already have a futuristic roadmap that is going to launch 
us effectively into the start of the next 50 years, and this is part 
of what we will be revealing as part of our 50th anniversary 
celebrations. This is our promise. 

Each time you see a copy of The PUNCH Newspapers on the newsstands, 
what readily comes to mind?

I’m really proud of how far we have come and how we have 
managed to sustain the PUNCH legacy after all these years. You 
know every time you see a vendor standing by your car window 
in the traffic with all the newspapers you will notice that The 
PUNCH is usually the paper they tend to put in front as we 
know how the vendors display their papers for intending buyers 
from the best sellers to the not so popular ones. Likewise, on the 
newstands, The PUNCH would always get its pride of place. So 
yeah, it makes me very proud.

In the face of stiff competition in the print industry, where do you see 
the PUNCH titles in the next 10 years? 

In the next 10 years, as I have said, I see The PUNCH 
maintaining its dominance over the competition as we are ever 
evolving with the times and our target audience. This is because 
as we strive to inform, so also, do we aim to educate. Knowledge 
is wealth, and knowledge is power. When we inform and educate 

I’m proud of how far we’ve come, sustained 
PUNCH’s legacy – Director, Tunde-Obe

M
rs Wunmi Tunde-Obe is one bundle of energy 
and activities birthed into one. In this interview 
with JUWE OLUWAFEMI, she speaks as a Director 

– PUNCH Newspapers Limited – and her passion for 
creativity. The multi-dimensional entrepreneur and writer 
also opens up on her fond memories of her late father, 
the founder of PUNCH Newspapers Limited, Chief James 
Olubunmi Aboderin who passed on February 28, 1984

our readers, we contribute in our own small way to raising a knowledgeable 
society who can make smart decisions with regard to their own lives and their 
communities in general.

As a daughter of the illustrious late Chief James Olubunmi Aboderin, how well do you navigate 
your way in the corporate world?

Well, considering the fact that I’m not exactly new to the corporate world, having 
worked in the advertising firm – LTC/JWT as a full-time employee and freelancer 
for more than a total of 10 years at some point, I am pretty much at home here. 
In fact, I like it here. As an employee, I loved to watch my own fast-paced growth 
from an Assistant Executive to a Group Head in my department before I left to 
concentrate on raising my children whilst delving into full-time entertainment 
with my husband. Of course, this was easier at the time because I had become self-
employed, and my time, very flexible. So, coming back into the corporate world, I 
had to play catch-up with a lot of courses and trainings because, as expected, things 
had evolved. As an innovative entrepreneur, I enjoy facing corporate challenges, 
especially in the boardroom. So, regardless of whose offspring I am, having been 
raised to remain humble in everything that I do, it was very easy for me to remain 
in paid employment for six years and merit accolade and every promotion that I 
got whilst I learned about being a follower, a leader and most of all, a team player.

Are you constantly under some pressure to live up to a certain standard?
If there’s any pressure, then it’s the pressure that I put myself through and no one 

else. I have certain standards and certain goals that I have set for myself generally, 
and the pressure is on me from me to achieve those goals in my lifetime regardless 
of what anyone else thinks. In a nutshell, I do me. Period!

What fond memories have you of your father, the founder of The PUNCH Group?
There are loads! Although I was only 14 years old when he passed, the memories 

are a lifetime’s worth. I remember when every Sunday was swimming day at 
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Airport Hotel in Ikeja. I was about five or six years 
old, and with my late younger brother and immediate 
elder sister, he would take us to the airport hotel for 
swimming and snacks later on. And though we loved 
our time at the pool, the drive back home was way 
more fun with the three of us standing in the back 
seat holding on to the head rests in front and joining 
dad in a loud, tuneless chorus of the Spanish tune, 
‘Guantanamera’ – never mind that we murdered 
the lyrics then - we were all just having great fun 
(laughs). Then, we would start screaming, ‘Daddy, 
do magic!!!’ And he would oblige us. He would 
simply take both hands off the steering wheel for a 
few seconds while the vehicle was at top speed, to 
our utmost delight. I could never forget those times.

Growing up, dad also taught us the need and the 
importance of a good education. As a lover of the 
arts and entertainment, he encouraged us to pursue 
our dreams in the arts if we so desired, but first, 
he said, ‘get a degree. That way, you would  always 
have something to fall back on when showbiz no 
longer pays the bills.’ The very same things I say to 
my children today.

You are a woman of many parts. How do you cope as 
a Board member of The PUNCH Group alongside other 
competing responsibilities? 

I would say I’m pretty good at multitasking, and 
thanks to technology and zoom. Things just got a lot 
easier. Also, since I joined the Board, I have learned 
to be a lot more organised and more intentional in 
everything I do. Punctuality, delegation, discipline, 
responsibility. These are things I no longer do 
frivolously and strive to perfect every day.  So, having 
done my bit, I leave the rest to God my Helper to 
implement.

How was growing up like for you?
I miss those growing up years. They were very 

happy years with no worries or responsibilities, and 
everyone was still ‘around’. Those were years devoid 
of kidnappings, very minimal crimes, affordable 
vacations abroad, the dollar exchange rate was $1 to 
N1, the pound was £1 to N2 and Nigeria Airways was 
rated one of the best carriers in the world. I could go 
on, but I think you get my drift.

You seem to have a strong passion for the arts and 
entertainment industry. How did this evolve and the push?

It was through my father. Like I had earlier said, 
this was someone who loved and promoted the 
arts. He organised art exhibitions, fashion shows, 
concerts, and music competitions.  He also had a 
record label initially called ‘Skylark Records’, which 
later became Lagos International Records. It was 
on this label that the late Christy Essien-Igbokwe’s 
most popular album ‘Ever Liked My Person’ which 
contained the evergreen hit song, ‘Seun Rere’ was 
released in the early 80s. So, having grown up with 
so much music and creativity around us, we all fell 
in line so very easily as it were. So, you can see that 
the passion had been there right from my early 
childhood.

Where do you get such remarkable energy to juggle your 
responsibilities alongside being the dutiful wife, caring 
mother, and corporate lady?

For me, the most challenging years are over. The 
children are grown and independent, the youngest 
being 19.  This means that I now have more time 
to indulge in a lot of self-love while pursuing my 
own dreams with the support of my husband and 
children. And then, with technology, a lot of things 
are easier to navigate, such as staying in touch with 
your loved ones via video calls and the like whilst 
you are away at work or out of town.

The PUNCH Newspapers at 50. Any regrets?
Most certainly, no regrets whatsoever.  Every 

mistake along the way is a learning curve, and I 
believe that everything happens for a reason. I know 
that my father, were he alive today, would be most 
proud of how his legacy has been preserved thus far. 
As a matter of fact, I am told that in some institutions 
like LEAP Africa and Harvard Business School, The 
PUNCH is used now and again as a case study for 
thriving, successful family businesses. It doesn’t get 
more gratifying than that.

What new things would you want to see in the 
paper and its workers?

In the paper, I would like to see stuff that engages 
the youth and encourages them to want to read 
more and know more. I would like to see articles 
that educate them whilst speaking their language as 
it were. I would like to see stories that help this new 
generation make informed and responsible decisions 
with regards to the kind of society they would like, 
not only to grow up in but raise their children in as 
well. With the workers, I would like to see continued 
dedication and passion for their job. It is a thing of 
pride and joy when a PUNCH staff can face new 
challenges and go out and excel in the outside world 
with the confidence and knowledge acquired during 
their time in our workspace.

Growing up, dad 
also taught us 
the need and the 
importance of a 
good education. 
As a lover of 
the arts and 
entertainment, 
he encouraged 
us to pursue 
our dreams in 
the arts if we 
so desired, but 
first, he said, 
‘get a degree

What words of advice would you share with children of 
famous achievers, such that the name they carry will stay 
without blemish, like you have with the Aboderin name?

Sit down and be humble. Be kind to others and 
never look down on anyone. You never know where 
and under what circumstances you will meet them 
later in life. As much as you can, always strive to work 
hard to make a name for yourself so that you may be 
respected in your own right and not seen as spoiled 
and entitled. Never get carried away by your name 
or status but endeavour to remain levelheaded and 
conscious of the legacy you need to protect. Always 
remember that a good name is better than riches and 
endeavour to impact a life positively whenever you 
can afford to.  The more lives you touch, the more 
the heartfelt prayers from your beneficiaries would 
follow, surround, and protect you wherever you go. 
And most of all, fear God and always put Him first.

You have continued to inspire with T.W.O in spite of the 
slippery terrain. What’s the secret to your survival and thriving 
at the top spirit? 

God, passion, versatility, and staying true to 
ourselves. Knowing when to clamour for the top spot 
and knowing when to step aside for the next set while 
still catering to our diehard fans. And that’s it.
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• A scene of a three-storey building 
destroyed by fire  at 12b Ereko, 
Idumota, Lagos... 
Photo: Goke Famadewa
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How does it feel being associated with PUNCH and its 
outstanding legacy?

 It’s an immense privilege. PUNCH is a company 
that is not afraid to stand by the courage of its 
conviction.  PUNCH has principles. PUNCH has 
standards, and we stand by those standards.

It’s a company that is exemplary when it comes to 
a strong work ethic. Some of the best management 
minds have worked, and still work, at PUNCH, 
so it is absolutely a privilege to be associated 
with such professionals, with persons who have 
selflessly, sacrificially worked for the company 
for many, many years and I’m talking about  
staff, management and leadership. Therefore, 
it is an immense privilege to be associated with 
PUNCH and its outstanding legacy, which is 
very inspirational for me in my own professional 
journey. From time to time, I recall examples of 
leadership or budget management from PUNCH, 
and that inspires me and provides me with a 
template for moving forward.

Kindly share your experience with us since 
you joined PUNCH’s Board as a Director? 

 I joined the board of the company in 
1994, and this year would make it 30 years 
since I have been on the board. It’s been 
a very defining learning experience in my 
professional life. Sometimes, it’s been tough, 
as you know, with any board meeting, it can 
be particularly tough, but many times, it’s 
been rewarding, and I’m grateful to all of my 
colleagues. 

When I joined the board, it was during the 
time of a military dictatorship. The PUNCH 
titles were proscribed by the Abacha military 
government, and the newspaper had been 
locked out of its premises. Soldiers came and 

occupied the compound, and we couldn’t operate from 
there. I remember that my initial board meeting had 
to hold off-site.  I also recall my very first experience 
attending the board meeting with my sister, Mrs 
Emuwa, and when we were introduced to the other 
members. It was an intimidating experience. I 
remember Mr Demola Osinubi

was then the General Manager, and he was trying 
to encourage me, telling me to ‘be strong’. He was 
saying, ‘It’s okay.’ Today, It’s good to see over the years 
the transitions, the growth, the level of camaraderie, 
how things have panned out. I started off as director 
and later joined the senior management team as 
an Executive Director, Business Development, and 
New Projects. I worked as an ED for seven years, and 
during that time, I also served as the pioneer Managing 
Director for PUNCH Commercial Printing. It was one 
of the most enjoyable work experiences. I learnt a lot 
and had a lot to contribute. 

I’ve had the privilege of working with three of the five 
Chairmen:  Chief Ogunshola and after him, my brother 
of blessed memory, Wale Aboderin, and now my sister 
Mrs Angela Emuwa. So yes, it’s been interesting to see 
the different management styles from the different 
leaders, and each person has added their own unique 
touch, as can be expected, to the board and to the 
company. Each person making improvements and 
building on the legacy of their predecessor.

As a Director of PUNCH Newspapers Group, what does 
the 50th Anniversary Celebrations of the newspaper mean 
to you? 

A:  It’s a time of reflection. It’s a time for gratitude. 
It’s a time for connecting with key stakeholders and 
collectively being thankful for all that the newspaper 
and subsidiary companies have been able to achieve 
over the last 50 years. 

It’s a milestone that is a great legacy to uphold and 
perpetuate. It’s an opportunity to think about the 
future as well and do what is necessary to ensure the 
continuation of the company for the next 50 years and 
the 50 years after that. 

It means someone somewhere did something right, 
or someone somewhere is doing something right. In 

any environment, to have a business survive five 
decades is no mean feat, so i will say super well done 
to the leadership, the management, the staff. Over 
the last five decades, they have taken the company 
through various times and have still come out as 
one of the best national daily newspapers in the 
country.

What core values of PUNCH in your estimation 
have sustained the newspaper these 50 years of 

existence? 
I would say it’s the strong work ethic, 

selflessness, persistence, resilience, 
understanding what you stand for, and 

sticking by it. Yes, I would say it’s 
a devotion and loyalty to the 

company and its leadership, 
but more than that, i would 
say it’s also got to do with 
understanding the vital role 
that newspapers play in 
any society, especially in 
any democratic society and 
being insistent, and being 
fortunate enough to have 
editors and leaders in place 
who understand what it is 

to stand for the truth and to 
let people know what is going 

on and to keep people informed 
about things that affect them, their 
livelihoods, their families and so 

on. So, the core values that have 
sustained the paper in these 

PUNCH will sustain lead in print,  digital beyond 
next decade – Director, Aboderin-Talabi

O
lubunmi Aboderin-Talabi is a 
Director of the widest circulating 
English language newspaper 

in Nigeria, PUNCH. She is also an 
author; the founder of IweMi (formerly 
Clever Clogs Books); the convener of 
the Akada Children’s Book Festival; 
a Member of the Board of Trustees 
of Women In Management, Business 
and Public Service; a Member of the 
Board of Trustees of Punch Media 
Foundation and the Chairperson of the 
Association of Children’s Authors & 
Illustrators of Nigeria. In this interview 
with JUWE OLUWAFEMI, this lady who 
is passionate about creating visually 
engaging, culturally relevant content 
for children and has sustained her 
desire to see steadily increasing 
literacy rates within her community, 
shares her views on the growth of the 
PUNCH Group’s brand and its driving 
spirit for excellence, alongside how her 
family’s legacy has impacted greatly on 
her career path

Newspapers like 
PUNCH perform 
the vital role of 
informing the 
general public 
and keeping 
people abreast of 
what is going on 
internationally, in 
addition to keeping 
up the level of 
public discourse 
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50 years is the determination to adhere to the truth, 
the drive to objectively report what is going on, and 
this insistence on checking things before going to 
press even if it means other people break the news 
before we do. We wait until we are sure of the story 
before we publish. 

In addition, the family’s stance on non 
interference with the editorial policy of the paper 
and giving the editorial team the independence to 
run the paper as it deems fit, and to decide on the 
content and so on. That also has helped to sustain 
the paper.

What fascinates you the most about the PUNCH 
titles? 

 It is always interesting to hear what PUNCH 
has to say about a particular issue. So when there’s 
a national story or a story of general interest, 
I always look out for the PUNCH version. The 
insights, the opinions, the columnists, I’m always 
interested to read what it is that they think about 
issues. I don’t always agree with what is published, 
and sometimes I have debates with various 
stakeholders about what has been published, but 
I respect their  independence and yes I’m always 
fascinated to see what angle the paper is going to 
take on a matter because I myself I don’t know 
what is going to be published until it is published. 

I love the editorials, the cartoons, the photo 
news. You learn a lot from the use of photographs, 
which is why I’m a big fan of print over digital, even 
though digital is the way of the future, I still love 
the print because there is so much you’ll learn from 
the photo news and it doesn’t always come across 
on the digital platforms. A picture, like they say, is 
as good as a thousand words. 

I like the way the newspaper is organised. I like 
the Metro section, I like the fact that there’s an 
Arewa section that tells you what’s going on in 
the North, and there’s also a section that tells you 
what’s going on in the South East and South South. 
I like  Panorama because it goes in-depth into a 
story that may not necessarily be something that 
is front page news but is still very important, and 
it goes in-depth into that story. 

I like the Healthwise section, the Business 
pages, and I like reading through the adverts. they 
fascinate me. You learn a lot reading the various 
adverts placed in the paper. Of course, the Business 
and Economy section, as well as the business 
extra, the Capital Market section, and then on the 
weekends, you have the Children’s section, Sunday 
Spice and the Sunday Interviews. 

There’s also the Personal Finance, Sports and 
things like that. There’s something for everyone.  
The Foodie pages are also really good too, you can 
get some great recipes there.

Young Punchers every Sunday makes the Sunday 
paper quite unique, so it’s got something for the 
whole family.

Each time you see a copy of PUNCH Newspapers on 
the newsstands, what readily comes to mind?

PUNCH plays a vital role in the social, economic, 
political, and educational life of citizens. 

Whenever I see the paper at a newsstand or with 
a vendor, I think of the great production and efforts 
that must have put in place to get the paper out. 

However, we need more vendors and more 
newsstands to sell our titles. More people need to 
have access to newspapers because newspapers 
perform a vital role in society, and it seems 
nowadays the sales outlets are shrinking. 

Newspapers like PUNCH perform the vital 
role of informing the general public and keeping 
people abreast of what is going on internationally, 
in addition to keeping up the level of public 
discourse to make sure that people have the facts 
they need to be able to make up their minds and 
be equipped with the right information to make 
sound decisions. 

The paper is a repository of information 
historically, looking backwards as we are doing 
now... looking at the last 50 years, as well as 
appreciating the present and forecasting into the 
future. 

The economic role of any business that has 
survived for more than 50 years can not be over 
stated, not the least because it’s a job-creating 

industry. For each employee, there’s maybe five or six dependants 
benefitting from the employment status of the PUNCH staff. 

So, each time I see the newspaper on the news stands, I’m like 
... Thank you, God. We’re playing our part, informing the people, 
educating, connecting, and giving employment to the people.

In the face of the stiff competition in the print industry, where do 
you see the PUNCH titles in the next 10 years?

I actually see the PUNCH titles sustain the lead in the print 
and digital news space beyond the next 10 years. The PUNCH 
brand will become even more exciting with a robust reach and 
relevance as a print and digital platform alongside other aspects 
of the PUNCH brand that will soon be unveiled.

As a daughter to the founder of PUNCH Newspapers, are you 
constantly under some pressure to live up to a certain standard?

It is not unlikely that anyone with a beloved parent with such 
significant impact on the lives of many, or who had influence 
in a society would not feel that they have large shoes to fill, or 
legacy to maintain. 

But I must be honest with you, I actually don’t feel the pressure 
because i believe that I am striving to be the best version of myself. 
I know that were my father to be alive, he would be proud of me, 
as he would be proud of his other children. So, no, I don’t feel 
any pressure to live up to any subjective standard. I believe in 
just being the best version of myself.

Do you mind walking us through your growing up years and the 
fond memories you have of Chief James Olu Aboderin, the founder 
of the PUNCH Group?

My fondest memory of my Dad was when he came to my 
school to visit me. It was a surprise visit. I was in Prep School 
in England at the time, and as busy as he was, he showed up. 
He just showed up. That is one of my fondest memory of him. 
Things like that mean a lot to children. You know, just having 
their parents show up and show an interest in their activities. 
That’s my fondest memory of my Dad.

I also remember him chuckling. Even when he was ill in the 
hospital, he still had his sense of humour. I remember that about 
him. Maybe because I was young, he didn’t show the things that 
he had been going through. I remember I didn’t think that his 
sickness was something that would lead to his passing. I thought 
that he would get better because he always maintained that jovial 
attitude, but... it is well.

You are a woman of many parts. Share with us how you cope as 
a Board member of the PUNCH Group and other responsibilities.

How do I cope? I have a lot of help. I have a strong support 
system, a very supportive spouse, and a really good team. I am 
fortunate enough to work with a brilliant set of people for each 
board I’m on. The people there are hardworking and everybody 
carries their own weight, so that way the burden is not too much 

on any one person. So, it’s about having a strong support system 
and being fortunate enough to work with really good people.

You have a strong passion for creative writing and literature 
generally. How did this passion, which has won for you awards, evolve?

Apparently, it’s something that has been there all along, but it 
didn’t get activated until I became a mother. When I became a 
mother and I wanted to read bedtime stories to my child, I found 
some bedtime stories, and I wanted to read African bedtime 
stories to her. I wanted stories that featured children that look like 
her, that featured environments like Lagos, and I found a few, but 
they’re not that many. After a while, I had read all that we could 
find, and then I became acutely aware of the dearth of children’s 
literature featuring black children or children of colour in general. 
It was one of the things that inspired me to start writing, and I just 
enjoyed it, and I’ve kept going ever since. Writing children’s books 
led to the creation of the Akada Children’s Book Festival, which 
has become a much loved, much anticipated, annual literary 
event for young readers. It’s given rise to many other children’s 
book writers, providing them with a platform for reaching their 
market. The festival is also an avenue for parents to discover new 
books and for children who love reading to have better access to 
books than before.

Aside from writing children’s books series, what other aspect of 
writing catches your fancy? 

 I have written a number of articles in the areas of commerce, 
agriculture, resource maximisation, sanitation, and land use 
in Nigeria. Many of my articles have been published in several 
national daily newspapers, such as PUNCH, BusinessDay, The 
Guardian, Nation, Vanguard, New Telegraph, Sun, This Day, 
and others. 

My passion for writing further developed into collaborating 
with talented artists to create beautifully illustrated children’s 
picture books designed to make reading attractive, inspire 
innovation, and excite children, parents, and teachers. 

Some of my published works include: Tobi Visits the Conservatory; 
Kob the Antelope; Diary of a Toddler; Tobi Bakes A Cake; Tobi Learns 
To Swim; Tobi And The Kid’s Marathon; Tobi At The Art Gallery; On 
The Water;  Mummy, Can I ... ? and Why Do You Wash Your Hands? 

I have had the privilege to read my books and give keynote 
speeches at numerous conferences, schools, book clubs, and 
events in various parts of Nigeria and internationally.

Do you mind walking us through your academic background?
I have a BSc in Economics from City University London and I 

also did an MSc in Digital Marketing and Channel Management 
at the University of Surrey. I have an honorary doctorate in 
Media & Communication and I have completed the General 
Management Programme at Harvard Business School as well as 
the Advanced Management & Leadership Programme at Oxford 
University Said Business School.

 I actually 
don’t feel 
the pressure 
because i 
believe that I am 
striving to be 
the best version 
of myself. I 
know that were 
my father to be 
alive, he would 
be proud of me
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• Almajiris feeding from the bare ground 

after a minor accident involving a tricycle 

and a food vendor at Liberty Junction, 

GRA, Gombe State. 

Photo: Chima Azubuike

36    36    



        37



As I chatted with him last week on the subject of PUNCH’s 50th anniversary, I noted his high-pitch 
excitement, the kind that emerged from a joyful heart. We shared and relived experiences as co-travellers 
in the PUNCH boat. *He, in particular, being one of the details of the very beginning.* I prodded him for 
more on the foundation staff, the journalists in particular. He obliged and referred me to this same article, 
published in the Sunday PUNCH edition of March 19, 1978, five clear years after the paper debuted, and 
17 months after coming on stream of the daily version, The PUNCH. Yes, the very beginning. For, it is 
in the context of this beginning that this celebration is situated and can be best appreciated.

 Persuaded that a story cannot be better told than in its original rendition and form, I have found 
it appropriate to lift the relevant parts of the article into this piece in restating the power of humble 
beginning, commitment, sacrifice and the dogged pursuit of excellence in the half-century journey of 
PUNCH. All of these, it would turn out, had been ingrained in the PUNCH DNA right from conception.

 
In Adetiba’s words,
‘Sunday PUNCH was a tottering kid. Just learning how to use its feet. We could all see 

that it had a lot of catching up to do, but with those first tentative steps of that baby, we 
knew we had a natural racer, a winner on our hands.’

 And that realisation made us put a little extra effort into shaping up the destiny of a 
great champion.

 The going was really tough then. It was an unspoken fact that when you got to work 
on Friday mornings, you really didn’t hope to get home until Saturday morning. When 
we had to go the extra eight pages, the twenty-four-hour-a-day schedule started on 
Thursday. It got so tough one evening that I told my editor,  ‘There must be easier ways 
of making money.’

All he said was ‘Yeah.’ I guess he was too tired to say anymore.
 My editor was Ajibade Fashina-Thomas now of the National Sports Commission. A 

veteran, Jabby (to his friends) was the man for this unique post. I owe a lot to him today.
 Working with the skeleton staff he was compelled to work with then, most people would 

have given up out of sheer exasperation. But not Jabby, on Thursday, with no front or 
back page stories and the sports page staring blankly at us. Jabby would still walk in smartly dressed 
with a cigar in one hand, a briefcase in the other hand, and a smile on his lips.

Then he would sit down, push his pair of glasses up, and call for the week’s file.
 One, or two hours later, he would look up with a front-page story. The back page usually materialised 

from the telex machines.
 Dayo Wright was the Sports Editor then, who had to double as a Sub-editor and Night editor.
 Bunmi Sofola (now Fadase) was the Acting Editor for Happy Home Magazine. She also had to 

double as the Women’s Editor
 One person I really can’t forget in the editorial line-up was A.B Attah Albert, who was a way out in 

everything, in his thinking, writing, and his behaviour. I still think he is one of the best writers I have 
read on the pages of a Nigerian newspaper.

 As the youngest writer in the set-up, both age and experience, I sort of underscored for them all. I 
dabbled into Sports, Features, News and Interviews.

 It was this little group, with Kenny Adamson, who came in on Wednesday from Yaba College of 
Technology to do his PUNCH Cartoon Comment and the News Reporters who made the editorial team.

The credit for the success of the Sunday PUNCH today does not lie on this small group of people alone.
On the sidelines were people like Prince Oduah, PUNCH’s smartest dresser, who had to run around 

to ensure that we got our pay at the end of the month. I didn’t envy the job of these people, who under 
Mr Akinwale had to sell a paper whose only marketability was its promising future.

 It’s funny it seems natural now that people should expect their paycheck these days anytime from 
the 23rd of the month. Five years ago, nobody expected anything until the 31st. Despite that, most 
people who were around then would still prefer the life, comradeship, and togetherness of a small 
group of dedicated workers to the large, complex, relatively easy life we now have

 The history of the Sunday PUNCH would not be complete unless one mentions those who were at 
the beginning, like George Okoro. I didn’t meet him at PUNCH. I met him a year later when he came 
to teach me sub-editing at the Nigerian Institute of Journalism. He is the finest layout wizard I have 
ever come across.

 Apart from his genius in page planning, George Okoro had a kind of lifestyle that made him friends 
easily, for he never minded who shared a bottle of beer with him.

There was Muni, the slim petite girl who had a column about life at nineteen. There was Judi, airing 
her thoughts through ‘Window on my mind’. Her explosive provocative articles shook the entire roots 
of feminity in the Nigerian Society and helped launch the Sunday PUNCH as something different.

 Although I didn’t meet all these people at PUNCH, I met them later on during the roaming, expansive 
life of a journalist. I found in them the only kind of people who could give a paper a different outlook. 
I also realised why they didn’t stay so long. Nobody, including Sam Amuka, could keep such volatile 
personalities bottled together for a long time.

 Talking about personalities, there was the smart, good-looking Ayode Ajayi, our Chief Cameraman. 
He fitted like a glove into the image PUNCH seemed to be projecting. An image of hardworking but 
independent and carefree people. He had a flaw through his temperament, and it was one thing you 
had to put a rein on at The PUNCH.

 It was with these kind of people that PUNCH started from a piece of rag to the most different, most 
popular Sunday paper in the country today.

From ground zero to golden fifty

P
ersonality interview specialist and icon of the ‘Face-to-Face’ fame, one 
of the looked-forward-to features in the Sunday PUNCH menu in the 
seventies and eighties, Muyiwa Adetiba, proclaimed in an article on the 

fifth anniversary of Sunday PUNCH thus: ‘We Have Come A Long Way’. He should 
know. He belonged in the beginning.

Talking about 
personalities, 
there was the 
smart, good-
looking Ayode 
Ajayi, our Chief 
Cameraman. He 
fitted like a 
glove into the 
image PUNCH 
seemed to be 
projecting

By Ademola Osinubi

38    38    

• Osinubi



PUNCH has indeed come a long way.
The first sign of economic viability came when all those who were 

eligible had cars.
Today, PUNCH editorial staff are among the best-paid in Nigeria.
 The past five years have come so fast that images of those years 

are now blurred in my mind. Funny, these things that filled me with 
sadness were not the kind irregular hours of work, the unpredictability 
of the job, or the low pay. My heart sank when A.B. Attah told me one 
afternoon, ‘I’m checking out of this place’, or a year later when Jibade 
Thomas told me in his house, ‘I think I’m going to resign’.

 Although I realised they were both going for higher pay, I couldn’t 
help the low feeling. These were people whose advice and help I had 
cherished.

On the good side, my heart swelled on Sunday morning when 
Sunday PUNCH became the first Nigerian paper to carry full-colour 
advertisement.

 These days when the PUNCH has become a household word, it’s 
very easy to forget those days when you picked up the phone for an 
appointment and the voice on the other end of the receiver was cracked, 
is it a sort of magazine or something?

 But progress was inevitable with the kind of leadership PUNCH had. 
Progress was what Sunday PUNCH had in leaps and bounds. These 
days, it is more with pride than anything else that I tell people ‘You 
know, I don’t know everybody in the editorial.’

But, everything else considered, the good life, the large capable staff, 
the pay still can’t help reaching out nostalgically for that little group 
of people that helped make Sunday PUNCH the paper it is today and 
the easy, cordial atmosphere that made coming to work a pleasure.

 That is one half of the story of the beginning. The other half, fairly well 
known and available in the marketplace, is the conception part, but not 
by any consideration, less important…the egg before the chicken stuff.

Two gentlemen, James Olubunmi Aboderin and Sam Oruru Amuka 
Pemu (Uncle Sam), accomplished accountants and journalists 
respectively, came together in a partnership to form a newspaper 
company to be known as PUNCH.

PUNCH? That was quite strange but unique, a departure 
of some sort from the usual in an era where, both in this 
part and the larger world, Times, Post, Express etc had 
become the generic names for newspapers.

 How and why they settled for that name is not the 
issue. But of a certainty, that thought process and its 
philosophical underpinnings were prognostic and 
portentous. The word PUNCH, both in its noun and verb 
forms, is robed in some aggression, hardly desired by 
anyone. No sane person dares an urchin who threatens a 
punch in the face, after all. This was irregular, different; a 
difference with some defiance to boot!

Bated breath.

 Surprise
When the maiden edition of Sunday PUNCH rolled out 

of the press on March 18, 1973, it came with some missing 
parts. It carried neither punch nor poison as the name 
had suggested; it was different, yes, but in aesthetics and 
content. Soft. Appealing. Welcoming. And tempting. Its 
editors described it in charming epithets.

Swingingly Elegant
Refreshingly Different
 The paper gave prominence and premium space to the 

lighter issues of life, entertainment in all shades, licentious 
photography that featured bursts and bums, horoscope, 
pools betting, love, sex and allied matters. And sports.

It was only in the columns authored by Sad Sam, Ayo 
Vex, A.B Attah, and a few others that you found some 
hard-knocking, pungent stuff.

The content of the Sunday PUNCH remained largely 
consistent in its softness, securely registered in the hearts 
and homes of its patrons, until the arrival of the daily 
edition, The PUNCH, on November 1, 1976.

 At this time, Nigeria was in the belly of a restiveness of 
sorts, largely political. General Yakubu Gowan had been 
ousted from power in July of 1975, after failing to return 
the country to democratic governance, going back on his promise 
to do so. Nigerians have also become burdened by a military regime 
where civil liberties were curtailed and an exercise of the right to free 
speech could gift one a time out in the detention camp of the notorious 
National Security Organisation (NSO). Military brutality as a state art 
became commonplace and was hugely under-reported as most media 
organisations had been decreed into state control.

 The stage was set for PUNCH, one of the very few private newspapers 
around to fulfil its professional mandate, even in the face of glaring 
threats to its existence. It rose to the occasion fiercely, deploying its cover 
and news pages to report excesses of the military government and the 
instances of corrupt practices as they break. The no-holds-barred news 
reports and commentary, backed by telling photography and stinging 

cartoons presented in the humourous, constituted the firing planks in the battle of nerves with 
the marauding adventurists. That era signposts the birth of the real PUNCH, the one that lives 
to the true meaning and essence of its name.

 The invasion of Fela Anikulapo Kuti’s ‘Kalakuta Republic’ by rampaging soldiers on February 
18, 1977, was an event too brutal and mindless to be ignored or denied adequate coverage by 
any responsible media organisation. The PUNCH stood out of the pack in its copious report 

of the orgy of violence, which Fela himself registered for 
posterity in ‘Sorrow, Tears and Blood’. A renowned freelance 
photographer, Peter Obe, had recorded the arson in pictures, 
which PUNCH paid for and splashed on its cover page 
two days after. No other newspaper was that daring. The 
Nigerian Army denied the involvement of its soldiers in 
the arson and harassed the PUNCH for a rebuttal, which it 
never got. The government, in an attempt to clear itself of 
complicity in the act, instituted a judicial inquiry headed by 
Justice Kalu Anya which turned out the infamous verdict 
that an ‘unknown soldier’ was responsible for the assault on 
Fela and his household. The battle line was drawn between 
the PUNCH and the Military.

. Their response was swift and deadly, featuring detention 
of its journalists, long spells of closure, outright proscription, 
and attempted murder. It makes me shudder to recall the 
instance of Abacha’s murder squad, chasing after our then 
chairman, Chief Ajibola Ogunshola on the Third Mainland 
bridge, right up to Aromire Avenue/Adeniyi Jones junction 
in Ikeja. He would have been taken out, but for God, working 
through his skilful driver who outmanoeuvred them when 
it mattered most.

 Over the decades, PUNCH as a company had become 
adept at punching its way to survival on many fronts. 
Industry cartels had risen in arms against it at various 
times and stages to viciously challenge policies initiated 
by the company, aimed at rescuing it and other media 
organisations from their philistine stranglehold. All of 
these had not gone in vain. Bruised at many points, no 
doubt, but it remains unbowed and its integrity solid and 
unimpeached still.

 Joyfully, there is quite a lot to show in growth, industry 
strength, gravitas, national relevance, infrastructural and 
sustainability capacities, and materials terms for the odyssey 
of a half-century. Above all else, the future is reassuringly 
promising.

 It is deliberate not to have attached names of who played 
what roles in the company over the years and at various levels of engagement except for the 
excerpted parts. The list will fill up the space allotted for this contribution. For the purpose of 
this special publication and indeed, for all time, all Punchers past and present are heroes and 
heroines of the Punch story. To us all, my hat I doff.

Back to Muyiwa Adetiba, I can only imagine his headline for the story of PUNCH at 50.
 
Congratulations all.

Editor’s note: Osinubi, a journalist and lawyer, joined PUNCH as a reporter in 1976 and 
retired in 2022 after a distinguished career as the editor of all of PUNCH’s three titles at different 
times and as the longest serving Managing Director/Editor-in-Chief in Nigeria’s media history 
after serving in the office for 27 years

The stage was 
set for PUNCH, 
one of the very 
few private 
newspapers 
around to fulfil 
its professional 
mandate, even 
in the face of 
glaring threats 
to its existence
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 You’ve been a part of the success story that is the PUNCH Newspapers Group. Pls share with 
us how you became a strong part of this team?

I never planned to be a practising journalist. After the mandatory National Youth Service 
Corps at Osun State, I had planned to go into business. I have always been in a hurry as a person, 
especially during my formative years. I was so much in a hurry that in Primary four, I sat for 
an entrance examination into secondary school because I wanted to finish everything quickly. 

So, after graduation and service, I already made up my mind not to be a journalist though I 
was good in writing. I believe going into business would give me a lot of money. 

So, between 1993 through 2003, that was within a space of 10 years, I only tried to seek an 
employment in a media house only once in my life, at the defunct ‘Third Eye’ in Ibadan. To be 
honest with you, I wasn’t really sure I was interested in the job. 

Towards the end of 2002, there was a vacancy advert in The PUNCH for a photographer. At 
this period, I was already engaged to a girl who is now my wife and doing well as a photographer, 
too. It was coincidental and more interesting because my fiancée told me of the same advert in 
The PUNCH, not knowing that I already saw it but didn’t do anything about it. She advised that 
since it was a job placement along my line (photography), I should apply and I obliged. But with 
a proviso: That it won’t disturb my business. So, I reluctantly applied.

I topped both the interview and the test sessions, but didn’t get the job. The runner up got it. I 
wasn’t even bothered because at that time, I was also preparing for my court wedding in January 
2003. The candidate that got the job (he was somebody that I knew) reported for the job. He came 
only once and never returned to PUNCH. So, those who saw my scores went back to the editor 
and told him that his preferred candidate came once and never showed up again. I wouldn’t know 
what happened but the man went to Financial Standard also as a reporter.

So, how did things finally pan out in your favour?
I was asked to resume January 22, but the day fell on my wedding day (court wedding). I wrote 

back to the PUNCH management that I couldn’t resume on that day. Although I didn’t state the 
reasons but I told them I would resume on January 27, which I did. My first salary was seized 
for reasons we may not go into. Meanwhile, my church wedding was billed for February 22. 

...(cuts in) Why did you think he seized your salary?
I don’t want to go into details, but he said I wasn’t bringing exclusive photographs and that 

I wasn’t reporting to the office. At a particular time, I was asked to report to the then Deputy 
Editor, Dr. Akin Olaniyo. Our relationship is still intact till date. So, he (editor) wrote to Olaniyo 
that I had absconded, but Olaniyan defended me that I didn’t abscond; that I was in the office 
the previous day. Then, they asked the head of the photo desk, Alhaji Bayo Ewuoso, who told the 
then editor that I never absconded. I didn’t even let anybody know that my first month salary 
wasn’t paid and that my wedding was at hand. I wasn’t even bothered because I didn’t come to 
PUNCH to get money for my wedding. So, the wedding held and it was successful. Surprisingly in 
March, they paid the money that was hitherto seized along with my March salary and promptly.

When I was getting to about one year in The PUNCH, I told God that if nothing changed about 
the job, I would quit. I found the photo job boring; boring in the sense that I was doing the same 
thing over and over every day. Naturally and mentally, I wasn’t cut for that kind of assignment.

Now, you will begin to wonder that somebody who said if nothing changes he would leave 

I was planning my exit from 
PUNCH after a year when I 

became a reporter  
– GM, Digital and Publications, Oni

I
n this interview with JUWE OLUWAFEMI, PUNCH’s 
General Manager, Digital and Publication, 
Ademola Oni, walks us through his journey into 

the nation’s leading tabloid and assuredly posits on 
it’s prospects in the next 10 years

didn’t apply for conversion; didn’t apply to be a reporter but 
the editor, one day, called us to his office and said if any 

of us believed he could do better as a reporter, the 
person should speak up. Meanwhile, before then, I 

was already writing stories and features. I wrote a 
story about my arrest during the 2003 election by 
the overzealous DPO of Alausa police division, one 
Williams. Some people asked me who wrote the 
story.  I laughed because some of my course mates 

in the then Ogun Poly, Abeokuta, were working 
as reporters in the newspaper.

There was this one that was a bit 
funny. I attended a press conference 

organised by the late Prelate Sunday 
Mbang at the Methodist Cathedral in Marina. It was 

after Major General Muhammadu Buhari (retd.) lost 
election to Chief Olusegun Obasanjo in 2003. Mbang 

was furious with Buhari on why he would 
challenge the case in court. So, he said 
Buhari should be arrested. The headline of 
the story was: ‘Arrest Buhari now – Mbang’. 

I was only a photographer but as a trained mass communicator, I knew what 
he said was heavy, and there was no reporter from The PUNCH at the press 
conference. When I got to the newsroom, I called the then Politics Editor, 
Dotun Oladipo, who’s now the Publisher of The Eagle Online, Interestingly, 
Dotun and I graduated the same year from Ogun Polytechnic. Another person 
who also graduated together with me was Adekunle Salami who was the sport 
editor that time. Those were the ones that mounted pressure on the editor 
to call me when the photographer he (editor) preferred left. Another course 
mate was the immediate past editor of ThisDay on Saturday, Yemi Adebowale, 
who was also in the newsroom then. Dotun anchored the story because I 
was also asked to leave for another assignment on Victoria Island. The story 
was the cover story the next day, but my name was missing from the byline.

There as a reason for that. The Politics Editor said when he had planned 
the story, the editor queried why my name appeared. He couldn’t tell him 
(editor) that I was the one who attended the press conference. He couldn’t 
have told the editor that no reporter from The PUNCH attended the press 
conference because he knew that the man would spit out fire. The editor, 
according to Dotun, asked that my name be removed.

When it was the end of February when I had made up my mind to leave 
to fully concentrate on my photo business in order to do something with 
my life, that  was when a  letter came  from the admin in The PUNCH to the 
effect that those of us (photographers) who had graduated were converted  
to reporters. I can remember three other graduate photographers -- Dayo 
Ayeyemi, Kunle Awosiyan and Femi Makinde – who were also converted. 
Funningly enough, my name also came up that I had been converted. 

Aside from the above beat, where else did you work at the PUNCH? 
From Lagos West, I was redeployed to the sports desk. I told you my course 

mate, Adekunle Salami, was the sports editor.
Fast forward to 2007, when Steve Ayorinde and the present Managing 

Director, Adeyeye Joseph, were appointed as editors, I was posted to 
Abeokuta as the state correspondent. In Ogun State, God allowed the my 
work to speak for me.

What was your experience like in Ogun State?
At the time, the pregnancy of the crises that attended the second term of 

Otunba Gbenga Daniel as governor was just incubating. In an atmosphere of 
crisis, a good reporter must thrive in stories. I was churning out stories like 
there would be no tomorrow. Stories were coming out everywhere. It wasn’t 
all rosy in Ogun State. I was marked; I was threatened; I was to be injured. At 
a time, the information machinery of the state government, led by the then 
commissioner, Mr Sina Kawonise, petitioned my office, requesting that I 
be transferred from the state. I wrote a story where the Alake of Egbaland, 
pleaded with the Daniel administration to repair some of the bad roads within 
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Abeokuta. And, of course, he was 
saying the truth. The roads were bad.

What really happened on the Alake 
issue?

The pastor of the then Latter Rain 
Assembly, (now Citadel Global 
Community Church, Lagos), Pastor 
Tunde Bakare, who is also from 
Abeokuta, built a facility around 
2009 in the Sodeke area to depict 
the reported first Bible in Abeokuta. 
The Alake was the royal father of 
the day. So, after the assignment, I 
was asked to interview the Alake of 
Egbaland because he was inspecting 
a museum. It was Tunde Bakare’s 
father’s house that the pastor 
remodelled in Iporo Sokeke. I asked 
the Alake about the bad roads in 
town and he simply responded that 
the state of the roads in Abeokuta 
was shameful and that government 
should do something about them.

Then, on Monday when the story 
was published in The PUNCH, 
one small story o, all hell was let 
loose in Abeokuta. The government 
inferred that the story had a 
political undertone. By the end 
of that Monday, the government 
was already toying with the idea 
of dethroning and banishing the 
revered monarch to Ode Omi in 
Ogun Waterside. Interestingly, I 
started my leave on the same day 
of publication. I didn’t bother going 
back to Abeokuta for the next 24 
days because I was aware that some 
people were looking for my head. 

The same Alake summoned me at a particular time because I wrote 
another story. My stories landed me in a lot of trouble in Ogun State. 
I wrote that some Obas were supporting some governors from 
Ogun West and then the monarch summoned me to his palace 
to give me a warning

Was there another remarkable experience you remember?
In 2008, the crisis between the State House of Assembly and the 

executive had blown open. There was the National Schools Sports 
Festival, not the National Sports Festival, that was to come up then. 
Taraba State had rejected the hosting right because it claimed not to 
have money. So, they approached Ogun State, and the state accepted 
to host the festival. The only problem at that time was that Ogun State 
was owing teachers and they had been on strike for six weeks just as 
doctors too were on strike for 48 days. So, the State House of Assembly 
urged the state government to prioritise its spending. Unfortunately 
for them, Otunba Gbenga Daniel was to deliver a lecture that day at the 
National Institute for Strategic Studies, Kuru, near Jos, Plateau State. 
That was where the governor chose to reply the state House of Assembly, 
and his words were very acidic. He said the House of Assembly was full of 
uneducated and ill-informed people. I had to reach out to the Assembly first 
to seek its reaction. The Speaker, Tunji Egbetokun, was the first person that 
I called, but he asked me to get in touch with the Deputy, Remmy Hazzan, 
because he was more confrontational. Hazzan said the governor was more 
uneducated and ill-informed than the lawmakers. Trust me, I wrote a 
beautiful story out of it. So, there was this radio station -- Rock City FM, 
Abeokuta. It had a call-in programme, and that story became the topic 
of that day. Scores of listeners called to discuss the story and the conflict. 
By noon of that day, there was a meeting  at Oke Mosan and a Bishop, who was 
one of the advisers to the governor, called me and located me in Abeokuta to 
inform me about a plot against me. The Bishop is a friend to my pastor by the way.

So, the bishop called me and said, ‘Demola, where are you?’ And I told him that I was at Iwe 
Irohin. Coincidentally for my annual leave. So, I already packed my load to start going to Lagos 
because my leave was to start on Monday. The Bishop drove personally to Iwe Irohin and called 
me outside the main building. He told me that they had finished a meeting where I was marked 
to be ‘wounded’, that my troubles were becoming too much. For writing ordinary stories o! 
Immediately, I took off to Lagos and away for another three weeks.

That was the way things were until August 2010. Then, I was running a programme at the 
University of Ibadan for my Master’s Degree. The present Managing Director, who was the 
editor, then called and said I was needed on Saturday PUNCH’s desk as a the Assistant Editor, 
News. Meanwhile, I was only a Senior Correspondent, and not even a Chief Correspondent. I was 
promoted Senior Correspondent on my sixth year, for the very first time, in 2009 in The PUNCH.

Six months into my tenure on the Saturday PUNCH desk, the present MD, who was then the 
Editor, The PUNCH, called me to his office and said, “We want to change our News Editor.” I 
was curious because my appointment on the Saturday desk hadn’t been confirmed. He said, “You 
are going to be the next News Editor.” I laughed, and I asked him if he had forgotten that my 
appointment as an Assistant Editor on Saturday PUNCH had yet to be confirmed? That didn’t 
stop the appointment anyway.

In 2013, I became the Online Editor. To the glory of God, I spent two years on PUNCH online  
and I was redeployed back to The PUNCH newsroom.

Punchng, during my time, broke the news on the death of the Ooni of Ife, Oba Okunade Sijuade; 
very risky story. Somebody who was close to the palace gave me the story.

I was again returned to the newsroom, where I spent about two years - 2015 to 2017. 
Along the line, I had a very bad experience. I was already an acting editor of Sunday PUNCH 
at that time. We ran a story that turned out to have been written by another newspaper as 
our cover story. I got a suspension for that 2017 until God turned it around in 2018, and I 
still became the editor of Sunday PUNCH.

There was a ‘little crisis’ too in July 2019 where two editors had to step down within 24 
hours. I was the third and the only surviving one, and I became the Editor, The PUNCH 
in 2019. Then, in 2022, after three years of being editor of The PUNCH, I stepped up 
as the Head of Content which was later redesignated as General Manager, Digital and 
Publications. Apart from God, I need to pay special gratitude to Mr. Adeyeye Joseph, the 
current Managing Director, for his continual support and for seeing in me what I didn’t 
even see. We became friends later. We are more of brothers even at the moment. This is 
a man who does not have any issue with anybody. It is not all the time that you will see 
people who are brilliant and, at the same time, humble. Most brilliant people are very proud 
but this one is brilliant, creative, wide and deep. He’s also deeply humble. I call him ‘oga 
Afenifere’. Afenifere in his own case is looking for ways to always lift you up even people 
who do not deserve to be lifted up.

What would you say that has kept PUNCH going for this 50 years? 
Well, it’s the management; the set standard. In PUNCH, something that is unchangeable 

is the power to always improve on the set standard while having a planned focus for the 
future. At a time, most journalists would not want to work with PUNCH. Why? It believes 
in staying to standard and the ingredient to strengthen that standard – discipline. If you 
say you are the market leader, you must build structures that will help you to stay at the 
top. It’s easy to get to the top but not easy to stay there because others are eyeing where 
you are; they want to get there. Over the years, PUNCH has had very solid management, 
especially when Mr. Ademola Osinubi (as the MD) and Chairman Emeritus Baba Ajibola 

Ogunshola, were in charged. They formed that partnership that even when you put 
them in charge of Nigeria, Nigeria would have been a success story. After Baba 

Ogunshola, we also had the entrance of Mr Wale Aboderin, a very humble, highly 
organised and brilliant man, whom we lost some years ago. The partnership of the 
current Chairman, Mrs Angela Emuwa, and current MD, Mr Adeyeye Joseph, 
has been lifting PUNCH higher from what they met. One can’t be afraid to 
work in PUNCH when you have a committed and passionate woman of steel 
as chairman and a versatile and brilliant MD.

Again let me shock you. During the Covid-2020 lockdown, PUNCH was about 
the only newspaper at the time paying salaries regularly in Nigeria.

Having seen the greater part of PUNCH, what does this 50th golden 
anniversary mean to you? 

It means a lot of things. It’s the power of creativity and 
perseverance. It’s also the manifestation of determination never 
to give in to adversities; the manifestation of foresight and 
planning. Sometimes, you have farsight and sometimes, you 
have foresight, but you need to match the two to be able to 
achieve greatness in the days to come. If you feel you are doing 
something and you are moving all motion, no movement, 
you will discover that change will meet you at that spot and 
leave you behind. But The PUNCH usually anticipates – 
that’s farsight and then plan for the future - foresight. As I 

am talking to you now, we are already planning 20 years 
ahead so that by the time those things come, they won’t 
meet you just at the same level because when change 
catches up with you, you will be left dry and shocked. 
So, in the case of PUNCH, it has been blessed with great 
leaders, and like I told you, these people that God has 
placed in PUNCH to run it for that 50 years would have 
managed Nigeria and would have achieved success.

Where do we expect to find PUNCH in the next 10 
years? 

Well, like I said, because of foresight or farsight, we 
are already moving ahead. We are projecting into the 
years ahead. I don’t want to make any policy statement, 
but one thing that I know is that in the next 10 years, 
PUNCH will be running its media group. We have 
a modern broadcast studio from where we can 

broadcast live to homes. We ran it when Omoyele 
Sowore contested the presidential election in 
2023. We hosted him during an interview at The 
PUNCH Place, and we broadcast it live. So, I’m not 

telling you about what we want to do, we have started it. We ran a live broadcast of analysis 
of AFCON in Ivory Coast right from our studio. PUNCH has essentially developed and 
diversified its digital capacity and also its content generating power. We will be generating 
contents for others because the traditional media will always be there, but we also need to 
widen our horizons about the things that we can do to stay ahead.

 As part of these laudable achievements, what specifics would you like implemented 
in PUNCH as it were now? 

I would rather talk about the limitations that we have in terms of our environment 
and our people. Our people believe so much in telephones, they no longer read. I had an 
encounter about two days ago or was it yesterday? There was a manual in a Mercedes Benz 
car. When somebody got into the car, he thought the car was not starting. They said maybe 
it was battery or the fuel pump. Eventually, they discovered that what they were supposed 
to check was just the manual that was inside the car. They didn’t check the manual. They 
would have followed the instructions. What I described is just a microcosm of Nigeria. We 
do not read the manual. How do we read the manual? You don’t check for any information, 
especially from the newspapers. The manual is there but our people won’t read it. It’s the 
same thing as newspapers. People don’t read newspapers. Students now prefer going to 
the classroom with the phone, and sometimes, when the teacher is lecturing, they send text 
or chat. Some people will stay two hours on the phone. Those are time wasters. Go to the 
airport now, in the check-in area. Just check everybody there if you have 10 people there, 
seven of them will be on their phones chatting. People no longer read.

The 50th 
anniversary 
celebration of 
PUNCH offers us 
an opportunity 
to honour its 
resilient legacy 
amidst the 
harsh economic 
realities facing 
the print media 
industry today
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Zuma’s corruption trial: Lessons for Nigeria

DEMOCRATIC consolidation and rule of law in South 

Africa have reached a new level with the resolve to 

put its immediate past president, Jacob Zuma, on trial. 

He will appear in court on April 6 to face 18 charges, 

bordering on alleged money laundering, corruption and 

racketeering in connection with a $2.5 billion arms deal 

that predated his presidency.

His financial adviser, Schabir Shaik, who solicited 

bribes from Thint, a local subsidiary of a French 

company, Thales, that executed the arms contract, 

had served a two-year jail term upon his conviction 

in 2005. Also jailed in 2003 for the same offence was 

Tony Yengeni, an erstwhile chairman of the country’s 

parliamentary Defence Committee and African National 

Congress Chief Whip.

This will not be the first time that 75-year-old Zuma 

will be tried for these charges. High-wired politicking 

crippled the initial prosecution in 2009, which then 

paved the way for him to be elected the country’s 

president.

But the people were not prepared to let go of that 

infamy. Even while in office, his serial misconduct, 

especially the discovery by an anti-corruption agency 

that he used $23 million public funds to refurbish his 

country home, helped to keep that ugly memory alive. 

As a result, South Africa’s Supreme Court reinstated the 

charges in 2016 after Zuma’s appeal to stop it failed.

Calls continued to cascade for him to be impeached as 

president, exemplified in the nine no-confidence votes in 

parliament, which, however, failed. That Pyrrhic victory 

could not endure as anti-graft crusaders had the last 

laugh. A conflation of ANC pressure and parliamentary 

impeachment threats compelled him to resign in February, 

signalling the beginning of Cyril Ramaphosa’s presidency.

Zuma’s scalp was claimed by this fraud first in 2005, 

when he was sacked as the country’s deputy president. 

This murky tale began in 1999 when South Africa’s arms 

procurement to overhaul its military ended up being 

manipulated.

As in other climes where accountability in governance 

is an article of faith, the case has not been abandoned or 

buried because Zuma had been the country’s president. This 

would perhaps have been the case had it been in Nigeria. It 

is our conviction, however, that Ramaphosa’s leadership 

will see it through, having pledged during his inauguration 

to fight corruption and take tough decisions. He had said, 

“We are determined to build a society defined by decency 

and integrity that does not tolerate the plunder of public 

resources.” The chief prosecutor, Shaun Abraham, believes 

“reasonable prospects of a successful prosecution” exist.

Indeed, putting a former president in the dock for a 

corruption trial is rare in Africa. Zambia and Egypt are 

among the very few that have joined the world to show 

that leaders are not above the law. Hosni Mubarak, 

Egypt’s president for 30 years, was convicted in 2015 

and jailed three years for embezzling $17.9 million set 

aside for the renovation of presidential mansions. But 

Fredrick Chiluba of Zambia, the first to be so treated, 

was acquitted, whereas a British judge, Peter Smith, had 

two years earlier, ordered him to pay £23 million to his 

home government in a different case.

However, the crusade for justice or bringing former 

leaders to account has yet to materialise in Nigeria, 

despite an avalanche of corruption trials with global 

dimensions. Nigerians still wonder what happened to its 

former leaders and other public office holders linked to 

the $180 million Halliburton bribery. It is a scam of more 

than 70-man suspect list.

In the United States, France and the United Kingdom, 

the trial of suspects in this same matter had long been 

concluded, convictions secured, and jail terms served. 

The US alone reaped over $1.5 billion from fines imposed 

on the company, “the biggest in the world of corporate 

corruption,” according to the pioneer chairman of the 

Economic and Financial Crimes Commission, Nuhu 

Ribadu. About $132 million in bribes was reportedly paid 

out of the $180 million on offer, to Nigeria’s public officials 

between 1994 and 2004.

Since then, the country has remained a hovel of 

corruption, sustained by farcical political leadership, 

evident in Sambo Dasuki’s $2.1 billion arms scandal and 

oil revenues not properly accounted for. Just recently, the 

state was advised by its chief law officer to discontinue from 

a money-laundering and corruption trial in the Malabu 

oil $1.3 billion scandal, citing lack of sufficient evidence to 

sustain the trial.

Yet, Nigeria has recovered $75 million out of $85 million 

from Britain, which its Southwark Crown Court, seized in 

respect of the case. Prosecutors handling the same case in 

Italy claim that $466 million out of the money was laundered 

via Bureau de change, for bribery in Nigeria. These and 

more, will remain monuments of graft, which the civilised 

world uses to jeer Nigeria.

Brazil, Israel, Italy and France are among countries that 

have not shied away from bringing their former leaders to 

book on account of corruption. Nicolas Sarkozy of France, 

for instance, is currently being quizzed for the $50 million 

election campaign funding allegedly received in 2007 

from the late Libyan leader, Muammar Gaddafi. A former 

president of Brazil, Lula da Silva, in 2017, was sentenced 

to nine and a half years jail term for receiving a beach 

apartment as a bribe.

As of 2009, at least 67 former heads of state and 

governments had been prosecuted for either financial 

crimes or human rights abuses, according to the book: 

Prosecuting Heads of State, edited by Ellen Lutz and Caitlin 

Reiger.
Therefore, in our anti-corruption fight, all citizens 

must be treated as equal before the law. Those who throng 

the presidential villa, Abuja, to plead that the best way to 

preserve the dignity of the most exalted office in the land is 

by not looking into the past by way of prosecuting its former 

occupants who might have sullied it, are indeed more 

debauched than those they seek to protect. The Western 

world did not develop through such perfidy.

ON numerous occasions, Nigeria’s depleting oil 

reserves have been extensively discussed as 

the unrelenting reduction without replacement has 

become worrisome.

Nigeria is blessed with abundant natural resources 

but the fact is the huge deposits of these resources do 

not corroborate with the level of development garnered 

since independence.

This shows that one does not need to be told that 

the monster called corruption is responsible. It means 

that wealth without industrialisation, and without 

probity will result in technological and economic 

under-development.

Yes, we have iron ore, bitumen, granite, limestone, 

marble, coal, clay, zinc, among others, but are we 

producing enough for local consumption and export? 

Are we effectively using our coal to generate electricity 

and liquid fuel? 

Nigeria has a wide diversity of soil; the northern 

soil is good for the production of groundnut, sorghum, 

cowpea and millet. The interior zone made up of sand 

and clay soil is useful for the production of cotton. 

The southern zone is good for the production of crops 

such as cocoa, oil palm and rubber. Alluvia zones 

found along flooded plains of rivers, deltas and coastal 

regions can grow wheat, rice, maize, soya bean, cotton 

and the like. Our soil is great for growing all sorts of 

crops, so, what else do we need?  

Being endowed with a plethora of natural resources 

is not a prerequisite for economic development. A case 

of Japan, a mountainous, volcanic island country that 

exports automobiles to all nations of the world comes 

to mind – her power of industrialisation, bears noting. 

Similarly, Singapore, with no or little natural resources 

shows the world how a tiny island can become one of 

the world’s most prosperous and advanced economies. 

Singapore had to import everything it needs, including 

water from the neighbouring Malaysia. Can we learn 

from it? 

At the moment, there is a rising attractiveness 

of producing electric cars. From Europe to America 

to Asia. A majority of these advanced countries are 

considering a ban on the sale of gasoline-powered 

cars. If this happens, what is Nigerian’s fate on the 

sale of oil? The nominal Gross Domestic Product 

contribution of oil to the Nigerian economy may be as 

high as 70 per cent, for an import dependent economy 

like ours; the implication is grave. Oil companies 

may lay off workers, reduction in the sale of oil, and 

the country’s debt profile may increase. A huge sick 

government balance sheet looms.

Nigeria is not short of options but she is bereft of 

true leadership.  A leader who can guarantee security 

and safety of investors and stakeholders; a leader 

who can provide adequate power supply eluding us 

for decades, and a leader who can eradicate multiple 

taxation, as well as ensure that business is conducted 

in a transparent and ethical manner. Such a leader 

will also be expected to provide an enabling fiscal 

and regulatory environment for small and medium 

businesses to thrive, and ensure the country’s 

uncultivated soil is cultivated.

 It is high time Nigeria diversified her economic base 

beyond policy pronouncements, to non-oil production 

and other untapped minerals. 

 Are Nigerians having a robust and concrete vision 

targeted at living without oil? The country’s paradigm 

shift, a diversification of her economy is fundamental 

if we must avoid the doldrums of sword of Damocles 

swinging. Then, when push comes to shove, Nigerians 

will be largely reaping the reward of her preparation.     

Olusanya Anjorin, 

Lagos.

olusanyaanjorin@gmail.com , 

+ 234 803 282 6650

Without oil, what is 

Nigeria’s future?
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A proposal by the Nigeria Labour Congress to confront 

the Muhammadu Buhari government with a new 

minimum wage demand as soon as it is inaugurated 

on May 29 is hasty and unrealistic. The NLC President, 

Ayuba Wabba, served notice to this effect during the 

May Day celebration in Abuja. He had predicated the 

request on the continuing devaluation of the naira and 

other inflationary pressure that coalesced to render the 

current N18, 000 minimum wage valueless.

Admittedly, wage reviews have a five-year cycle in line 

with global labour practice. After a protracted negotiation 

with organised labour, the Federal Government in 

2010 acceded to the existing minimum wage, which the 

National Assembly enacted into law in 2011. However, its 

implementation in both the public and organised private 

sectors has been anything but successful.

Wabba decried this development in his May 1 speech, 

stressing, “…those agencies of government and other 

private sector employers not complying with the 

provisions of the 2011 National Minimum Wage Act are 

breaking the law of the land. A government or corporate 

entity that refuses to obey the law of the land is surely 

expressing its preference for anarchy.”

Even before the oil prices in the international market 

began to tumble mid-2014, with its corollary of drastic 

shortfall in public revenue, many state governments had 

observed the N18, 000 minimum wage only in the breach. 

For instance, in Benue State, primary school teachers 

and civil servants went on strike in 2014, that lasted for 

over six months for the former, over unpaid salaries. The 

situation has worsened since then for the states, evident 

in a recent All Progressives Congress governors’ appeal 

to Buhari to consider a financial bailout for the states as 

soon as he mounts the saddle of leadership. Even Abuja 

is as wobbly and hopeless as the states that look up to it 

for a rescue.

With no hope in sight, the NLC is now mulling a 

shut-down of airports to compel action. Its National 

vice-president, Lucy Offiong, who hinted of this move 

recently, argued: “Governors who are among the most 

frequent users of airports may need to be deprived of 

the facilities so that they would be moved to give workers 

their monthly wage.” That will be unnecessary.

We agree that a society functions best when prosperity 

is broadly shared. What about many low-wage workers 

for whom every day involves struggle and sacrifice? 

For them, just a little top-up would mean a little more 

breathing room and peace of mind. Yet, we believe that 

the current state of the economy cannot shoulder the 

burden. Though it is irresponsible for state governments 

not to have fully implemented the 2011 wage review, the 

hard truth is that the new demand is unsustainable in the 

face of the alarmingly dwindling revenue.

What has imperilled minimum wage implementation in 

Nigeria is the greed of senior civil servants, who always insist 

that any upward salary review for the low income earners 

be spread across board. In developed economies, this is not 

usually the case. A few states that  pay the 2011 wage increase, 

focusing on grade levels 1 to 6 workers, have unwittingly 

fuelled industrial chaos or strike for themselves. It is, odd that 

governments often scrounge or borrow to pay workers salaries 

despite the long spell of oil boom the country has enjoyed.

Besides the N473 billion which the Federal Government 

borrowed in the first quarter of this year to offset wages and 

other recurrent charges, the Debt Management Office’s attempt 

to rationalise in an advertorial, last Thursday, the $18.3 billion 

public debt acquired between 2011 and 2014 shows how deep-

seated this weird practice is here.  It said, “In 2010, there was 

a general wage increase (53.7 per cent average increase) for all 

categories of public servants, including political appointees. 

The funding of this depended largely on increased domestic 

borrowing.” This is wrong.

Rather than court such anger, organised labour should 

be more concerned about how good governance could be 

entrenched in the country by acting as one of its agents. The 

labour of old constituted itself as a formidable barricade 

against obnoxious government policies and corrupt public 

officials. Had the post-Adams Oshiomhole NLC leadership 

been an active voice against the looting of public treasury and 

profligate government spending, the N2.5 trillion fuel subsidy 

bazaar of 2011 might not have happened; and the economy 

would have been the better for it. It also watches idly by, 

while our National Assembly lawmakers continue to collect 

the highest emoluments among legislators in the world, 

according to The Economist of London.

These are sickening anomalies that ought to interest 

labour now. It is inevitable that a new wage increase will shut 

down government or be a launch pad for mass retrenchment 

of workers in the public sector. Instructively, the private 

sector too is being haemorrhaged with job cuts in banks, and 

lately in the oil and gas sector, while the inclement business 

climate has driven entrepreneurs that would have created 

new jobs under.  

Therefore, Labour needs to be circumspect in agitating 

for another raise of the national wage floor.  In other climes, 

workers welfare is sometimes achieved through other ways 

and means, such as tax cuts and low fares in public buses and 

trains. The benefits from these could be huge; and are options 

for the labour in this austere economic time. It will definitely 

pay off, instead of bristling for a salary increment that may not 

be of any value or honoured by employers.

It is the duty of government to ensure that workers are paid 

properly and for all the hours they work. But it is pointless to 

have a blanket minimum wage across the country and reckless 

not to consider the state of the economy in making a demand 

for minimum wage review.

ONcE again in the congress of literary 

people, Nigeria lost one of its most brilliant 

academics, Prof Tekene Tamuno, a former vice-

chancellor, University of Ibadan, who died on 

April 11, 2015.

Winston churchill said, “The destiny of men 

is not measured by material computations”. 

That is why it is easy to say that of all the people 

I have encountered in my journey of life, Prof 

Tamuno was the most human, most logical, and 

most level-headed. With his loyal heart, and 

with purest hands, he faithfully discharged all 

public trusts. Unlike some voodoo professors in 

Nigerian universities, the Emeritus Professor 

spent his entire lifetime as a worshiper of liberty 

and a friend of the oppressed. He believed that 

happiness was the only good; reason the only 

torch; justice the only worship; humanity the 

only religion; and love the only priest. And to 

many of us, the great historian was generous with 

his talent, time, and of course, his humours. Ha! 

Life is a narrow vale between the cold and barren 

peak of two eternities. Prof Tamuno added to the 

sum of human joy; and many good things have 

been said by Nigerian citizens about him after his 

death; but the most difficult thing for us to say 

about the university icon is goodbye!  

But for the rest of us, particularly those in the 

public service, well, it is up  to us to remember the 

words of Reverend Fulton I. Shen, the Auxiliary 

Bishop of New York, during his radio programme 

on April 6, 1941 that “There is no such thing as 

living without a cross. We are free only to choose 

between crosses. And will it be the cross of 

christ which redeems us from our sins or will it 

be the Double cross, the swastika, the hammer 

and sickle, the faces?” That is the choice facing a 

majority of Nigerian citizens today, However, one 

thing is certain. The hour of false public service 

and undisciplined way of life that imperilled 

our society and our democracy for many years 

is past; and as it presently stands, Nigeria needs 

a new supply of good citizens with discipline, 

intelligence, and morality like the late Tamuno 

in all our public institutions because no longer 

can the citizens have a society without discipline, 

university without education  and individual 

existence without moral responsibility. 

In the days of chief Obafemi Awolowo, 

Nnamdi Azikwe, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa and 

even Tamuno when the cross lived in the hearts 

of men, corruption and political crime were a 

calamity in our society; a scourge sent by God; 

but now in the days of the Double cross, they are 

justified as the noblest virtues for the sake of our 

public officials. That is why we live in fear today 

in Nigeria; we who define democracy as the right 

to do whatever we pleased; we who no longer 

have discipline in our schools, and no sacrifices 

in our lives. We continue to fear because our 

materialism and lack of discipline have caught 

up with us as they did with the prodigal. And that 

is the reason many of us believe that it is time 

to discontinue our journey of hope with those 

who, indifferent to honesty and selfless services, 

offered the nation’s treasury to the mob in order 

to save their tumbling suffrage. We believe that 

our country’s hope is not even in those Harvard 

trained economists who drove integrity and 

intellectual character away from our finances 

because of the fear of losing profits on their 

swine; neither is it in the judiciary who, like other 

Pilates, sneer: “What is truth” – then crucify it. 

Instead, our real hope is in the cross of christ 

borne down the ages in the hearts of over 170 

million suffering Nigerian citizens who believe 

that to save our nation from the Double cross, 

we must work together without raising a gun, 

to replace those in our public institutions who 

should not be there – the incompetent, the greed, 

the selfish, and more importantly, the corrupt!                                     

Gbadebo Adeyeye

Crown Heights College

Ibadan

Prof Tamuno’s 

death  
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editorialBuhari’s lawlessness: Our stand

T he entire country and a global audience are 

rightly scandalised by the unfolding saga 

over Omoyele Sowore and the unruliness of the 

SSS and the government; but it is only a pattern, 

a reflection of the serial disregard of the Buhari 

regime for human rights and its battering of 

other arms of government and our democratic 

institutions. PUNCh views this tendency and its 

recent escalation with serious concern, knowing 

as the great thinker, Edmund Burke, said that “the 

only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for 

good men to do nothing.” Nigeria had trod a path, 

a veritable obstacle course, where repression, 

especially under military jackboots, was a malignant 

presence and this attracted heroic resistance by 

ordinary people, civil society groups and the press. 

But Nigerians have lately become lethargic, divided 

by ethnic and sectarian sentiments and weakened 

by widespread poverty brought on by a rapacious 

political class and bad governance.

PUNCh will not adopt the self-defeating attitude 

of many Nigerians looking the other way after each 

violation of rights and attacks on the citizens, the 

courts, the press and civic society, including self-

determination groups lawfully exercising their 

inalienable rights to peaceful dissent. This regime’s 

actions and assaults on the courts, disobedience 

of court orders and arbitrary detention of citizens 

reflect its true character of the martial culture. Major 

General Muhammadu Buhari (retd) ran a ham-fisted 

military junta in 1984/85 and old habits obviously 

run deep.  Until he and his repressive regime purge 

themselves of their martial tendency therefore, 

PUNCh will not be a party to falsely adorning it with 

a democratic robe, hence our decision to label it for 

what it is – an autocratic military-style regime run 

by Major General Muhammadu Buhari (retd).

Sowore’s travails are symptomatic: having ignored 

court orders granting him bail, the SSS, after much 

pressure following 125 days in captivity, released 

him only to stage a GeSTAPO-style raid on the court 

where the journalist was standing trial. The leader 

of the Islamic Movement in Nigeria, Ibrahim el-

Zakzakky and his wife have spent over three years in 

detention in violation of court orders granting them 

bail and ordering their release. A former National 

Security Adviser, Sambo Dasuki, has been held in 

detention since 2015 in defiance of several court 

orders, including one by the eCOWAS appellate 

court that declared his continued incarceration 

illegal. Under Buhari, the SSS has become a 

monstrous and repressive secret police, acting often 

with impunity. Buhari bears responsibility for the 

state of repression because, as president, he can 

stop it today.

But the SSS is not alone. The Nigeria Police, 

whose notoriety predates Buhari’s second coming, 

has continued its serial abuse of human rights and 

is ever available to officials who routinely deploy 

police officers from the mundane abuse of sirens in 

traffic to arbitrary arrest and torture of victims. The 

police and military fail to understand that peaceful 

agitation and the right to associate are fundamental 

rights.This situation is eerily familiar: as military head of 

state, Buhari’s appointee who headed the National 

Security Organisation, as the SSS was then known, 

Lawal Rafindadi, unleashed a reign of terror on 

Nigerians, featuring arbitrary arrests and torture in 

cells described by inmates as chambers of horror. 

Under the infamous Decree 2, agents had pre-signed 

detention papers, court orders were ignored and 

ouster clauses were inserted in decrees, while the 

press was specifically targeted with the infamous 

Decree 4 under which Tunde Thompson and Nduka 

Irabor were jailed.

Returning as an elected president, Buhari has 

followed the same template, appointing Lawal 

Daura as Director-General of the SSS, who re-

enacted the Rafindadi playbook by his treatment 

of Dasuki and el-Zakzakky, among others, raided 

the homes of judges and twice deployed armed SSS 

heavies to foil the arrest of two former security 

chiefs by the economic and Financial Crimes 

Commission. Nigerian Navy authorities similarly 

ignored court orders to release Navy Captain Dada 

Labinjo, who they detained for over a year until his 

recent release on bail; Nigerian Army too detains 

suspects interminably on the grounds of being 

terrorism suspects.

Some governors have borrowed from this 

nefarious model, deploying security agents and 

perverting the law to punish critics and journalists. 

Critics, Dadiyata Idris and Stephen Kefas, have 

been arrested and arraigned. Agba Jalingo is facing 

a treason charge for offending the Cross River 

State Government. Jones Abiri, a local publisher 

in Bayelsa State, has been charged with terrorism 

while, in Delta State, two journalists are facing 

criminal defamation charges.

The regime’s Information and Culture Minister, 

Lai Mohammed, forgetting how, as opposition 

spokesman in 2014, he was harassed by the SSS 

and accused of “loitering,” has been vigorously 

pressing for anti-hate speech laws to restrict the 

social media. Abdullahi Sabi, a senator, along with 

others, has re-presented a hate-speech bill: their 

sole purpose is to insulate officials from criticism 

and compel unquestioned acceptance of Buhari’s 

draconian misrule.  

Under the law, suspects cannot be held beyond 

48 hours except by a court order. But the regime 

observes this in the breach. Yet, Nigeria is a 

signatory to the United Nations Declaration of 

human Rights, African Charter on human and 

People’s Rights and the Convention Against Torture 

and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 

and other treaties guaranteeing fundamental rights. 

The 1999 Constitution also spells out basic rights. 

But the regime chooses which rights or court orders 

to respect or obey. This is unacceptable. Critical 

segments of the society have been assaulted, silenced 

or compromised. It is time, as a Nobel laureate, 

Wole Soyinka, has strongly advocated, for civil 

society to rejuvenate itself and send the message to 

Buhari to “rein in his wild dogs of disobedience.” 

From the United States has come a message from 

the Department of State, two senators and Congress 

telling the Buhari regime to stop its shocking affront 

to the rule of law, reminding the General that 

“respect for the rule of law, judicial independence, 

political and media freedom, and due process are 

key tenets of democracy.”  

Nigeria has had more than its fair share of 

draconian rulers, whether in military or civil garb, 

but none has succeeded in breaking our resilience 

and irrepressible spirit. This regime will not prove 

to be an exception. Nigeria, and Nigerians, will 

overcome. The strong desire of our people to enjoy the 

unfettered freedoms guaranteed by the constitution 

and the rule of law, including the freedom to speak 

freely and assemble peacefully, will again outlive, 

outlast and crush the spirit of despotism.

Buhari can still redeem himself and his out-of-

control security agents and reclaim his past facade 

of tolerance. When Daura brazenly inserted himself 

in politics by recklessly sending armed masked 

SSS enforcers to besiege the National Assembly, 

as acting President, Vice-President Yemi Osinbajo 

promptly sacked him and had him arrested. Buhari 

should similarly distance himself and his regime 

from the lawlessness and impunity of the current 

SSS DG, Yusuf Bichi, by dismissing him, ordering 

the release of all victims of illegal detention and 

compelling obedience to court orders. The SSS has 

not been efficient in the war against terror; it should 

perform its primary duty to safeguard the country. 

As a product of statute, its loyalty should be to the 

country, not to temporary occupiers of public office.

The regime’s repression cannot succeed but will 

further polarise the society and weaken national 

cohesion.  The Nigerian Bar Association has vowed 

to defend the sanctity of judicial authority, while 

Soyinka has warned that disregard for court orders 

could beget desperation and civil disobedience. 

Nigerians need to stop their supine acquiescence to 

oppression and learn to stand up for their rights as 

many are doing around the world, using all peaceful 

and legal means, including the right to protest and 

of peaceful assembly. It is Dasuki, el-Zakzakky, 

Sowore and others today, who knows who is next if 

repression is not resisted?

As a symbolic demonstration of our protest against 

autocracy and military-style repression, PUNCh 

(all our print newspapers, The PUNCH, Saturday 

PUNCH, Sunday PUNCH, PUNCH Sports Extra, 

and digital platforms, most especially Punchng.com) 

will henceforth prefix Buhari’s name with his rank 

as a military dictator in the 80s, Major General, and 

refer to his administration as a regime, until they 

purge themselves of their insufferable contempt for 

the rule of law.
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LETTERS

NIGERIAN workers must boldly rise up and fight the 

suspicious amendments being proposed to the Pension 

Reform Act 2004. President Goodluck Jonathan had recently 

sent a bill to the National Assembly that seeks to lower the 

qualification requirements for appointing the director-general 

of the National Pension Commission, the body that regulates 

the pension administration in the country. At the Senate, where 

the amendment to the Act has passed the second reading stage, 

plans are under way to change the rules on how to channel the 

funds, which totalled N2.94 trillion as of September 2012, into 

infrastructure development. 

Though the present leadership of the Nigeria Labour Congress 

and the Trade Union Congress have not served much purpose in 

defending the cause of Nigerian workers in the last few years, 

the principal actors at the two labour centres and the workers 

themselves must stoutly resist these amendments believed to be 

aimed at favouring the acting DG of PenCom, Chinelo Anohu-

Amazu.

Workers must ensure that the National Assembly does not 

reflect these changes in the new bill as they may have long-term 

destructive effects on their hard-earned pension savings if they 

sail through. Essentially, the bill seeks to change the provision 

in the original Act that the PenCom DG office must be occupied 

by someone with working experience of 15 to 20 years. Why is 

Jonathan toying with the future of Nigerian workers by lowering 

the standards to favour Anohu-Amazu, who has only 15 years 

experience? And why is the Senate attempting to change the 

rules guiding investment in infrastructure development in an 

environment that reeks of corruption and lacks accountability? 

That is exactly what the legislators had in mind when the Senate 

Leader, Victor Ndoma-Egba, said, “Such funds can be channelled 

into financing infrastructural projects and creating employment 

opportunities.” Does it mean that without the pensions funds, 

there can be no infrastructural development and job creation? 

Besides, there are already rules on how part of the funds can be 

accessed for any form of investment, including infrastructure.

By civil service rules – which are being set aside in this case 

– Anohu-Amazu ended her term of office as a director in the 

civil service last September, yet, by a strange twist, she is still 

the acting DG of PenCom. Mustapha Bala Dawaki, a member of 

the House of Representatives Committee on Pensions, spoke the 

minds of many Nigerian workers when he said, “It’s unfortunate 

that this government is mutilating and bastardising such an all-

important law just because of one individual. Why should they 

personify government institutions?”

It is not only evil but dangerous to seek retrogressive new 

amendments to a law that is seen as a good legacy of the much-

maligned Olusegun Obasanjo Administration (1999-2007). 

Jonathan should get it clear that the pension funds he is trying 

to tamper with through the back door belong to Nigerian 

workers. Successive federal administrations and the current 

one have mismanaged previous pension funds, with part of 

N27billion stolen Police Pension Funds traced to one John 

Yakubu, who has since been convicted. The former chairman 

of the Pension Reform Task Team, Abdulrasheed Maina, is 

battling allegations that he colluded with top government 

officials to mismanage the pensions of public sector workers 

worth hundreds of billions of naira.

It is callous of the Jonathan Administration to seek to 

lower the entry standard for a position as sensitive as that 

of the PenCom DG. It means that the managing directors of 

Pension Fund Administrators, who need a minimum of 18 

years experience, and heads of departments in PFAs, who 

need 10 years of job experience under the existing law, will 

now be appointed on lower qualifications. Laws are usually 

strengthened when amendments are made to them in all 

democracies. Nigerian workers must not tolerate the ongoing 

evil machinations in the name of amendments to favour any 

individual. This is a fight that Nigerian workers should take 

up. In their own interest, the workers must also resist any 

amendment seeking to commit their pensions to the building 

of infrastructure outside of the rules or in a manner that could 

endanger their retirement savings.

Federal lawmakers should remember that they are in office 

because of the people, and, in this case, Nigerian workers. This 

is the time for them to show that they are on the side of workers 

by rejecting the obnoxious amendments. Anything to the 

contrary means that the lawmakers are collaborating with the 

Executive to ruin the future of Nigerian workers. Dawaki and 

his colleagues on the Pension Committee in the House and in 

the Senate, must see his avowal that “as the representatives of 

the people, we won’t allow it to pass,” to its logical conclusion.

It is a credit to the 2004 law that it has brought in a good 

measure of transparency into pension funds administration. 

By law, the funds are already being invested; the government 

should not change the law to make it easy for public officials 

to plunder the money. The leadership of the NLC and TUC 

have a critical role to play in arresting this fraudulent move: 

they should mobilise all Nigerian workers through every legal 

means – including protest marches at the National Assembly 

and state capitals – to ensure that this unfriendly law is not 

passed.

Re: Obama’s snubbing 

of Nigeria

I seek to acknowledge the ever-poignant 

and erudite evaluation and analyses of Prof. 

Ayo Olukotun. In particular, I offer my humble 

comments in reaction to his article on Friday, 

May 31, on the snubbing of Nigeria by President 

Barack Obama during his proposed visit to Africa 

as follows:

It is regrettable and disreputable for Obama 

to repeat the ignominy slapped on Nigeria 

during his 2010 first-term visit to Africa soon 

after his inauguration. Nigeria is one of the great 

powers of the continent usually classed along 

with South Africa and Egypt rather than Ghana. 

To this extent, we should be collectively ashamed 

for this humiliation. Still, it is regrettable for 

American technocrats to single out Nigeria. It 

is difficult to prove that the listed countries are 

without problem, corruption-free or functionally 

perfect.
Olukotun’s analyses in paragraphs two and 

three contain a summary of our sorry plight. He 

mentioned the dire need for reviving the anti-

corruption war. However, his lamentation over 

the Federal Government’s obstreperous refusal 

to convene a national conference is critically 

relevant. This is to the extent that the key panacea 

for Nigeria’s morbidity remains — drastically 

revised and reduced federal centralism, capacity 

for the states to move away from an unproductive 

suffocation by the military-like stranglehold of 

the Federal Government and capacity for the 

states to copy the current Lagos State governor 

and a few other performing state governors.

Why would the Federal Government not 

perform and yet refuse others the opportunity to 

perform? This is why it is unfortunate that the 

Action Congress of Nigeria’s contiguous states 

are apparently not too interested in trailblazing 

projects such as:

•A dualised train track from Lagos to the 

boundaries of the South-West or the nearest 

state capital which would do a lot of good to the 

zone and to the country;

•A 10 to 12-lane road from Lagos through the 

zone, with multiple benefits to the South-West 

and Nigeria in general. As has just been explained 

by Lagos State, they need to cut through the maze 

of federal bureaucracy including court suits, if 

necessary, conscious that the project would pay 

its way swiftly and lucratively;

•Education and school items mega project 

to deal with school items required in the zone, 

for commercial, investment and employment 

purposes;

•The provision of closed-circuit television 

in an ample manner to cover the zone and to 

address current security issues;

•A common policy on social welfare, pension, 

maternal health and pro-poor policies in the 

zone;
•A joint housing and agriculture policies for 

food production, preservation and processing; 

and
•A joint science and technology project 

to enhance technology villages and enhance 

industrial production.

It is unlikely that Nigeria’s hydra-headed 

problems are curable unless the Federal 

Government is persuaded or forced to reduce its 

omnipresence, its constitutional and operational 

arrogance bequeathed by a floppy colonialism, an 

obnoxious military and a visionless political elite. 

It is unfortunate nevertheless to find ourselves in 

this ostracism by the American president given 

the sacrifices so painfully made by Nigeria for 

the liberation of the continent, in the past and 

peace-keeping even now. I am unsure that it 

is fair and for Americans to abandon us in this 

way. The good that this country has done for the 

black man’s liberation should not be ignored 

just like that. Nigeria is nursing acute growth 

and development problems and is in a hurry to 

grow the population, problems mostly solvable 

through gradualism rather than revolution. 

God bless Nigeria.

Dr. B.O. Oyedeji 

Lead City University, Ibadan

tumoxoye@gmail.com
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B EWILDERINGLY, Nigeria has become a cauldron 

of white elephants, with 11,886 abandoned projects 

littering the landscape. The most symbolic of the lot 

should be the Mambilla hydropower plant located in 

Taraba State, in the North-East zone, which was initiated 

during the Shehu Shagari administration in 1982. Thirty-

two years later, the 3,050-megawatt project is yet to take 

off. One phrase sums up this fiasco: shame of a nation.

No effort by the government to reassure the public 

can explain away the sheer waste and ineptitude that 

have characterised the project. Early this month, the 

Goodluck Jonathan government again signified its 

intention to complete the project as announced by 

Mohammed Wakil, the Minister of State for Power.

Wakil said the ministers of Power and Finance would 

travel to China to finalise the details of the project with 

the China Exim Bank. He put the contract sum at $5 

billion. “In the history of the country, this is so far the 

most expensive project ... one has to follow (the) due 

process,” Wakil boasted. It is difficult to believe the 

government. It is fond of dashing the hopes of Nigerians 

when it comes to providing basic infrastructure, and it 

has since used up its trust capital.

As a country that intends to join the comity of developed 

nations, Nigeria must set her priorities right. The 

Mambilla project is one of such critical infrastructure 

that can be a game-changer in a nation reeling under the 

crushing weight of poor power generation capacity that 

only attained a temporary peak of 4,600MW last month. 

Of course, this is mere pittance. Demand for electricity in 

Nigeria is estimated to be about 15,000MW-20,000MW.

In terms of scope, the project is the biggest hydroelectric 

dam in Africa. Apart from generating electricity, it has 

three separate dams connected to the Donga River, 

which will be utilised for agricultural purposes. The 

Mambilla project has been stalled in spite of the seeming 

efforts of successive governments to get it off the ground.

After many years of inactivity, the Olusegun Obasanjo 

administration offered a window of hope for its 

resuscitation between 2006 and 2007 when it signed a 

contract for the execution of Lot 1 (or the civil aspect) of 

the project with a Chinese consortium - China Gezhouba 

Group and China Geo-Engineering Corporation - for 

$1.46 billion.
To demonstrate its seriousness, the government paid 

15 per cent (about $219 million) to the consortium as an 

advance. But as usual here, the hope was decapitated. 

Strangely, the story changed a few months later as the 

government cancelled the contract, an action that made 

the Chinese government to also withhold its $2.5 billion 

counterpart funding for the project. Earlier in 2005, a 

German firm, Lahmeyer, secured a $3.2 million contract 

for the Mambilla feasibility study, but carried out no further 

work after it was blacklisted by the World Bank for bribery 

in the Lesotho Highlands Water Project.

In its 2011 annual report, the Ministry of Power said 

Mambilla would generate 2,600MW and that the Federal 

Government had signed a contract of $37.2 million with 

Messrs Coyne et Bellier “for the detailed engineering and 

project management ... with a completion period of 63 

months.”Over time, the timetable for the completion of the project 

has been shifted. Likewise, the contract sum has been juggled 

endlessly. In June 2013, Chinedu Nebo, the Minister of 

Power, put the contract value at $3.2 billion, while Wakil 

(Nebo’s deputy) stated in September in Gombe that it was 

$7 billion. For a serious project of this nature, this flip-flop 

is embarrassing. It is a sign that the project is a vehicle for 

self-aggrandisement and false promises.

The fresh target of 2018 for the completion of the project 

is also likely to fail as five years is the minimum period given 

by the builders for its execution. We call for a comprehensive 

review of the project. But before then, the government is 

bound by its social contract with Nigerians to disclose all that 

it has committed to the project so far since inception. Abuja 

must clear the air over the confusion in the Mambilla project.

Power is an irreducible factor of economic and social 

change. A project with such potential  must take priority in 

our development plan. There are many companies across the 

world that can build this dam to specification in the allotted 

time. They should be contacted, instead of the government 

being fixated on Chinese power companies. One of the 

Chinese firms has yet to deliver on the 700MW Zungeru 

hydroelectric power project many years after the contract 

was awarded.
The government should state its plan for the project in 

the light of the new developments in Nigeria’s power sector. 

According to the Electricity Power Sector Reform Act (2003) 

and August 2010 Roadmap for Power Sector Reforms, the 

distribution and generation companies are supposed to be 

in private hands. Indeed, 11 DisCos and six GenCos have 

been privatised, leaving only the Transmission Company 

of Nigeria in the hands of the government. Under the 

privatisation plan, the government is offering the 10 National 

Integrated Power Plants it built for sale.

To put an end to the unnecessary delays and corruption 

that have tainted the process, we suggest that the government 

should invite bids from competent international companies 

for the execution of the project. Our government should look 

to the West to attract private investment to the project and 

tap from two centuries of expertise in power infrastructure. 

This will not only free the government from the financial 

outlay needed to execute the project, thousands of megawatts 

will also be added to our beggarly power output.

N igERiANS apparently are the source of their 

massive problems, as a result of what could 

be called “Nigeriantitis” or “Nigeriantiatis”, a 

deep-seated societal syndrome. “Nigeriantitis” is 

viewed as a characteristic combination of a variety 

of familial, geographical, cultural, religious, 

social, economic, political, interpersonal and 

psycho-africalytic symptoms. The concept of  

“Nigeriantitis”, an all-out homegrown sickness, 

can be traced to the historical worry of the 

late sage, Chief Obafemi Awolowo, upon the 

attainment of Nigerian independence in 1960. 

in his capacity as a nationalist, Chief Awolowo 

saw early on the signs of pathologies in value and 

ethics of the newly-formed independent nation, 

and these ills have now grown into a collection 

of ailing morals, integrity, conscience, beliefs 

and actions.As  a  soc ia l  or  cu l tura l  syndrome, 

“Nigeriantitis”, has deeply disfigured Nigerians’ 

way of life and swelled in massive proportions to 

foment entrenched pattern of behaviours. This 

syndrome exhibits visible signs of infection as it 

crosses through the various social, educational, 

economic, political, industrial, and governmental 

aspects of society. Carried by one Nigerian after 

another, this systemic infection, in all of its 

forms, is kept in a constantly active state.

As Nigerians who have all been affected with 

this sickness, we continue to “infect” one another 

as we mingle at home, at school, on the highways, 

in vehicles, workplaces, hospitals, religious 

settings, and all other places where we meet.

Under this influence and under our breath, we 

enter the labour sector, the public and private 

work settings, and as well as from the lowest to 

highest levels of political, economic, religious, 

educational leadership, continuously infecting 

and acting out this same symptom against one 

another. As such, the nation remains chronically ill 

with problems like incompetency, despondency, 

dishonesty, viciousness, unsteadiness, and 

decayed infrastructure.

This disease has choked all of us to the extent 

that it has formed a chain around everyone’s 

neck. Our children watch as we carry this disease 

around with us, and in the process, they too 

become predisposed to this disease, keeping it 

growing and spreading, on and on without end.

With our rising population, this syndrome 

has become a chronic pressure on our polity and 

governance structure.

What do we do to flush it out of our bodies, and 

to eradicate its devastating effects on our minds?

Since this is a national disease, we have to 

take a societal approach to dealing with this 

monstrous disease. As a socially and culturally-

based contiguous and entrenched illness,  

fighting this epidemic, that has spread much like 

the pattern of an infectious disease and has now 

become unbearable for the nation, will require 

the collective determination and shared efforts 

on the part of all of us. 

The people have the resources to deal with 

“Nigeriantitis” in its epidemic form, so as to 

put an end to its devastation on the psyche of 

our people and our society.  While there is no 

immediate cure for “Nigeriantitis”, it is treatable 

by creating changes in one’s own spiritual, 

physical, psychological, social, and economic 

character and functioning. Once the changes 

are made on an individual level, the “treatment” 

is continued by each one telling someone else, 

especially someone close to one, that through our 

own observations and feelings, we have rejected 

this illness from our spirit, mind and body.

With a new mind-set, the further cultivation, 

exposure and spreading of “Nigeriantitis” can be 

permanently halted, and with healing in many, if 

not all, from this condition, as we work together 

towards a healthier society for the betterment of 

the next generation.

• Dr. John Egbeazien Oshodi is a 

former Secretary-General of the Nigeria 

Psychological Association.Jos5930458@

aol.com

Nigerians are their 

own problem 

Mambilla power project as financial sinkhole
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It was hectic and a tough one. Before I got married in 
1992, I worked six days a week, Sunday through Friday as 
the Editor’s secretary. The Editor then, Mr. Osinubi edited 
all the PUNCH titles, because there were no weekend 
editors. That changed when I got married and started 
working five days a week.  Though my husband was working 
in a television station then, so he understood the demands 
of the job. When I started having my children, I had support 
from family members, because I had to work late hours and 
was able to cope with work optimally without failing in my 
responsibilities as a wife and a mother. Our children had to 
attend boarding schools because of the demands of the job.
What would you consider to be your high and low 
moments in your 33 years at PUNCH? 

My high moments include when we were deproscribed 
and we all returned to work.  

Also, I feel so proud as a Puncher, when our brand became 
the most read in Nigeria and started to win awards locally 
and internationally. This reflected on the finances of the 
company and gave room for better welfare package to 
staff. As we speak, PUNCH is the highest-paying Media 
house in Nigeria. The low moments for me were during 
the closure and proscription of PUNCH by the Babangida 
military administration. We had a temporary office of a 
space of three bedroom flat situated at a block of six flats at 
Cement Bus Stop, along the Lagos/Abeokuta Expressway. 
About 80 per cent of the staff strength were advised to 
stay off work then. For a few of us that were retained, we 
started producing and selling exercise books for sustenance. 
We had to drive to the car park at Secretariat Alausa to 
display the exercise books on the bonnet of the van. It 
was depressing. We would be under the sun canvassing to 
passersby to buy our exercise books.
Have you ever felt the need to leave the company at any 
point. What happened?

There was never a time I felt like leaving. Even during our 
trying times, especially, when we were being persecuted 
by the military junta, it never crossed my mind to leave, 
because I saw a brighter future.
What are the fond memories you have about the 
company?

My fond memories include the bonding, the love, the 
camaraderie and the family ties we share. The conducive 
warm work environment. One can only get such when the 
leadership leads by example and does not compromise staff 
welfare. A healthy staff is a happy staff.
As a person, what challenges did you face while working 
with the company?

When I was a secretary, some of my colleagues expected 
me to compromise my position and disclose classified 
information. Failing to do so earned me unfavourable 
names like ‘Madam Thatcher,’ ‘Iron Lady,’ and so on. Also, 
Information technology, digitalisation in particular, has 
helped to resolve a lot of administrative processes, but, 
some are yet to embrace this new technology and it is always 
a challenge for the Human Capital now.
What has kept you going in spite of these challenges?

In spite of these challenges, I held onto my job etiquette 
and remained focused. I was brought up in a disciplined 
home where morals and uprightness are key in our daily 
lives. That has kept me going.
Do you have words for young employees? 

My advice to my younger colleagues is that they should 
remain focused, dedicated and disciplined. They should 
imbibe the culture of excellence and certainly, great success 
awaits them.
What in your estimation is the future of newspaper 
business in Nigeria? 

The future of newspapering in Nigeria will be bright. The 
economic situation in the country has affected the number 
of sales coupled with the advent of online news reportage. 
I see both surviving side by side. Let’s take a quick look 
at the Western world where there has been online news 
dissemination, the hardcopy tabloid is still playing an 
integral part of the business. Aside from dailies circulating 
in the early hours of the day, evening tabloids are seen at 
train and bus stations from about 5 pm. It is part of us as 
humans to want to keep hard copies of interesting editions 
for the records. Moreover, there is still a wide range of areas 
not covered by internet services but that can only be reached 
by the print media. Those areas are in large numbers. Let’s 
not forget that core advertisers of products still prefer 
placing advertorials and notices in the newspapers because 
of the mileage and lifespan of such placements. In Nigeria, 
Newspapering still has a future.
What do you wish  PUNCH at 50?

My wish for PUNCH at 50 is that it remains the leader 
in the industry and retains the ethical and professional 
values that had been laid down by the founders, and past 
and present management. We all know the value the 
PUNCH titles stand for, the TRIBE - Truth, Reliability,  
Independence, Balance, and Excellence.  I pray PUNCH 
will continue to grow in leaps and bounds, breaking new 
barriers, and the global and local awards will continue to 
adorn The PUNCH awards gallery.

WHAT are those things many people in the company 
don’t know about you?

My name is Olufolakemi Gbemuotor (nee Ashley) 
General Manager,  Corporate Services Division. There’s 
nothing a lot of my colleagues don’t know about me. 
What you see is what I am. No pretense and I strive to be 
objective in all that I do in the process of my daily duties and 
responsibilities. I hold my office in high esteem.
What was your childhood like?

I was born October 2, 1967, at Island Maternity Hospital, 
Lagos Island into the family of Mr. Simeon Obafemi and 
Alhaja Bintu Ashley, (nee Maiyegun-Lawal) both of blessed 
memory. We lived in Maroko in Eti-Osa Local Government 
Area of Lagos State. I am the eighth of ten children of our 
parents. I grew up in a Christian-Muslim home and it was 
fun then because we celebrated all the religious festivals 
in our home and it was peaceful. My grandfather, Thomas 
Ashley, a Sierra Leonean settled in the Sandgrouse area 
of Lagos Island where he lived and had his children. My 
paternal grandmother, fondly called Mama Potatoe was 
from the Gloucester family of Lagos Island. My mother was 
from the Maiyegun family of Eti-Osa, Lagos State.
Do you mind sharing your educational background 
with us?

My primary education was at Ireti Girls School, 
South-West, Ikoyi, Lagos. From there to Aunty Ayo Girls 
Comprehensive Secondary School, Keffi Street, S.W. Ikoyi, 
Lagos for my secondary education. I studied Secretarial 
Studies at the Young Women’s Christian Association 
Vocational Institute, Moloney, Lagos Island, and was 
awarded a Confidential Secretary Grade 2 certificate. I 
had my tertiary education at Lagos State University, Ojo 
where I studied English Language, B.A English. I am an 
alumnus of Lagos Business School where I attended the 
Senior Management Programme (SMP 54). I also attended 
management training at the American Management 
Association, in New York, United States of America to 
mention a few.
When did you join PUNCH Nigeria Limited?

I joined PUNCH Nigeria Limited on November 26, 1990.
How did your career path progress in the organisation?

I started as a Confidential Secretary grade 2 (CS ll) to 
the Deputy Editor, Mr. Chris Mammah. I was promoted 
to the office of the Editor, Mr. Ademola Osinubi in 1991 as 
his Confidential Secretary. Then in 1992, he was promoted 
to the office of the General Manager and I was opportuned 
to move with him. Afterwards, I  became the Executive 
Assistant to the Managing Director/Editor-in-Chief in 
2004. In 2008, I was promoted to Senior Executive 
Assistant to the MD/E-i-C on the management level. In 
2015, I moved to the Administration department as the 
Manager, Administration, and later on, Manager, Human 
Capital & Facilities. In year 2021, I became a Senior 
Manager as Head, Corporate Services & Culture Division 
before the change of designation to General Manager, 
Corporate Services in year 2022.
It’s been 33 years of your corporate sojourn in PUNCH. 
How would you describe your years in the coy? 

I’ve been 33 years in PUNCH to the glory of God. I can 
confidently say that God has been good to me. I spent my 
youthful years in PUNCH and it has been worth my while. 
PUNCH created room for growth in my career. I joined 
PUNCH with a certificate and had the opportunity to 
pursue a degree programme while in the employment of 
the organisation and attended courses on human resources 
and management.
How did you cope with the job when you got married? 

PUNCH created room 
for my career growth 
– Punch’s longest serving 

employee, Gbemuotor

L
ongest Serving PUNCHer, Mrs Folakemi Gbemuotor, who is the 
current General Manager, Corporate Services, PUNCH Nigeria 
Limited, speaks to VICTORIA EDEME on her experiences and the 

various positions she has held in her 33-year stay in the company
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Good journalism practice   will guarantee 

your success at PUNCH  – Editor The Punch, Oketola

AT what point in your life did you choose to become a journalist, and what motivated that decision?
I didn’t start as a journalist and didn’t want to be one. As a very young boy, there was a time 

when I desired to be an accountant. But after that phase of my life, I decided that I wanted to 
be a lawyer. So, all my energy was targeted at becoming a lawyer. That’s a story for another day 
because I didn’t initially study Law in school; I studied English. So, after NYSC, I wanted to work 
in an advertising agency as a copywriter, and I did work with an agency, but eventually, I moved 
on. I later worked in a real estate firm in Lagos. Though I had a stint as a campus journalist at the 
Obafemi Awolowo University, Ife, I decided that I needed to do something more intellectually 
challenging while at the real estate firm, and I chose journalism. Specifically, I chose to work at 
PUNCH Nigeria Limited. 

Walk us through your journey from joining PUNCH to becoming the Editor
On October 16, 2008, I joined The PUNCH as a Business Correspondent, covering beats such 

as appointment and management/labour, ICT, aviation, and later, energy. I was a business and 
economy reporter until May 16, 2014, when I was appointed acting Head of News and Politics for 
Saturday PUNCH. I was later confirmed, and I did that till May 7, 2018, when I was appointed 
as acting Assistant Editor of the General News Division of The PUNCH.

After six months as News Editor, on November 1, 2018, I was appointed Business Editor of 
The PUNCH. I did that until July 10, 2019, when I was appointed acting Editor of the Weekend 
Titles, which was the first time Saturday PUNCH and Sunday PUNCH would be merged. So, 
I did that from 2019 to April 4, 2022, when I was appointed Editor of The PUNCH. That has 
been my journey so far.

Could you share with us a memorable experience you had in the early part of your career at PUNCH?
It’s interesting. There’s this experience that I always remember. I can’t forget about it in a hurry. 

I remember I joined The PUNCH in October 2008, and Christmas of that year, because we have 
a tradition in our family that wherever you may be in the world, everybody spends Christmas 
with our parents. So I was at my family’s house and just about to have my Christmas amala and 
vegetables when a call came in from the office. We were at the Mangoro office at the time. It was 

a call from my then Business Editor, Mr Ayo Olesin, who said, “Ogbeni, where are you?” 
and replied, “Sir, I’m at home. I’m about to have my Christmas meal.” And the Business 

Editor told me, “If you don’t want to end this year with a query, you had better be in the 
office now.”  I just left the food to my mom’s surprise.  So, I just took a bike straight 
to the office from the house, and that was how it began for me. I’ve never stopped 
loving the job since then. And I can tell you that between 2008 and last year (2023), 
I’m not sure I’ve had three Christmas celebrations with my family. You know, you 
are always at work. Anyway, it’s also fun celebrating Christmas in the newsroom.

How did you feel when appointed as The PUNCH’s Editor?
It came as a surprise because of the timing. Don’t forget, it was not the first time 

I would be appointed an editor. I was, at the time, the Editor of the Weekend 
Titles. The appointment as the Weekend Titles Editor shocked me because 
we were taken through a rigorous interview session. While we thought that 
two editors would be appointed, I was appointed to handle the two weekend 
newspapers- Saturday PUNCH and Sunday PUNCH. So, that came as a 
surprise. I remember that after the interview, I was in the newsroom as the 
Business Editor when I was summoned to the boardroom. I met our former 
MD/ Editor-in-Chief,  Sir Ademola Oshinubi, and the current MD/E-I-C, 
Mr Adeyeye Joseph, who was the Executive Director then. They called me 
to the boardroom and gave me the appointment letter.  When I opened the 
letter, it was an appointment as Weekend Titles Editor to manage the two 
weekend newspapers.  I was shocked as

I didn’t know whether to be happy or worried for myself.  However,  the 
MD/E-I-C then encouraged me, saying, “God will give you the strength to 
shoulder this responsibility.” I said, amen and went straight into my car 
to take a nap for about 20 minutes to soak in all that had happened before 
I went into the newsroom. By the time I got into the newsroom, words 
had gone around that I had been appointed. My friends and colleagues 
welcomed me with applause, which was how the work started. So, the 
Weekend Editor appointment was a shock because I wasn’t expecting 
it. However,  when I was appointed Editor of The PUNCH, the shock 
element wasn’t really there. The MD/ E-I-C just sent for me, and when 
I saw him, he said, ‘You are the next Editor of The PUNCH, and it starts 
on Monday.’ And this was on a Thursday. I couldn’t 

believe it because I knew the position has 
many responsibilities. But by and large, 
I would say I give God the glory. I am so 
grateful to the former MD/E-I-C and my 
current E-I-C for the confidence reposed 
in me. I do not take it for granted.

Tell us your greatest achievements as a 
Puncher and as Editor, The PUNCH

It’s difficult to sum up my achievements 
into one point, first as a PUNCHman and 
editor. It’s difficult because I believe in 
celebrating small victories and small wins.  

I
n this interview with SAMUEL BOLAJI, Editor, The 
PUNCH, Mr Adedayo Oketola, talks about his 
journey from becoming a journalist to rising to 

the position of the editor of the most widely read 
newspaper
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But I can talk about some things I am grateful for.  First, 
I consider it an achievement that I successfully managed 
the Saturday and Sunday PUNCH merger because these 
were two distinct titles hitherto handled by two editors. 
However, we had to merge two teams with two different 
characters because of the titles they were working for. So, 
for me, it was either I sank or swam, which was tough; I 
wouldn’t say that it wasn’t tough. However, the fact that 
we could handle the transition, merge the two teams and 
stabilise remains an important career milestone for me.

It could have gone south, which would have incinerated 
everything I believed I had done as a PUNCHman because 
they would say, ‘But we appointed him editor of the two 
titles, but he bungled it.’ So, the fact that I didn’t bungle 
it and I was again considered for higher responsibilities 
is an achievement I do not joke with.

The opportunity the PUNCH platform has given 
me to showcase my abilities and what I’m capable of 
doing in journalism and getting accolades locally and 
internationally is an achievement I do not also take for 
granted. Give and take, my name has been featured in 
more than 25 local and international awards. I won a fair 
number of them, the latest being Editor of the Year and 
Newspaper of the Year at the Nigeria Media Merit Award 
2023.  I do not take these things for granted. We have 
done innumerable impact stories that triggered change 
in many societal areas of need, and we consider this an 
achievement.  

What are your greatest challenges as the Editor of The 
PUNCH?

Well, let me start by saying that being the Editor of 
The PUNCH alone is enough of a challenge for anyone 
because you are sitting on a hot seat. Apart from delivering 
good journalism, you are expected to maintain the high 
standard that The PUNCH is known for and continually 
represent the key principles that the company holds dear 
in your output.  You also carry the burden of maintaining 
the excellent journalism done by people who sat on the 
seat before you. So, being Editor of The PUNCH comes 
with challenges because it means that you shoulder the 
legacies of past editors who had sat on this seat. You’re 
talking about the likes of Adeyeye Joseph, the current MD 
and Editor-in-Chief of The PUNCH, and former editors 
such as Ademola Oni, Martin Ayankola, Steve Ayorinde, 
Yusuf Ali, Azubuike Ishikwene, Gbemiga Ogunleye, Tunji 
Adegboyega, Bola Bolawole, Mr Ademola Oshinubi, our 
revered and respected former MD; Alhaji Nojeem Jimoh, 
Nurudeen Balogun, and Innocent Adikwu, among others. 
These great men of letters and good journalism sat on 
this seat. So, you cannot afford to make nonsense of the 
legacies they left behind. That’s challenging enough.

Maintaining the pressure of everyday work and the 
corporate legacy of being a newspaper of record and the 
most prominent newspaper brand in the country that 
people trust is equally challenging. But beyond all that, 
there are other industrial-related challenges we all have to 
battle with, like the dearth of good hands to do painstaking 
journalism. Many talented ones are not ready to go the 
extra mile with you; they leave at every opportunity. That 
is also challenging.  Every day presents different challenges 
to you as a newspaper editor, not to mention the Editor 
of The PUNCH.

How do you handle work pressure, especially when it’s coming 
from your superior?

It comes with the terrain. One of the reasons The 
PUNCH is considered the best is our consistency. So, it’s 
not pressure, per se. For us, it’s about quality control. I 
would be wrong to tell you that I don’t understand the 
enormous responsibility placed on my shoulders as the 
Editor of The PUNCH. But what you consider as pressure 
is not pressure. It’s quality control. That’s why the people 
reporting to me must be put on their toes to do their job.  
There are people I report to that must ensure I do not fall 
out of line. So, how do I handle it? I handle it by following 
the process.

You get the job done once you follow the proper process 
laid down by your superior and the company. I also handle 
pressure by being focused, being consistent with myself, 
developing very tough skin for criticism, and learning from 
past mistakes. And above all, I also take things to God. I 
can tell you for a fact that there’s nothing I’ve achieved 
without God being involved.

How does it feel being the 50th-anniversary Editor?
Well, how am I supposed to feel? I feel privileged. I feel 

happy. And I feel, yes, I feel generally privileged that I’m 

the editor at this auspicious moment of our darling media 
giant.

It could have been anybody. It’s an opportunity to be the 
editor when the company celebrates its 50th anniversary. 
And as I said earlier, I do not sit here alone. I’m representing 
all the past editors, about 16 of whom have also sat here. I 
respect their efforts, and whenever I look at their pictures in 
my office, I summon the courage to continue to do well so 
as to finish strong.

I consider it a privilege, and I’m grateful to God. I also 
hope to be here when the company celebrates its centennial 
anniversary. Of course, you know what adding that 50 years 
to my current age means. It means I will be very, very old. 
But if the Lord grants me the opportunity, I’d like to be here 
to celebrate with the company.

How do you balance work, family, and social life?
It’s tough. Journalism is a very demanding job. It takes away 

a whole lot of things from you. But it is your duty to maintain a 
strong work-life balance. You must find what helps you relax.

I pay attention to what matters. I don’t have a lot of time, 
I know. But the little that I have, I try to give it to my family. 
And I also try to maintain a modest social circle. You need 
it, not necessarily because of today, but because of when 
you are no longer as active as you are now. You need a 
community. And I have such a community. So, I spend 
my time with my family. I also maintain a modest 
social life.

I also try to read and I love travelling. For me, 
travelling is therapeutic. It’s one of the things I like to 
do to reduce work pressure. Yes, once in a while, I swim.

I also do a lot of other things. All of them are quite 
time-consuming, but I manage them to keep things in 
perspective, maintain good health, exercise, and 
spend quality family time. I do not joke with that.

What advice do you have for up-and-coming 
journalists, especially prospective Punchers?

Yes, as a manager and an accomplished 
journalist, you can’t survive or succeed as 
a journalist if you have no passion for the 
job. You must have passion because good 
journalism in a place like The PUNCH 
will test your grit. It will push you. It will 
test your resilience. So, if you don’t have 
passion for the job, you have no business 
being here. As a manager of men and 
resources, I can say that if you don’t have 
passion for the job, it becomes a problem for 
your line editors. You must also be ready to 
learn. A good journalist, even a good editor, 
is a life learner.

You will learn from anybody, from 
anywhere, in any circumstance. So, you must 
be open to constant learning. And you must 
always upskill your knowledge about the job.

Journalism is fast-changing, so you need 
to develop the capacity to do journalism of 

the current time. You need IT knowledge and to be 
technology savvy. You’ll need to understand how to 
navigate social media and use it as a resource for your 
job.

You cannot help but accept artificial intelligence as one 
of the realities right now. You must have the passion to 
continue to learn. Then you must be resilient. You must 
have patience. Journalism will not give you much money, 
but it can fulfil you. You must really be patient. It must 
be something you are passionate about. And that’s it. A 
journalist must be a learner. You must develop the grit to 
continue to learn. And you must have the nose for news. 
You have no business being here if you don’t have all or 
some of these qualities.

Are there any anniversary messages for our readers, 
partners, advertisers, and other stakeholders?

It’s been 50 years of robust journalism, as we say 
here. And for us, we are grateful. Some newspapers 
also started when PUNCH started, some came along 

the line. Some came just a few years back, but many 
have fizzled out. That we are still standing here 

after 50 years is a testament to the grace of 
God upon the company and a reflection of the 
effort made by our leaders, managers, past 
editors, and those of us who are still here.

We are grateful to God for that. And, of 
course, for our readers, we appreciate them. 
And for our stakeholders, we appreciate 

them; because without them, there wouldn’t 
be us. If you have a good newspaper that 

people are not buying, and you’re 
not coming to our website, 

what are we doing? So, we 
appreciate our readers. 

We thank them for 
their loyalty over the 
years.

Our advertisers, 
the advertising 
a g e n c i e s ,  t h e 
media  buyers , 
the vendors who 
a lso  c irculate 
o u r  p a p e r s 
t h r o u g h  t h e 
nook and cranny 

of the country, 
our suppliers, the 

contacts and sources 
who also give us 

s t o r i e s ,  o u r  h o s t 
communities, and even 

our critics, people who 
don’t just like the idea of 

PUNCH being the biggest 
Nigerian newspaper, and 
they just come for you at 
every point in time; we also 
thank them because they 
help us get better. When I 
know somebody is waiting 
to castigate me, castigate my 
newspaper, and rubbish my 
work, I will do my best. So, 
we thank all of them.

Above all, we cannot help 
but thank our journalists. 
What editor are you if you 
don’t have journalists to get 
you the stories? So, for our 
journalists, we consider 
them as supermen; we 
hail all of them. We wish 
everyone a happy 50th 
anniversary, and to our 
stakeholders, we promise 
always to do better.

It’s tough. 
Journalism is a 
very demanding 
job. It takes away 
a whole lot of 
things from you. 
But it is your 
duty to maintain 
a strong work-
life balance
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FIRST, we would like to thank you and the 
management for supporting the idea of an in-house 
magazine, Punchers. Why did you throw your 
weight behind this publication?

The objective is to provide an opportunity for 
the employees to interact more, not essentially at 
a formal level but at an informal level. It’s not a 
new thing, and I am aware that other organisations 
also have in-house journals providing the same 
platform for members of staff to interact beyond 
official matters. Essentially, it is a good idea, though 
a little late. Life is not all about work. When you 
work in a place, it is good that you know the people 
you are working with. 

Talk about knowing ourselves, some employees, 
especially those employed recently, don’t know you 
beyond the fact that you were the former managing 
director and editor-in-chief. 

Can you please let us into your career progression, 
starting from your days as a reporter?

Your story will offer lessons to staff and inspire 
them.

Essentially, I started as a reporter just like you, 
and I enjoyed my days as a reporter. I moved from 
there to different levels. I covered a lot of beats. 
I was the first aviation reporter of The PUNCH. 
I also covered politics, the National Assembly, 
(electoral) campaigns, and other important issues. 
Later, I became a news editor, then deputy editor, 
and then the editor of The PUNCH. At a point, I 
edited all three titles at the same time: The PUNCH, 
Saturday PUNCH, and Sunday PUNCH. It was 
under my editorship that we carved out Saturday 
PUNCH and gave it its own identity. However, 
Sunday PUNCH had existed long before then; it is the 
forerunner. Our first newspaper was a weekly (Sunday) 
paper until the paper went daily on November 1, 1976. 
Thereafter, in the wisdom of the Board of Directors, I was 
taken away from my very active reporting days and pushed 
up. I became the general manager and, later, the managing 
director and editor-in-chief of the company. I edited these 
PUNCH titles between 1988 and 1992. Between 1992 and 
1994, I was general manager and editor-in-chief. In 1995, 
I became the managing director. I have worked in all 
three headquarters offices. I started out in the old PUNCH 
building at Onipetesi, which was a makeshift wooden 
warehouse; then, we moved to the PUNCH office opposite 
(the old building) and then here, PUNCH Place. We moved 
here in 2008, although not all of us moved initially. We 
started producing here in 2008, and the entire workforce 
moved in on October 12, 2009. By next year (2019), we 
will be 10 years here. 

Have you worked anywhere else? 
I worked for six months in Nigerian Tribune, Ibadan, 

before proceeding to the NIJ for formal journalism training. 
I also had vacation jobs in Daily Times. But l have always 
been a PUNCH person all my life.

What is the secret of your long and successful stay in 
PUNCH?

No human being is perfect. However, I believe so much in 
discipline. I believe that you can’t make progress anywhere 
without first having personal discipline. Being level-headed 
is also a major form of discipline. 

Once you can have all these, coupled with the right 

upbringing and what you picked from your environment 
when you were growing up, you will be duly prepared to face 
the challenges. Challenges will come your way, though, and 
in different forms. It is for you to be able to decide what you 
want for yourself and commit your energy to it. 

I also believe strongly in the creed of my Christian faith 
that says, ‘Let your light so shine before men that they 
may see your good work and glorify your Father who is in 
heaven.’ It is not for you to just pray. You must work hard 
also. If you pray without work, you won’t get results. But if 
you can have some measure of discipline and self-control, if 
you have an idea of what order and orderliness are all about 
and you are committed to what you are doing, everything 
will go well. 

I didn’t come into journalism by accident. I also made up 
my mind to stay here (PUNCH). Even when we had our bad 
times in PUNCH (during the era of military dictatorship), 
I chose to be here. I was offered employment by almost all 
the newspapers in Nigeria. In the case of The Guardian, 
I had three offers of employment I was just giving them 
excuses not to leave The PUNCH. The Guardian sent me 
a letter of employment without an interview based on my 
reputation and work output. I said that was not normal; if 
you want me to work with you, the least you can do is to 
call me for a chat to discuss my salary. They said if it was 
about salary, there was no problem. Then they asked how 
much I wanted. When they didn’t get a response from me, 
they brought another one (letter). 

We had our bad times here. At the time, it seemed very 
stupid not to have jumped ship. So many of our colleagues 
jumped ship at that time, but it was a choice, and I respect 

that. I stayed because I enjoyed working in PUNCH. 
Of course, it was not because PUNCH was not having 
troubles. 

There was a time PUNCH owed its staff salaries for 
about four months. I had commitments, but I shunned 
brown envelopes. Somehow, people around me like my 
wife and family members supported me. 

When things became very tough, I turned my car, a 
Toyota Corolla, into a kabu kabu (unregistered taxi). 
When I tell people the story, they usually find it very 
difficult to believe. I operated kabu kabu in Lagos for a 
while. I would take off from Palmgrove and drive down 
to Ikeja. There was no bridge then. It was just the hospital 
and the roundabout. From Ikeja to Ojuelegba, I would 
do about four runs in the night before going home. I was 
doing my runs at night so that people would not recognise 
me. I wore a fez cap to cover my face and I was making 
money from it.

I used to go home at about 10 pm so that I could quickly 
put some money together.

PUNCH has been very supportive, but the essential 
cue is taken from my faith, my upbringing, things I 
learned while growing up, commitment, and the people 
I work with. 

When you are lucky to work with a person like Chief 
Ajibola Ogunshola, whom I started working with 
when he became the chairman of the board made up 
of experienced people like Dr Lekan Are and Ms Lola 
Ibi Aboderin, you draw from their experiences and life 
lessons. We were just growing but we were learning,  and 
we were passionate about our work.

Then again, you realise that some people are also 
looking up to you, wanting to learn from your life as well. 

Do you have any moment you will describe as your 
most exciting or fulfilling time in PUNCH?

As a journalist, my most fulfilling moments were my 
days as the news editor of The PUNCH. As a news editor, I 
had more control over editorial staff than the editor. That 
was the kind of news editor that I was. I wasn’t like the 
commander-in-chief, but I was the brigade commander. 
And we were a formidable brigade. As the news editor, 

You don’t need a godfather to 
excel in PUNCH 

– Emeritus MD, Osinubi

F
ormer Managing Director/Editor-in-Chief of PUNCH Nigeria Limited, Mr. 
Ademola Osinubi, in this interview with PUNCHERS, shares his thoughts 
on journalism, management, and life. He also opens up on his early years 

in the profession, how he rose through the ranks, and how PUNCH survived 
the military era. Osinubi is a lawyer and a fellow of the Nigerian Guild of 
Editors
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before the editor came around, I had sorted out all the pages. 
I was in full control of the entire news operations. We also had 
a good time together. We ate together and had our weekend 
runs. My car was always available for party runs and all that.

I had the best of music set in town then, and each time there 
was a new album, I would buy two sets; one for parties, one for 
my house. When I became the editor, I was still active in the 
newsroom but I became more and more active in management.

Initially, I thought I wasn’t cut out for such but somehow 
somebody had to get the job done.

How do you manage your social life despite your tight 
schedule?

The social life was a part of the job. You can not separate the 
two. As a reporter, you need a social life to be able to build the 
right network of contacts. Of course, things have changed as you 
can have contacts without meeting people one-on-one, but you 
still need a social life and good networking skills.

Kindly recall your most challenging moment in PUNCH?
Of course, there were so many, especially during the period 

we were under the military, what i called military terrorism. 
Our country was taken hostage by military terrorists. We had 
come under terrorism in Nigeria by people who were funded 
by our own money, our taxes, and our resources. Of course, 
one could understand what was going on then; the military 
culture of command and control. The commander-in-chief 
was superior, and they saw the rest of us as bloody civilians. 
But the hard times have always brought out the best in us. 
When people say we are proud, arrogant, and all sorts, i hear 
all those things, and i am happy to hear them because we are 
not reckoned as one of them. 

In anything you do, you must stand out and let people know 
you for what you stand for. I understand where they are coming 
from. I understand that people don’t like it when you stand up 
to them or when you stand up to defend certain principles. 
And that is why we are not making so much progress in this 
part of the world.

Those were part of the challenges. The military came and 
shut us down. They did all sorts of things, including an attempt on the life of our chairman, then, 
Chief Ogunshola. Our editors were detained at various times and periods. When we returned, 
we returned with fuller fury and fuller force. We were shut down for three months under Gen 
Ibrahim Babangida and another six months under the same government.

Then, we had the one of 18 months under Gen Sani Abacha. As a matter of fact, when Babangida 
was leaving in 1993, PUNCH was still shut down because he did not remember to reopen it.

Incidentally, it was the man who re-opened it, who also shut it for 18 months. That was the 
most challenging moment for us. It was a period when some of our staff were laid off gradually, 
using the instrument of leave. If you had accumulated leave days, you were allowed to remain 
in employment until the end of your leave days. It wasn’t because the company did not want to 
keep them anymore, but circumstances were such that the business of the company had been 
frustrated. So, we had to take that decision so the company would not remain in debt and that 
was very smart of Chief Ogunshola, our chairman, then. But a few of us, about 15 or 20, I can’t 
recall the exact figure that was retained, such that anytime PUNCH was reopened, we formed 
the nucleus of the team that restarted our operations. People were brought back in batches, but 
during that period, some of those who were laid off had secured employment elsewhere. I am 
glad we went through that phase because it made us stronger.

Wzat are your expectations from an average employee in terms of character and attitude?
My expectations? Well, I expect every employee to do their best, excel, make career progression, 

just like I have done, and find fulfilment. I don’t belong to the Aboderin family, and I had a career 
progression from a reporter to the MD. I am not related to them in the remotest form. I am from 
Ijebu, and the Aboderin are from Ibadan. 

When I was coming to PUNCH, I didn’t know anybody, there was an advert and I applied. I 
was invited for an interview, and about 48 or 50 of us took the test, seven of us were employed. 
And from there to this level, there is no cronyism at all. I had no godfather here, so to speak. Some 
people must have seen the quality of my work and the input and felt that they could entrust the 
company in my hand and thank God, I did not betray the confidence they had in me. If I did, I 
would have been kicked out or shown the gate.

What were the lessons you learnt from the challenges you faced?
Do not take things for granted, and when things are going smoothly for you, that is the 

appropriate time to prepare yourself for the worst thing that can happen. In all circumstances, 
look at what is going on around you and take a cue from it. After all, there are many great 
organisations that are no more. Draw the appropriate lessons from their stories. I have held on 
to one belief over the years that if you do not learn from people’s situations and circumstances, 
others will learn from yours. So, when things happen to people, sit back and imagine what if that 
happens to me? How will I react to it? This will help you to appreciate the person’s position more 
because no one is insulated from negative occurrences. Yes, you may be smart. You may know 
how to manage yourself and stay out of trouble, but you must know that anything can happen. 
But when you’re prepared and such things happen, you are not taken aback, and the surprise 
or shock will not be overwhelming.

It is till early in the new year, but the economic situation is tough. People, including PUNCH’s 
employees, have prayed that God should grant them favours (promotion, salary increase etc.) 
in their workplaces in the new year. 

Will PUNCH workers’ prayers be heard this New Year?
It is not as if we have taken a decision not to promote staff. If we want to be fair to the company, 

we will agree that we’ve been promoting our staff every year but strictly on the basis of merit. We 
have promoted a lot of people over the years, and I can mention names.

One thing that has emerged over the years is this attitude of some people, who are influenced 
by the civil service mentality, that promotion should be automatic and based solely on the 
number of years of service.  

I, particularly, have made my position known to my colleagues; this is a private initiative, 
and we can not continue to determine promotion based on the number of years of service. It is 
not the sole criterion as there are many other things to be considered. Promotion is primarily 
performance-based. A few examples.

The former Editor of The PUNCH, Mr Martin Ayankola, for instance, joined PUNCH as a chief 
correspondent (business) and rose to become an editor in less than five years. The Managing 
Director, Mr Adeyeye Joseph, also has a similar story. If not even faster. He rose to become the 
editor of Saturday PUNCH in less than five years, and then became the editor of The PUNCH, 
rose to become a controller, and now he is the managing director. It is not because they had 
people that favoured them. It is basically about performance. So, when people begin to say they 
have spent so and so number of years and have not been promoted, I just wonder. You should 
even be happy that you have not been kicked out if you have spent so long without earning a 
promotion. It means your performance is not at its best. PUNCH has a culture of its own, and it 
is its DNA. This is what we do and it has always worked for us.

Any company that does not see promotion as a reward for outstanding performance is going 
to be in trouble. You can’t be moving people based on who has spent what number of years. Of 
course, your salaries will be increased, but when you get to the end of your grade, then you can’t 
move again. So you will have to either improve your performance or at some point in time, the 
system will ask you to leave. 

So, it is not as if we have not been promoting people. Last year, over 40 people were promoted, 
and the year before, about double that number of staff were also promoted. Last year, we also 
increased everyone’s salaries in spite of the not too healthy economic circumstances. 

I am sure you are aware that we have a board that is very interested in the welfare of our staff. 
Some of these matters are discussed at the board level. When we were in very good times, we 
appreciated our employees very well and more than we do in normal times. At a point, we used to 
give the winner of the Employee of the Year award a brand new car, but the issue of sustainability 
later came up. How do we sustain buying a car for an employee every year with the current 
economic situation? We have to be certain that we can sustain our current level of emoluments.

What New Year/Anniversary message do you have for the staff?
Very tough times are still with us and things may get tougher in the New Year. The same 

situation the economy found itself in about five or six years ago is still there. There hasn’t been a 
dramatic improvement in the economy. So, that has also affected revenue and earnings.

However, the 26th of every month, has not failed in the last 20 years and it is not about to fail 
now. It can come earlier, but it will never be later. If the 26th of a month falls on a Sunday, we 
always find a way to pay on the Friday before.

We really need a lot of financial engineering to be able to balance our business. If we do not 
do that and fail to think ahead, then we will find out that we have not been able to live up to our 
statutory responsibility as an employer.

It is not so much about what anybody is able to do alone; rather, it is more of what we can achieve 
collectively. We will not fold our arms expecting the worst. No, we are also fully prepared, given 
the experience that this company has had over the years and the cumulative years of experience 
acquired by its management team and a proactive and responsive board we will stay afloat.
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Poisonous ponmo: How Lagos traders sell cow-skin meat roasted with tyres, 

 It was a frightening, haunting sight. Piles of ponmo, a very 
popular meat savoured by millions of Nigerians, sat on a local 
open oven. Beneath the ponmo, a dark, smoky fire fuelled 
with pieces of tyre and plastic burnt the cowhide slowly.

A small group of chattering men stood by the fire dousing 
the ponmo, intermittently, with a blackish oil. The fire and 
smoke from the burning plastic, tyre and oil rose into the sky, 
blackening the early morning air and filling nostrils with soot.

“I roast cowhides very fast, just buy it and give it to me, I 
don’t waste time,” one of the men, a thickset man wearing a 
short and blue armless T-shirt said. Other men stood around 
him keeping a watchful eye on the roasting ponmo.

These men are ponmo processors. They were preparing 
the ponmo for the hordes of traders that contracted them to 
do the illicit trade. These traders would soon hit the markets 
with the poisonous cow skin for onward delivery to the food 
sellers, traders and families who come to the market daily 

Ope Falade, a homemaker, who cooks ponmo for her 
family, said she liked to buy ponmo because it was cheap 
and her family enjoyed it.

“My children like ponmo a lot, and it is very cheap. I 
buy meat and fish, but our meals are not complete without 
ponmo,” the mother of three said.

However, it won’t be entirely correct to describe ponmo 
as the meat of the poor. Healthy living is gaining popularity 
and awareness in Nigeria. As a result, many people who are 
worried about the probable health complications associated 
with the consumption of red meat, have resorted to ponmo 
as a reliable alternative.

With a growing population of over 213 million Nigerians, 
there exists an almost insatiable demand for ponmo among 
the populace.

Our investigations show that the huge demand for ponmo 
is one of the major factors driving the dangerous processing 
practices in Lagos markets.

During our correspondent’s investigations, he found 
a few places where ponmo is processed with firewood, 
which experts say is also a dangerous contaminant but less 
dangerous than plastic, engine oil and tyres.

Disused tyres are a common sight in Lagos. People simply 
throw them away on the streets or deposit them at vulcanizer 
shops when they are no longer useful. Used engine oil is 
mostly emptied into streets or gutters when cars are ‘serviced’ 
and their oil is changed.

As for plastic, it is very common in waste dumps and 
plastic manufacturing or recycling factories. All of these 
provide opportunities for unscrupulous ponmo processors 
and sellers seeking to cut corners for gain.
 
Ponmo: the making

Ponmo is usually produced in public slaughterhouses 
and other private abattoirs across the country. In Lagos, 
the slaughterhouses are regulated and said to be regularly 
inspected by government agencies and officials.

There are two types of ponmo: white and brown, and 
their production processes differ.  

A ponmo processor in a slaughterhouse around Ebute, 
Ikorodu, Sherifat Lawal, described the process to our 
correspondent. Ponmo, according to her, is processed in two 
ways: through boiling and roasting. She added that brown 
ponmo is prepared by roasting cowhide, white ponmo is 
processed by boiling.

She said, “The making of the white ponmo is done by 
using a sharp object to scrape the hair on the cowhide. 
Afterwards, we will put the cowhide inside a pot, add water 
and boil it to make it soft. That is white ponmo.

“The brown ponmo is achieved through roasting with 
fire. We set firewood on fire and place a net-like iron on the 
lit firewood. Without scraping the hair on the cow’s skin, 
we place it on the iron and roast it for about 30 minutes to 
remove the hair.

“Afterwards, we then boil it for some minutes and soak 
in a pot of water for about 13 hours to remove all the germs. 
We do the soaking overnight. In the morning, we will remove 
it, use a sponge to wash it with only water and supply it 
to our customers, who will cut it into smaller pieces for 
consumption after cooking.”

Our correspondent observed these stages of processing 
ponmo in all the slaughterhouses that he visited.

Armed with prior information, however, he felt there was 
more than meets the eye in Lawal’s narrative of how brown 
ponmo is made.

While walking around the market, our correspondent 

to buy ‘fresh’ ponmo.
Most of the unsuspecting buyers and eaters of ponmo do 

not know that their ponmo is burnt with dangerous items 
that have been linked to cancer and other deadly health 
conditions. They simply buy, take their pieces home and 
cook them without knowing that their ‘delicious’ cowhide is 
seasoned with a deadly cocktail of carcinogenic substances.

However, if the unsuspecting buyers do not know that the 
cow skins that they buy and consume are agents of cancer 
and death, the processors and traders are aware that they 
are involved in a deadly trade.

Starting from July, our reporter went around the major 
ponmo markets and slaughterhouses in Lagos, observing 
ponmo processing, interviewing unsuspecting ponmo 
sellers and processors and gathering overwhelming 
evidence about the sneaky, evil trade that unscrupulous 
ponmo processors carry out at the back of expansive 
slaughterhouses in the state, far away from prying eyes.

After paying preliminary visits and observing all that 
these ponmo processors did to keep their business secret, 
our correspondent decided to disguise as a university 
student researcher to gain access to their operational base 
where ponmo is processed with plastic, tyres and a black oil 
substance that some people say was used engine oil.

 Our correspondent disguised as a student when visited 
several abattoirs in the Ikorodu Local Government Area; 
Agege Local Government Area; Barracks and Ijanikin 
abattoirs in the Ojo Local Government Area; private 
ponmo processing factories on a wetland in the Adeniran 
Ogunsanya College of Education and the Iba Local Council 
Development Area.

 
Cheap protein

Ponmo or Awo, as it is commonly known in all parts of 
Nigeria is a cheap protein source sourced from cowhide. 
Although there are arguments that this part of meat has 
little or no nutritional value, it is very popular in Nigeria, 
especially among the poor.

At most canteens in Nigeria, or Bukas as they are 
popularly called, ponmo is often the cheapest and the most 
available protein source. Other meat and fish types sell for 

higher prices.
Mrs Efe Okoro, who runs a Buka in the Iba area of the 

state, says ponmo is the favourite meat bought by her 
customers.

“My customers like ponmo more than meat,” she said, 
while she was busy attending to customers, including our 
correspondent, who were buying rice, beans, noodles and 
ponmo.

“I don’t buy more ponmo than meat because I have to 
wash ponmo, meat is easier to wash, but it normally finishes 
before meat.”

Mike Adeyemi, an electrician in Ikorodu, says he buys 
ponmo because it is affordable for his family.

“Ponmo is very affordable and cheap. I have a family of 
eight and just N300 ponmo is enough to cook soup to feed 
my family. It is cheaper than meat and fish.

“Although people do say poverty is what will make you 
think eating ponmo is OK, but I don’t mind since it is what 
I can afford to satisfy my family. I also eat red meat,” he said.

• A processor roasting ponmo with shoes

•A processor roasting ponmo with tyres

•One of the tyre suppliers

DEJI LAMBO investigates roasting of cow skin, popularly known as ponmo by processors 
in Lagos markets, who use tyres, plastics and disused engine oil thereby exposing millions 
of Nigerians who consume cowhide to toxic chemicals reportedly capable of causing serious 
health conditions like cancer and sudden deaths.

plastic pellets to unsuspecting Nigerians

Healthwise Investigation
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noticed that most of the brown ponmo processing spots in 
the markets did not have firewood stacked near the open 
ovens.

Rather than firewood, our correspondent sighted scrap 
tyres, pieces of plastic, old shoes and cans of oil -- that were 
said to be engine oil, a claim which the reporter could not 
confirm. In Lagos markets, the ground plastic pieces are 
known as Jamanca.

Some of the markets where our correspondent observed 
the use of these dangerous fuel sources for processing 
ponmo were Agege, Barracks, Ijanikin abattoirs, including 
the private ponmo processing factories in the Adeniran 
Ogunsanya College of Education (AOCOED) and Iba LCDA, 
among others.

To ensure that their operations were kept from prying 
eyes, most of the ponmo processors prevented any form 
of pictures or video recordings and were quick to question 
strangers or anyone seen moving aimlessly around the 
premises.

 
We roast ponmo with tyres – processor

When this reporter visited the private ponmo processing 
facility at Check Point Bus Stop around the AOCOED, 
the reporter observed a ponmo processor, Anu Sunday, 
processing cowhide into brown ponmo. She used scrap tyres 
to fuel the fire roasting the raw cowhide.

Intermittently, Sunday was also seen using a bowl to 
scoop a black watery oily substance from a bucket and 
pouring the same on the burning tyre roasting the cowhide.

The expectant mother, who was employed by the owner 
of the processing facility, Bose Ajibade, aka Iya Ibeji, used no 
fewer than 10 tyres to roast five complete cowhides.

Asked why she refused to wear a nose mask to prevent 
inhalation of the heavy smoke emitting from the open oven, 
Sunday said, “I am used to burning it without covering my 
nose. If there is not much work, I do get paid N1,500, but 
I get more if the work is plenty. I have roasted about five 
complete cow skins with tyres today.”

 As Anu finished roasting each piece of cowhide, a ponmo 
trader, who gave her name as Florence picked up the fresh 
brown ponmo, cut it into pieces and transferred them to her 
daughter, Kehinde, who was seen splitting spoilt shoes as 
fuel for another fire. The shoes include leather shoes, plastic 
shoes and rubber shoes.

‘We use shoes to roast ponmo for profit’
Our correspondent asked Kehinde, dressed in a red 

gown, why she reroasted the ponmo after the initial roasting 
with tyres?

“What we are looking for is our gain. If we do not remove 
the hair, we will have to cut those parts away and it means 
we are cutting away our gain. So, we have to re-roast it with 
shoes to remove the hair completely.

“If you use shoes to roast the cow skin from the beginning, 
it won’t roast properly because the fire is not heavy and that 
is why they use tyres to start the roasting of the cowhides.

“They use tyres to roast about 100 completely flayed cow 
skins daily here and we do pay N1,000 per cow skin. They 
(Sunday and her boss) only help us and other customers to 
use tyres to roast but we are the ones that re-roast the roasted 
ponmo using shoes.

“The ones she (Sunday) roasted with tyres still have hair 
on them; I am using spoilt shoes to roast it again to remove 
the hair completely and to make the ponmo neat to attract 
patronage in the market,” the graduate said.

When Kehinde was done, the reporter purchased two 
pieces of ponmo.

 
Unexpected twist

Before his encounter with Kehinde and her mother, our 
correspondent had visited Ajibade’s facility three days earlier 
to meet her but was told that she was sick and couldn’t come 

to work because of her condition.
Other traders and businessmen selling outside the 

premises of the facility said she was likely to resume on 
Monday and advised the reporter to check back.

Before leaving the place, our correspondent moved 
around a bit and found stacks of disused shoes, scrap tyres, 
plastic kegs stored underneath a makeshift shed.

An imported raw cowhide immersed in salt for 
preservation was also seen among the collection of stored 
materials. A blackish stain was visible on Sunday’s face and 
clothes as brownish stains littered the premises where the 
roasting usually took place.

The brownish stains were from the remnants of the thin 
iron wires in the scrap tyres used to roast the ponmo. The 
waste of burnt metals is usually packed in sacks and sold 
to scrap buyers.

Unknown to our correspondent, his observational strolls 
and unapproved facility tour had attracted the suspicion of 
the traders and businessmen around the premises. Some of 
them alerted Ajibade that someone was snooping around her 
facility. But our correspondent’s encounter with her wouldn’t 
happen on that day.

Our correspondent returned to the facility a few days later. 
He met Sunday, Kehinde and Florence processing ponmo 
at the wetland. As he made his way out of the facility after 
buying some ponmo off Florence, a woman who was waiting 
at the entry point of the processing facility beckoned on him.

“Who are you and what are you doing here?”
“I am an undergraduate conducting research on how to 

make ponmo.” 
“Where is your school Identification Card?
 “Are you Ajibade, aka Iya Ibeji (the owner of the facility)?
The woman ignored the question and repeated her 

question with some sternness this time.
“I am asking if you are Ajibade because I have been 

coming here for the past three days but the people I met 
said Ajibade was sick but that she would come today. When 
I got here, I asked after her and was told she’s not around,” 
the reporter said.

“If people come from Alausa and discover I use tyres 
to make ponmo, they will say I want to kill people. I was 
informed that you came three days ago, but where is your 
ID card?”

At this point, the argument had attracted the traders and 
businessmen who quickly gathered around the reporter 
accusing him of sneaking into the facility.

The crowd looked upset. As the tension heightened, our 
correspondent knew he needed to act fast to deter the angry 
mob from assaulting him. He dipped his hand into his pocket, 
exhibited some pretentious reluctance and brought out his 
fake ID card.  

He handed it to Ajibade who vetted it, returned the 

card and allowed the reporter to leave the premises. As the 
reporter walked out of the premises he looked back and saw 
doubts on the faces of some members of the angry 
crowd and quickened his steps.

We roast ponmo with plastics - processor
At the Barracks Abattoir along the Lagos-Badagry 

Expressway, a ponmo processor, Sodiq Ogunmola, 
affirmed using only plastic to roast cowhides to produce 
ponmo. But right there and then, his female colleagues 
were seen using a combination of tyres, sticks and plastics 
to roast the cowhides.

When asked why they added tyres, Ogunmola said, “They 
just used it to light the fire,” but our correspondent observed 
the rubber of the scrap tyres, placed directly under the 
ponmo, melting into flames and roasting the cow’s skin till 
only tiny wires of irons were left in the open oven.

Also, the wall of the ponmo section in the abattoir was filled 
with black patches, tell-tale signs left behind by the constant 
smoke emitting from the tyres used in roasting the cowhides.

Ogunmola said, “What we use in making the fire is sticks 
and pieces of plastics; we only use tyres to start the fire. But 
the tyres usually make the ponmo turn black and that is why 
we hardly recommend it.

“After roasting the back of the cowhide for some minutes, 
we will roll the cowhide and change it to the other side and 
also roast it. We roast one ponmo for about 30 minutes. 
Afterwards, we will boil it inside hot water for about an hour 
to make it soft, we will then cut it into smaller pieces and 
immerse it inside ordinary water till the next day.

“From then, it is ready for eating. The plastics make the 
fire burn very well and we sometimes usually purchase it 
somewhere opposite the barracks.”

 
Tyres, plastics suppliers

Our correspondent traced one of the plastic suppliers, 
Abdulkadri Baba, to his base opposite the abattoir barracks 
and he confirmed selling a sack of plastics for N100 per 
kilogram to the ponmo processors at Barracks Abattoir.

“I don’t select the plastics, they just come, select the plastics 
they need and put it inside an empty sack. After the sack is 
filled, I will weigh the kilogram. I sell one kilogram for N100. 
They use the plastic when roasting the ponmo with fire,” the 
father of three said.

Around the same vicinity, our correspondent found 
Abdulkabir Isa, who supplies tyres to the ponmo processors. 
He said patronage from ponmo processors at the abattoir 
barracks usually started around 7 am.

He said, “I just went to get these tyres today. I supply 
tyres to the abattoir at Barracks and I sell each tyre for 
N100. Around 7am, those who usually roast ponmo in the 
slaughterhouse will come to my place to buy the tyres.”

 
No reference standard to run test –NAFDAC

In the course of his investigation, the reporter approached 
the National Agency for Food and Drug Administration 
and Control to run an analysis on the ponmo samples to 
determine the degree of danger that Lagos’ perilous ponmo 
poses to consumers.

The Director, NAFDAC Food Laboratory in the Oshodi 
area of the state, Dr Charles Nwachukwu, told our 
correspondent to return three days later for further 
deliberations on the test.

 Upon his return, Dr Nwachukwu introduced the reporter 
to one of the agency’s lead analysts who said the agency had 
no reference standards to run the analysis.

The analyst said, “The analysis is for Polyaromatic 
Hydrocarbons. But the challenge presently is the 
(unavailability of the) reference standards. There is no way 
we can do the test without the reference standards.

“What you are looking for is called PAHs, and there are 
about 15 European Union priority PAHs that we will look at 
while doing the analysis. So, you need to get those 15 major 

standards and when you 
have the reference standards, you 

run them alongside the samples.
“But the present challenge is that we have not even got the 

reference standards.”
Asked how long it would take to get the reference 

standards, the analyst said, “Mine is to submit the list, but it 
is the management that connects with the suppliers.”

This reporter later met with Dr Nwachukwu, who 
affirmed the analyst’s narrative. He revealed that the 
agency was yet to take delivery of the reference standards 
it purchased.

“We have not received reference standards; we run it 
(sample) with reference standards. We have paid for it. It 
(test) is not something we cannot do,” Nwachukwu said.

 
Nigeria’s testing standard for ponmo is still being 
developed –SON

Bent on using a government facility to run the analysis, 
the reporter visited the Standards Organisation of Nigeria 
in the Ogba area of the state.

There, the Director, Laboratory Services, SON, Dr Barth 
Ugwu, said there was no standard for ponmo testing in the 
country, adding that the standard was still being developed.

He said, “The standard is our working guide; it is the 
technical document which we have to use to benchmark 
the analysis. You cannot start going for a test for a product 
that has no standard. Standards cover every facet of life, both 
tangible and intangible products.

“The standard for ponmo is being developed and there is 
a process for standard development. You, first of all, identify 
the need for it and you assign it to a project officer who will 
do the preliminary gathering of data; do a test, and then all 
stakeholders who are involved in it will meet and deliberate 
on the standard using all manners of available data.

“We will have an internal first meeting which is a working 
group; then the second one is general which involves 
everybody that is involved in ponmo in the country. We 
will call them together and deliberate on it. After that, it 
goes for approval at the highest standards body and once 
it is approved, it becomes binding on people to abide by 
the standards.”

However, the implication of the lack of standards for 
ponmo in the country is that the entire ponmo processed and 
eaten by Nigerian consumers daily is unregulated.

Experts say ponmo that is processed with burning tyres 
and plastic are likely to be exposed to toxic chemicals, 
including carcinogenic heavy metals.

A Professor of Chemistry, Lagos State University, Rasaq 
Olowu, said chemicals emitting from the burning of tyres 
and plastics fueling  the roasting of ponmo are carcinogenic.

Olowu said, “Burning of tyres is hazardous to  health as it 
involves emission of toxic chemicals that can lead to cancer 
and irritation of skin. Burning of ponmo with tyres and 
plastics will lead to the release of a large number of PAHs, 
which are toxic to the system and usually affects the central 
nervous system that makes one die gradually.”

Reacting to ponmo processors’ lack of use of nose masks 
during processing, Olowu said, “Inhaling toxic chemicals will 
definitely affect the body system and because they (ponmo 
processors) don’t have the knowledge of what they are 
inhaling, they don’t use any protective measures.

“But if they know the health implication of what they are 
inhaling, they will discover that they are reducing their life 
span bit by bit because those chemicals they inhale increase 
the rate at which they can have cancer.”

A Professor of Microbiology, LASU, Kabiru Akinyemi, 
said, “Relevant agencies like NAFDAC should be saddled 
with such responsibility of ensuring that the processes and 
the people perpetrating such act are brought to book and 
sensitised to expose them to the dangers associated with 
consuming ponmo that is prepared through such processes.

“It is clear that when you burn tyres, definitely they will 
emit chemicals. Ponmo is flesh and has some composition 
that will react with the chemicals released by burning the 
tyres and plastics, and eventually cause delisarious effects 
to the consumers that may precipitate cancer, react with 
free radicals in the body and may eventually cause some 
respiratory or nervous disorder.”

Studies have shown that when these metals accumulate 
in the human body they trigger terminal illnesses that lead 
to untimely death.

• A man roasting ponmo with plastic pellets

plastic pellets to unsuspecting Nigerians

Healthwise Investigation
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On any weekday, the air over Universal 
Steels is certain to be thick with sooty 
fumes. These fumes are at the centre of 

a dispute that has pitted the company against 
the residents of an upscale estate in the heart 
of Lagos. 

residents of Adekunle Fajuyi Estate accuse 
the company of polluting their homes and 
environment with the heavy gases emanating 
from its huge machines. These gases, they add, 
are also responsible for the high incidence of 
cancer and respiratory ailments in the estate.

When our correspondent visited the 
company to get its side of the story, a company 
representative, mr. David Igwe, was quick to 
dismiss the allegations. 

Igwe said, “There is nothing like that. It is 
not true. We have an abatement plant that takes 
care of the gases we emit. We bought the plant 
two years ago and the Lagos State government 
was here during the launch. 

“Go to the Lagos State Environmental 
Protection Agency and they will tell you what we 
have done. We don’t pollute the environment 
and there is no estate that is affected by our 
operations.”

The test
In late november, 16 of the residents agreed 

to SUNDAY PUNCH’s request for a series of 
blood and urine tests that would either 
validate their allegations or confirm 
the company’s innocence. 

The tests were to determine 
the heavy metal concentrations 
in the residents’ blood systems 
and ascertain if they were 
within safe thresholds. 

For the tests, researchers 
from the Department of 
biochemistry, College of 
medicine, University of 
Lagos, randomly selected16 
residents who had lived in 
the estate for a minimum of 
seven years.

The team got 15 blood 
samples and 14 urine samples 
— one of the 16 residents did not 
give blood, while two declined to 
submit urine samples. Samples were 
also taken from borehole water, well water 
and a coconut from a 15-year-old coconut tree. 
SUNDAY PUNCH paid for the tests.

Killer metals in their blood
At the end of three weeks, the results were 

ready. The researchers published their findings 
in a 10-page report. The report showed that 
the concentrations of chromium, cadmium, 
zinc and iron in the blood of the residents of 
Adekunle Fajuyi Estate were much higher 
than the levels permitted by the World Health 
Organisation.

The head of the team that conducted the 
tests, Prof Albert Ebuehi, described the results 
as “alarming.” 

He warned that the residents’ blood had 
“heavy metal toxicity” which posed serious 
health risks.

According to him, the test showed that 
the urine and blood of the residents  were  
contaminated with chromium, cadmium, zinc 
and iron.

Ebuehi stated that the highest and lowest 
values of iron in the plasma of the tested 
residents were 8,067 per cent and 565 per cent 
respectively and were higher than the WHO 
permissible levels.

The cadmium level in the most contaminated 
resident among those tested was 130,000 
per cent greater than the WHO acceptable 
level. The least contaminated individual had 
cadmium concentration that was 327 per cent, 
higher than the normal value of 0.0011mg/L. 

According to professor, the levels of 
chromium in the tested residents were also 
‘alarming.’

The 16 residents also had high zinc toxicity 
in their plasma. The highest value of zinc was 
146 per cent, greater than the permissible level 
of 1.1mg/L, while the lowest was 7.3 per cent 

The rich also cry: Killer
In this second part of a three-part series, 

greater. 
The trend was the same with the urine tests. 

The highest value of iron in urine was 4,963 per 
cent, greater than the WHO acceptable level 
while the lowest was 205 per cent.

For cadmium in urine, the highest value was 
130,000 per cent, greater than the permissible 
level of 0.0011mg/L, with the lowest being 
46,363 per cent. 

The highest value of zinc was 143.6 per cent, 
higher than the WHO permissible level, while 
the lowest was 5.5 per cent. 

The heavy gas contamination was also 
extremely high in borehole water, well water 
and coconut water samples found in Adekunle 
Fajuyi Estate. 

The report stated that, “A final revelation 
became more glaring when these heavy 
metals were identified and determined in the 
coconut grown and harvested within the same 
vicinity.  The metals in the coconut water 
were abnormally high and unsafe for human 
consumption. 

 “Heavy metals could enter coconut water 
through soil or water contamination. The 
metals have also affected the quality of the 
water in the environment. They were detected 
in heavy quantities.”

Killing them softly
Ebuehi, an ordinarily unflappable 
academic, was so alarmed by the 

results that he advised residents 
to “leave the estate as soon as 

possible.”
He said, “They must 

not eat any fruit grown 
in the area; all their 
plants are contaminated 
because of the pollution 
of underground water. 
Already, the offspring of 
the 16 residents sampled 
are likely to have the heavy 
metals too. That may lead to 

generations of families with 
toxic metals in their systems. 

They have to leave that place 
for their own good.” 
Speaking on the likely effects 

of the metals that the residents 
have inhaled, Ebuehi said, “Inhalation 

of cadmium-containing fumes can result in 
metal fume fever, but may progress to chemical 
pneumonitis, pulmonary oedema and death. 

“Also, high levels of free ferrous iron react 
with peroxides to produce free radicals, which 
are highly reactive and can damage DnA, 
proteins, lipids and other cellular components. 
Excess iron damages the heart, liver and 
elsewhere and this can lead to coma, metabolic 
acidosis, shock, liver failure, coagulopathy, 
respiratory distress syndrome, long-term organ 
damage and even death. 

 “Chronic toxicity of zinc may produce gastric 
ulcer, pancreatitis, anaemia, nausea, vomiting 
and pulmonary fibrosis. Acute toxicity is 
manifested as fever and anaemia. Lead was not 
detected in the test.” 

‘Fatal without treatment’
In 1996, a team of medical scientists in 

India released the result of a study on the link 
between metal gases and gall bladder disease 
and cancer. The study was done over a year on 
96 patients with gall bladder diseases at the 
University Hospital, Varanasi, India.

The study concluded that the metal toxicity 
in the patients was caused by the dangerously 
high concentrations of heavy metals in drinking 
water in the regions where the patients lived. 

The team leader, Professor V.K. Shukla, 
wrote that, “The two regions lie down stream 
of the river Ganges, which is the main source of 
drinking, bathing, and irrigation water in this 
part of India and receives untreated domestic 
sewage and industrial and agricultural effluent. 

“High concentrations of cadmium 
have been reported in sewage, irrigation 
water and vegetables grown in the area; 
and higher concentrations of heavy metals 
than recommended by the World Health 

Note: WHO permissible level of  cadmium is 0.0004-0.0011mg/L;  zinc, 0.6- 1.1mg/L;  
iron, 3mg/L;  lead, 0.7 mg/L while chromium has no clear reference

Organisation have been reported in water from 
this region. Heavy metals as environmental 
pollutants have been implicated in human 
carcinogenesis. 

“These metals, especially cadmium, are 
excreted and concentrated in the hepatobiliary 
system. These metals are known as chemical 
carcinogens, so the high biliary concentrations 
of these metals in carcinoma of the gall bladder 
may be a factor in this cancer.”

A consultant surgeon based in Lagos, 
Dr. Sylvester Ikhisemojie, agreed with this 
research. According to him, excess cadmium 
has been linked to both cancer of the urinary 
bladder and stomach. 

He said, “A man who inhales a large dose of 
cadmium is not in much risk as one who does 
so in small amounts steadily over many years. 

“because cadmium is so toxic, even minimal 
exposure to dust can be extremely damaging to 
the body — the kidneys can shrink up to 30 per 
cent of their mass. Accumulation of cadmium 
in the lungs can cause pulmonary oedema. It 

is fatal without treatment.  In its milder form, 
cadmium toxicity can cause flu-like symptoms 
of cough, catarrh conjunctivitis, bronchitis and 
lung fibrosis. Chronically, excess cadmium 
causes bone softening (osteomalacia) and bone 
brittleness (osteoporosis), leading to deep-
seated pain and easy fractures.”

Ikhisemojie added that high concentrations 
of zinc can cause muscle cramps, headaches, 
blurring of vision, severe weakness and 
convulsions, while chromium causes “different 
types of bronchitis (severe respiratory disease), 
asthma, conjunctivitis, passage of blood in 
stools and lung cancer.”

As for iron, he said, “In excess amounts, it 
accumulates in the liver, which is the organ for 
detoxification and interferes with its cellular 
functions so adversely that the liver begins to 
shrink in a process known as liver chirosis. This 
will ultimately poison the organ leading to liver 
failure, as the majority of its cells have been 
made abnormal by the presence of excessive 
iron.”

16 residents of Adekunle Fajuyi Estate, 
Universal Steels Limited, revealed heavy 
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metals in the blood

A climatologist, Professor Temiloluwa 
Ologunorisa, of the Centre for Climate Change 
and Environmental research, Osun State 
University, Osogbo, reiterated the opinions of 
the medical doctors.

According to Ologunorisa, apart from the 
gases which the residents inhale in dry form, 
rainfall converts the gases to wet form, which 
are washed to the ground surface including roof 
surface.

He said, “The gases undergo some chemical 
reactions after combining with rain water to 
form more dangerous substances. Ultimately, 
some of the gases or substances formed are 
carcinogenic, and others can cause respiratory 
ailments.”

Another professor of climatology, 
Olukayode Oladipo, said apart from the heavy 
metals detected during the research, emissions 
from the steel company include iron oxides, 
sulphur oxides, calcium oxides, hydrocarbons, 
carbonaceous compounds and chlorides. 

He said, “It is therefore not surprising that 
high levels of chromium, cadmium, zinc and 
iron are found in the people living in the area. 
It is also not surprising that the water, air 
and soil around the industrial site have been 
contaminated with the series of emissions 
mentioned above.

“Operations of the industry must have 
some local effects on the thermal conditions 
(temperature) of the local environment. 
It will be interesting to find out if the 
temperature conditions around the steel 
company is higher than the surrounding 
environment to generate what we call urban 
heat island.”

Living in denial
When our correspondent told Igwe that 

there was evidence of the pollution from the 
company, he sidestepped the question and 
retorted, “We know how we settle journalists.”

He then left in a hurry, after promising 
to give the reporter another appointment. 

A subsequent text message to Igwe for the 
promised appointment was not replied. Our 
correspondent called him again; a man that 
sounded like Igwe picked the call but claimed it 
was a wrong number.

 “Please, check the number you are calling. 
You must have a wrong number,” he said.

residents said representatives of the 
company once told them that the area was 
mapped as an industrial estate, hence they had 
no reason to complain.

A resident, mohammed Yusuf said, “That 
argument cannot stand. Even if they got here 
before us, does that mean that they should not 
be socially responsible? The government gave 
us approvals to live here as a residential estate. 
So, they cannot claim that because they were 
told that it was an industrial estate, they should 
be killing us gradually with poisonous gases.

“Even in developed counties like America 
and britain, people live very close to so 
many manufacturing 
industries and 
t h e s e 

companies are very responsible. You don’t see 
the companies directing poisonous gases at the 
residents. They build high chimneys and direct 
their gases very far into the air. That is possible 
because they have a responsible government. 
but it is not the same here.”

The Commissioner for Physical Planning 
and Urban Development, Lagos State, mr. 
Toyin Ayinde, said Universal Steels could 
not excuse polluting the environment on the 
grounds of physical planning.

He said, “The Ogba area estate has both 
industrial and residential components and it is 
not unusual that they are so located. We have 
to return to the industrial safety laws. Does a 
man have a right to operate an industry at the 
expense of the people who are almost certainly 
his own clientele? I think not. 

“This is where the Lagos State ministry of 
the Environment and its agencies have a role 
to play, for they are the regulatory bodies to 
ensure that industrial effluent is controlled and 

environment-friendly.”
Drama at LASEPA

The government 
agency responsible 

for environmental 
matters in Lagos is 

the Lagos State 
Environmental 
P r o t e c t i o n 
A g e n c y . 
LASEPA, by 
law, is expected 
to monitor, 
manage and 

protect the 
Lagos State 

e n v i r o n m e n t 
from all forms of 

degradation arising 
from solid, liquid and 

gaseous waste.
The agency is also empowered by 

law to arrest persons, seal premises and seize 
items being used in the perpetuation of any 
offence.

When our correspondent met the General 
manager of LASEPA, mr. Adebola Shabi, the 
agency said it was not aware that Universal 
Steels was polluting the environment.

He said, “We were there two years ago to 
commission the abatement plant. I always 
use the company as an example for other 
manufacturing companies. We shut them down 
some years ago but after that, they bought 
the plant to take care of the greenhouse gases 
they emit. Apart from the harm they cause to 
humans, these gases deplete the ozone layer 
and cause climate change. The company takes 
care of the gases they emit. I am not aware that 
any person is suffering poor health due to gases 
from the company.”

When SUNDAY PUNCH insisted that there 
was evidence that the company emits gases 
with high metal concentrations every day apart 
from Sundays, Shabi raised a four-man team to 
investigate the allegation. 

The following day, our correspondent led the 
LASEPA team to Adekunle Fajuyi Estate where 
they took pictures of thick emissions from the 
company that was settling in peoples’ homes. 
They also spoke to the residents.

After spending some hours in the estate, 
the team decided to go to Universal Steels to 
confront its officials with the evidence. 

On getting to the company, Igwe was not 
pleased to see our correspondent with the 
team.

He said, “Government should not be 
conniving with the press. LASEPA is a regulatory 
agency that monitors the environment and I see 
nothing wrong with the agency paying a visit to 
the company. but you should not be partnering 
press while conducting your duties.”

At this point, the team asked our 
correspondent and the photojournalist to 
excuse the two parties.

Thirty minutes later, Igwe and the LASEPA 
officials came out and said they were going on 
a tour of the company’s facilities. Igwe said our 
correspondent and a female member of the team 
could not go on the tour because they had a pair of 
sandals on. SUNDAY PUNCH’s photojournalist 
was also not allowed on the tour, even though he 
wore a pair of covered shoes.

When the LASEPA officials and Igwe 
returned from the tour, the company 
representative crowed to our reporter, “I have 
shown LASEPA round, you can ask the agency 
all you want to know. They will tell you.”

On leaving the premises, the team told 
SUNDAY PUNCH that the company said it 
had only been emitting the gases for about two 
weeks and that it had bought some equipment 
to fix its leaking roofs and pipes.

Memorandum without 
understanding 

Three days after the SUNDAY PUNCH’s 
visit, residents got an invitation from LASEPA 
for a meeting with the company on December 
3.

At the end of the meeting, both parties signed 
a memorandum of understanding. A copy of the 
moU, which was obtained by our correspondent, 
stated that Universal Steels agreed to “fix its 
faulty furnaces, repair its dilapidated roofs, and 
start a remedial measure.”

It also promised to replace the filtration 
bags of the abatement plant in two weeks and 
install a hood and blower to filter the emission. 
It agreed to alert LASEPA within 24 hours of 
breakdown and be financially responsible for 
the cost of any remediation work that may need 
to be done to abate the nuisance and restore the 
damaged environment.

The steel company promised in the moU 
to complete its factory maintenance before the 
second week of January.

However, a few days after the moU was 
signed, the residents told SUNDAY PUNCH 
that Universal Steels was still polluting the air 
with the poisonous emissions in the middle of 
the night.

•Fumes from Universal Steels. Inset: The company. Photos: Stanley Ogidi

TOYOSI OGUNSEYE reports that medical tests conducted on 
off Adeniyi Jones, Ikeja, Lagos, who are exposed to fumes from 
metals in their blood, urine and water that could lead to death

• Continue reading online: www.punchng.com
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WHAT was the most memorable story you covered during your 
time as a journalist with The PUNCH?

As a newsman with a knack for exclusive stories, I covered so many 
beats - politics, judiciary, business, labour, etc, from where I got many 
of them. The most memorable one is the story about the defunct 
National Electoral Commission importing hurricane lanterns for 
one of the general elections during Babangida’s military regime. 
I was at the NEC headquarters then at the old National Assembly 
complex at Race Course, Lagos, with other political correspondents 
when two trailers were led into the premises. I got curious and left the 
NEC office to know what exactly the trucks carried. Lo and behold! 
hundreds of cartons of lanterns, which were so labelled! There was 
not enough space at the office, so security men had to divert the 
vehicles to the old ECOWAS secretariat nearby. I followed the trucks 
on foot and joined those trying to unload the cartons. I got my facts 
and raced to NEC’s PRO office for confirmation and balance. ‘Go 
and publish what you saw,’ Mr. Tonnie Iredia, the PRO told me, 
a wry smile on his face. It became The PUNCH lead story the next 
day. My colleagues on the beat were stunned and wondered why I 
didn’t share it with them. Who does that in a do-or-die competition 
for exclusive stories?

How has journalism evolved over the 50 years since PUNCH was 
founded, and what do you think the future holds for the industry?

There have been many faces and indeed phases of journalism 
since PUNCH was founded. In the ‘50s to ‘70s, journalism was 
comparatively new in the country. It was for the dropouts and those 
who couldn’t make it in other professions but who could write good 
English Language and who were rugged and patriotic enough to 
engage colonial and military rulers of those days that were in the 
profession. But in spite of their challenges, many of them did well and 
raised the banner of their profession. They operated under stressful 
conditions like low pay, inadequate or lack of relevant tools, inconducive offices, 
poor management, etc. For instance, when I joined PUNCH in 1986, the newsroom 
was not fit for human habitation, particularly because of the intense heat due to 
poor ventilation in the enclosed structure called ‘Hollywood’ those days. As a state 
correspondent, I had no office in Yola; no communication gadgets – radio-phone, 
telephone, or telex facilities.

But things have changed now for the better. With improvement in Information 
Technology, more communication institutions are spewing forth hundreds of 
well-baked journalists, the sky is the limit, even with the social media and the 
challenges they pose in terms of competition. I am aware that PUNCH is one of 
the high-fliers in the industry now with good pay and better conditions of service. 
The future looks brighter, provided we learn to adjust to the hurricane of change.

Kindly share any behind-the-scenes anecdotes or experiences from your years 
in journalism that stand out to you.

They are many. Anecdotes like ‘publish and be damned’, ‘Bread and butter 
journalism’, ‘deadlines are deathlines’, ‘This story smells or is salty/oily,’ meaning 
that the writer has collected ‘Brown envelopes’ to aid publication were very common 
those days. During the era of long knives when many were relieved of their jobs in 
PUNCH those days, the phrases like ‘sa bale’, ‘tayo fun un’ (cut him down or shove 
him out), etc were rife those days.

What role do you believe PUNCH has played in shaping the community or country 
over the past 50 years?

The PUNCH has always championed the rights of the downtrodden and defended 
democratic norms and practices even at the risk of its own existence, as it strives 
to perform its traditional functions of informing, educating and entertaining its 
diversified audience. It confronted military juntas headlong, got bruised in the 
process and did not waver. It remains a quintessential model of socially responsible 
journalism practice always rooting for good governance.

As someone who has witnessed the industry’s evolution firsthand, what advice 
would you give to aspiring journalists today?

Aspiring journalists should first get educationally qualified for the job so that 
they get to know what they are in for; acquaint themselves with the ethics of the 
profession, its constitutional relevance, laws of libel and sedition in particular, 
etc. It is not good to just stumble on the job just because you are able to write 
good prose. Journalism is far beyond that. You must have a flair for the job and 
the psychological stamina to do it. You must be able to read wide and cultivate 
qualities like nose for news, inquisitiveness, integrity, perseverance, patience, and 
the love to disseminate truth.

What do you consider to be the biggest challenges facing journalism today, and 
how can media houses like PUNCH address them?

The biggest challenges are inadequate financial resources, poor management of 

PUNCH remains a model of socially 
responsible journalism practice 

– Former News Editor, Onabanjo

D
ipo Onabanjo was a class of 1983-1993 who joined PUNCH Newspapers as a pioneer State Correspondent for the 
old Adamawa State in 1986. In this interview with Adekunle Sulaimon, he shares his experiences covering several 
beats – including Politics, Judiciary, Business, and Labour, among many others

human and material resources, poor remuneration, job and national insecurity, corruption, poor 
training and poor reading culture particularly in a society like ours. Media houses must address 
these challenges frontally by ensuring that media owners raise enough capital to guarantee 
adequate funding of the industry and proper training of media managers. 

There have been too many misfits in media management over the years who manage the media 
by whims and caprices thus bringing misfortunes to journalists and their careers. 

More on-the-job trainings for journalists and media managers to bring them at par with latest 
developments.

Requirements for media ownership should be more stringent to disallow unserious, corrupt 
business men who may want to establish media for personal aggrandisement and opaque motives. 

Media owners must continue to acquire modern technology to smoothen the production 
process and make the job less herculean. Professional unions such as NUJ, NGE, RATTAWU, 
etc, and media-related NGOs must turn their searchlights on media organisations to ensure due 
diligence, especially in the area of human resources management of the media.

How do you feel about being part of a media house that has reached such a significant 
milestone, and what does this anniversary mean to you personally?

I feel great. I feel rewarded that all those years of toil, suffering, and smiling did not go to waste. 
You know, success, as they say, has so many brothers. Thus, the anniversary is a big plus for me. 
I can beat my chest now and crow that I was part of the success!

What do you hope the legacy of our media house will be as it moves into its 
next chapter?

The legacy of a big dream fulfilled; of dignity justified; of hope raised should continue to drive 
the next chapter of this great media giant no matter the odds.

In your opinion, what sets PUNCH apart from others in the industry, and how has this 
contributed to our longevity?

What sets PUNCH apart is a combination of integrity, due diligence, best management 
practices including intense profit drive, respect for professional ethics, and discipline. All these 
have contributed in no small measure to its longevity.

And what are some of the key journalistic principles that have guided our media house since 
its inception, and how have they remained relevant over time?

Respect for professional ethics; good language use, better packaging, respect for timelines/
deadlines; punchy and timely editorials; responding to and addressing reader’s needs through 
follow-ups in particular.

Can you reflect on the role of investigative journalism at PUNCH and its impact on society 
over the past 50 years?

There is no doubt that investigative journalism by the PUNCH journalists has exposed a lot of 
things the governments as well as some public individuals and corporate bodies would have loved 
to hide. From the burning of Fela’s house in the ‘70s,  Cement Armada of the Gowon era, ‘Tarka-
me-I-Dabor’ you scandal, the $2.8bn missing oil money palaver of the Shagari era; disclosures 
about coups and counter-coups, June I2 and MKO Abiola’s struggles; to illegal bunkering and 
economic sabotage, etc; all had the punchy stamp of PUNCH newspapers’ investigative prowess. 

Its courageous roles in the above impacted positively on society and governance.
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AT what point did you join PUNCH Newspapers?
I was a pioneer staff of PUNCH Newspapers. I 

was a part of the people who started the company. 
There was the standing PUNCH, which I was not 
a part of. But, when the PUNCH started, I was a 
pioneer staff. I was the State Editor, Oyo State of 
The PUNCH. This was many years ago. 

How was your time like in The PUNCH?
It was a good experience. I was covering the 

whole of Oyo State, but I was based in Ibadan, 
the state capital. After that, I was posted to the 
headquarters in Lagos to cover the Constitution 
Drafting Committee. Then, I was sent to the State 
Assembly. I was later transferred to cover the 
National Assembly. Much later, I was made News 
Editor at The PUNCH. I then rose to become the 
Editor of the Evening PUNCH. I was the first and 
only editor of the Evening PUNCH. This was many 
years ago. 

I left The PUNCH to become the press secretary 
to three governors in Ondo State – Ekundayo 
Olaleye, Olabode George, and Sunday Olukoya. 

What was the transition like for you, from journalism 
to government relations?

It was an adventure, like any other. I later became 
Director in the Presidency at the Office of the 
Secretary to the Government of the Federation, 
where I served for about 12 years before I retired. 
So, moving from one role to the other was just 
an adventure for me, and I enjoyed all the roles 
I had the privilege to play by way of my various 
appointments. It was a way of contributing my own 
quota to national development. 

What would say was your most pleasant experience 
while working with PUNCH?

The PUNCH is a family. At that time, we had a 
canteen at Onipetesi, Ikeja, Lagos. We had a lot of 
people, including Uncle Sam Amuka, before the 
split. We were like a family. Dayo Wright, Sola 
Odunfa, and Chief Ayo Adefolalu. It was simply a 
family setting. We worked as a family; the company 
grew as a family. Then, the founding chairman, the 
late Chief Olu Aboderin, was still alive. He made 
sure we worked as one family. At that time, I think 
our circulation was about 500,000 copies. This 
was because the judgment of the Supreme Court 
against the late Chief Obafemi Awolowo’s appeal 
of September 1979 got us selling about 740,000 
copies of that particular edition.

Did you start your journalism career in the PUNCH?
I started my journalism career with the Nigerian 

Tribune under the late Lateef Jakande, a former 
governor of Lagos State. After a few years, I left 
Tribune for the Nigerian Herald, where I was a 
pioneer staff under Chief Ebenezer Williams and 
Chief Biodun Aloba. It was from the Nigerian 
Herald that I joined The PUNCH. It was a very 
good adventure with PUNCH.

What do you miss the most about working with 
PUNCH?

I miss a lot. The paper was well established. I 
remember the story that made us super was the 
burning of the late Fela Anikulapo Kuti’s house. 
I did not cover the story because I was in Ibadan 
then. That was the story that pushed PUNCH to 
the front burner in Nigerian journalism. At that 
time, we were competing favourably with the Daily 
Times, the Nigerian Observer, and the New Nigeria 
– and these were strong papers of that time with 

every day, and when compared to other 
newspapers, you can clearly see the quality and 
hard work that goes into every piece. 

Those managing the paper now are doing a 
beautiful job managing the paper in this time 
of tough economic reality, and I pray and wish 
them success as PUNCH enters into another 
cycle of 50 years. They should continue to do 
what is right, uphold the spirit of excellence, 
shun tribalism and ethnicity, and run the paper 
with integrity and honesty so it can last another 
50 years and even beyond. 

How do you feel celebrating PUNCH at 50?
I feel very elated. This is a paper I gave my all, 

and I am proud it is still here, doing wonders. 
I simply want PUNCH to keep the flag flying. 
I am proud of PUNCH. That is the only legacy 
we have for those who have worked at PUNCH 
before. We are happy every day watching our 
baby doing well. We are extremely proud of all 
the staff of PUNCH and what they are doing. I 
read the stories PUNCH journalists put out, and 
I am just proud. They must all keep it up and 
make sure they keep the flag flying. Even as I 
write a column now for other newspapers, I am 
really proud of the work PUNCH is doing. I am 
proud to have worked in PUNCH, and I wish 
them a beautiful 50th anniversary celebration.

good circulation but most of them are dead now.
I am happy the PUNCH has survived till now 

because all its contemporaries are dead or dying. 
What in ypur estimation is responsible for this 

survival?
It is the staff. PUNCH has a way of getting the 

very best in the industry and very dedicated staff 
for that matter. At that time, you dare not mess 
up. The tradition then was that if one wrote a story 
that ended up being denied, that person would 
be sacked. So, we had to work extra hard to make 
sure we got the correct story to avoid sanctions and 
queries. It took the courage of people like Muyiwa 
Adetiba, Lateef Jimoh, and others to establish and 
make the PUNCH what it was then.

The paper is still glowing and shining even today. 
I am particularly happy that the staff are still 
keeping the flag flying against all odds in this tough 
terrain of online and citizen journalism. May God 
bless them and continue to keep them strong. 

What advice would you share with the management 
of PUNCH on how to manage the next 50 years and 
beyond?

(Laughs) I don’t think I need to give any advice 
to the management and staff of PUNCH. They are 
doing an amazing job running the newspaper and 
keeping it relevant in this age and time. They are 
doing a remarkable job. They just need to continue 
in the PUNCH tradition. 

Working hard is a PUNCH tradition. With hard 
work, commitment, dedication, and honesty, 
anyone can survive at PUNCH. Those who have 
managed the PUNCH after the founding chairman 
– Chief Ogunshola, Sir Osinubi, amongst others 
– have done a fantastic job. They just need to 
continue doing their very best to make sure that the 
paper does not lose its focus and taste. PUNCH all 
over Nigeria and around Africa is seen as a credible 
and fantastic source for news and updates. They 
must not drop the ball or compromise standards.

I know that with the current economic trajectory 
and inflation almost hitting the sky, it would 
be really difficult to keep the paper afloat. I am 
sure PUNCH’s production has also dropped like 
other newspapers’, but I think the quality of the 
PUNCH is still there. I buy and read PUNCH 
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PUNCH in Nigeria and Africa is a credible source for 
news and updates  – Former Editor, Evening Punch, Teniola

A
fter a stint of work experience in other media houses, Eric Teniola decided to work in the PUNCH and it paid off 
as he rose to become a News Editor and the Editor of the Evening PUNCH before he left to work for the Ondo 
State Government and later, the Federal Government. He tells GODFREY GEORGE how his journey into PUNCH 

began and how it helped to shape his life

I am happy 
the PUNCH 
has survived 
till now 
because all its 
contemporaries 
are dead or 
dying
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the Government Reserved Area, Ikeja. I stayed with them till I got a job with 
PUNCH in 1987. 

So, your first job was with PUNCH? 
No. My first job was not at PUNCH. I don’t like to be idle, so immediately 

after my NYSC, I got a job with a printing press. While I was there, I was 
illustrating books. Somebody saw me and he was surprised because that 
was the first time he saw a female artist draw and design. He was the one 
who told me that there was a job offer in PUNCH. He said that he saw the 
advertisement and that there was a vacancy at PUNCH. When I got to 
PUNCH, I met with the former Managing Director, Ademola Osinubi, who 
was the deputy editor then. I sat for a test an qualified for employment.

Why did you decide to study Fine Art? 
Fine Art was what I did without any problem. I did it comfortably. It 

was something I did without any struggle. When I told my dad I wanted 
to study Fine Art, it was kind of easy because he knew I loved to design. 
I also had my internship at Hope Newspaper which was owned by the 
former Governor of Bendel State the late Gen. Ogbemudia who won 

on the platform of the National 
Party of Nigeria. So, I was indirectly 
involved in politics from there. I was 
designing, and working for them as 
a young lady. When I was serving 
in Abeokuta, I was the first artist to 
draw a mural on a school wall. 

How would you describe your years 
in PUNCH? 

It was a wonderful experience. I 
was employed as the only female 
in the Graphics and Design 
department. I had to teach others 
how to be organised. People began 
to recognise me as the one who 
could supply whatever they needed 
in the department. I didn’t know that 
people were watching me. I was just 
doing my thing because I loved my 
job. I devoted myself to the work. 
So, when we were to upgrade to 
computer and system applications, 
I was sent for training. It was such a 
beautiful experience. 

How did you cope with the job when 
you got married? 

I became born again; so a lot 
of things changed for me. I got 
married in 1997. In 1997, the signs 
of marriage started coming up. I 
got married to a man who is an 
evangelist. Incidentally, he wanted 
me to be a career woman. So, we 
didn’t have any issues with my job. 
My husband is one of my greatest 
supporters. He encouraged me. 
My husband is not the kind of man 
who would monitor his wife up and 
down; he just wanted me to do well. 
He supported me in every area, 

WHAT was your childhood and educational background like?
My name is Elizabeth Oritsegbemi Diolulu. formerly known as Miss 

Elizabeth Aya. I grew up during the Civil War. I started my primary 
education at Okotie Eboh Primary School: the school that went viral 
in Sapele, Delta State following the expulsion of a pupil, Success, 
from the school over failure to pay school fees. I did my primary one 
in that school in 1967. Thereafter. I went to Benin where I continued 
my primary school education properly. 

I grew up at the Nigerian Institute for Palm Oil Research because 
my dad worked there. From there, I moved on to Anglican Girls 
Grammar School, Ughelli, Delta State. Thereafter, I studied Fine Art 
at Auchi Polytechnic, Edo State majoring in Textile Design. I served in 
Abeokuta Girls Grammar School, Ogun State where I taught Fine Art. 
It was in Ogun State that I made friends who helped to shape my life.

After my service year, I told my parents I wasn’t going back to 
(then) Bendel State that I would love to stay back in Ogun State and 
look for a job in this part of the country. At first, I squatted with some 
of my friends but eventually, I moved in with my uncle and aunt at 

F
ormer Manager of Editorial Production, Mrs Elizabeth Diolulu, speaks 
to VICTORIA EDEME on her rewarding experience at The PUNCH Nigeria 
Limited

The 50th 
anniversary 
celebration 
of PUNCH 
offers us an 
opportunity 
to honour 
its resilient 
legacy amidst 
the harsh 
economic 
realities 
facing the 
print media 
industry 
today
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Through PUNCH’s  scholarship I 
earned a Master’s Degree  abroad 

– Former Manager, Production, Diolulu



especially when the children started to come; he helped 
to take care of them. He stood with me and didn’t put too 
much pressure on me. I never employed home help while I 
was giving birth. If I was not at home, he would take care of 
the children. If not, I would bring the children to the office.

What were your high and lowest points while working at 
PUNCH? 

The high moment was when I completed my Master’s 
programme in Media Enterprise at the School of Media 
and Communication, Pan Atlantic University. Right from 
the beginning, I had the desire to return to school but 
there was no opportunity for me to do this. Along the line, 
i got exposed to some programmes, specifically certificate 
courses. Through the PUNCH scholarship, I went to the 
School of Media Communications; I paid 50 per cent of the 
tuition and PUNCH paid the rest. I was invited for written 
and oral interviews when I applied for the programme at 
its inception in 2009. The day I was graduating was the 
peak for me.

Were there any low points? 
The lowest point I experienced was when the military 

was persecuting us. You could just be working in the studio 
and some strange people would just walk in and order you 
to get out of the office. That was the lowest point. At that 
time, I used to be very alert and I would carry everything 
that we needed for production outside the office to my 
house. I was not married at the time and I did that as an 
extra measure if we needed to produce outside the office. 
That was the real low point in my life. There were times 
you would be in the office and you would see some strange 
people walk into the office, you would not know who they 
were and they could be slapping people on their heads. 
I had been to the office before and as I sat down, some 
people walked up to me and shouted, ‘Get out of this place 
now’. I never thought those kind of things could happen.

As a female graphic artist among males, did you experience 
any gender-related challenge? 

No, I did not. That’s  because I did not see any difference 
between them and me. If I had challenges, it may be when 
I was sick. There was a day I came to work and I collapsed; 
I was immediately rushed to the hospital. I did not know I 
was that ill, but because of the things that I had scheduled, 
I came to work. 

Did you ever feel intimidated being the only woman among 
the men?

I never felt intimidated. I never thought about it because 
I do what I do well; so no one intimidates me. 

How did you deal with harassment? 
I just walked through it. 
Do you recall any incident? 
The one I can recall was when I was much younger. 

As a young lady then, when you got into the newsroom, 
every guy would think they could have a go at you but I 
ignored them. 

The pre-press once practiced the ‘cut-and-paste’ method of 
page planning, which has since given way to modern technology 
in newspaper production. What exactly did the ‘cut-and-paste’ 
mean? 
What it simply meant was that instead of planning pages 
on the computer like we do now, what we had then was 
cardboard which was in columns. We had a heap in the 
office. If you wanted to plan a page, you would cut the 
cardboard. If you are doing the cover, the masthead would 
be at the top of the cardboard; then we used cow gum to 
paste the masthead on a film form on the cardboard. We 
used a craft knife to cut it. We had rulers, set square, and 
a board that could be likened to the ones students use for 
technical drawing in the secondary school.

We used Ronson oil to remove some stains while 
preparing the paper. If you put the gum on the cardboard, 
you paste the material on it. The news material, after the 
editing, would be typed with compugraphic typesetting 
machines, and the materials were exposed in dark rooms 

it was in the gally form because the gally paper would not 
tear and you have to cut it. The sub-editor would then 
instruct us on how he wanted us to do the layout. Then we 
applied the cow gum and created designs with it. What I was 
known for was coming up with very complicated designs; 
some of the copies are still in the library. I became very 
good at it and when we were doing 16 pages, I could paste 
13 pages of the newspaper. We had a lot of people working 
for us but a lot of them just left the job for me because they 
felt I liked to work. What I did then was that I would come 
early and begin to work on the early pages, and then the 
editor would do corrections. I would re-paste and send it 
to the people in the newsroom who would sign it in at the 
lithography unit. Lithographers would take a photo shot 
and convert the page to a film. They would strap it together, 
take it to the darkroom, and expose it onto a plate. After it 
had been exposed on the plate, they would take it through 
a processor and finally, it would be washed clean. The plate 
would be washed, bent, and sent to the press hall. When 
it is strapped, it would not be neat because you would see 
the lines in the newspaper. The dark lines are because they 
could not cover lines with opaque fluid. I had to know all the 
processes of the work until we were introduced to computer 
software packages. 

What’s your advice for young employees? 
What I would advise the younger ones to do is to be very 

serious with the work they are doing, because PUNCH is 
like a training ground. A lot of people have left PUNCH but 
now they are superstars. You have to work hard and 
if you can work hard in PUNCH, you would go out 
there and be very successful. A lot of people have 
left the company and they are doing well both 
within and outside the country. If the company 
did not have a culture of hard work, I am not 
sure they would do well. There is no person 
who diligently did his job that is out there and is 
not doing well. Pay attention and be devoted to 
your work. I never thought that I would have the 
career path that I did, but I am so grateful for the 
career path particularly as far as newspaper design 
is concerned. I am glad that I could contribute 
positively to PUNCH. As a young person, my 
ambition was to design a fabric that every person in 
this country would wear; I never knew that my dream 
would come true through designing a newspaper. 

What was your most memorable moment in 
your 35 years in PUNCH? 

I was the longest serving 
production manager in PUNCH. 
In those years, managers in 
that position do not last. They 
may walk into some fraud or 
the problems and be told to 
resign. When I got there, I 
affected them positively. I 
was there for about three 
years and seven months. 
When I left there, I was 
so sad. I was moved 
back to the pre-
press department. 
Another  peak 
for me was the 
h a n d l i n g  o f 
t h e  P UN  C H 
C h r i s t i a n 
Fellowship for 
over 10 years. 

What do you 
think is the future 
of newspaper 
b u s i n e s s  i n 
Nigeria? 

It seems as if paper production would fade out 
but I doubt it would happen in this part of the 
world. Even in Europe and America, they still 
have the print. Recently, Goss International, 
makers of the printing machine we use, sold it 
to Manroland, which is a press design company 
in Germany. Now that Goss has been fused with 
Manroland, the idea is for them to come out with 
designs for web presses that would be used in 
the future. They would come out with presses 
that would do less but achieve a lot. That print 
would fade away, I do not think so. Some books 
have to be printed, especially for learning as the 
computer is not too good for the eyes. The paper 
is still very handy and useful; so, I do not think 
that it would go like that. 

What have you been up to since you left PUNCH 
in 2022?

It’s been wonderful. I just  needed a break from 
doing the job I did for 35 years. Travelling is one 
of my hobbies. The gateway for travelling is open 
for me, as I went on some trips last year. At the 
moment, I’m still on my travelling spree?

What are your best wishes for PUNCH at 50?
When I started working in PUNCH, we had 

virtually nothing. We simply moved along 
with the evolution in journalism 

and technology. My prayer 
is that PUNCH will be 

able to get into the 
mainstream and do 
so well. I wish the 
newspaper all the 
best, as it moves 
into another era 
of growth and 
development. 
G o d  w i l l 
continue to make 

PUNCH shine.
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WHAT inspired you to pursue 
a career in journalism, and 

how did you end up working with 
such a reputable media house as 
the PUNCH?

Growing up, I was 
surrounded by newspapers 
and magazines. My 
father was a civil servant 
who bought the daily 
newspapers regularly. He 
bought at least five papers 
a day. When he brought 
the papers home, I would 
relieve him of them and 
would bury my head in the 
newspapers and magazines. 
I remember reading 
magazines like DRUM, 
SPEAR, NEWBREED, etc. 
I guess I fell in love with the 
written word at an early age. 
I remember one article I 
read as a 15-year-old,  which 
has stuck to my memory to 
date. It was written by a very 
witty fellow, with the pen 
name SAD SAM. The title 
of the article was: ‘Oh Lord, 
save me from my friend. My 
enemy, I can take care of!’

So, with such a 
background, it should be no surprise that I ended 
up being a journalist. If you grew up in the 70s, 
you would feel the impact of The PUNCH. Its 
punch line was: ‘The Lively Paper for Lively 
Minds.’

It was a refreshingly different newspaper. I 
loved the cartoons, and of course, as a teenager, 
one looked forward to seeing the beautiful ‘Page 3 
Girls’ that the paper featured every day.

Besides, The PUNCH positioned itself as the 
voice of the voiceless, always holding the military 
government to account with its biting reports. 
Not to also forget the paper’s coverage of the 
Fela Anikulapo travails with the government. It 
was remarkable. So, I told myself that one day, I 
would work at The PUNCH.

As my Christian friends would say: the rest is 
history.

What would you say were the key things that convinced 
you to join The PUNCH during your first meeting with the 
then General Manager, Mr Ademola Oshinubi, in 1996?

Mr. Osinubi’s reputation as a thorough-bred 
reporter had preceded him. He was a crack 
reporter with a high level of integrity.

When I was ushered into his office, he gave me 
a firm handshake and his opening statement: ‘let 

policemen were fooled. But when I was slow 
in paying the water rate, they threatened to 
throw me into the Atlantic ocean. That was 
some experience! It was one thought one 
would have wished ever came, but I was there, 
frightened and at the same time ready to work 
- feed our readers with the happenings in the 
warring border zones.

What do you believe sets The PUNCH apart from 
others in terms of its approach to journalism and 
reporting?

When I was receiving the first Newspaper 
of the year award on behalf of The PUNCH, 
I think that was in 1997, I said The PUNCH 
was a newspaper read by the cleric and 
mechanic; a paper read by the professor and 
the proletariat.

PUNCH does not betray the trust of its 
readers  –  Former Editor, The Punch, Ogunleye

G
bemiga Ogunleye was a former Editor of The PUNCH Daily Title and also the Deputy Editor-in-Chief. He 
later switched full time to legal practice as a media law practitioner after a meritorious service at the 
flagship newspaper, which he joined in the late 90s. In this interview with ADEKUNLE  SULAIMON, he 

bares it all, narrating his experience first as a features Editor and how he got to sit as the Editor

During my time 
at The PUNCH, it 
was automatic 
for staff to have 
a percentage 
increase in 
salary every 
January. I can’t 
remember the 
percentage 
now. Of course, 
PUNCH was the 
highest-paying 
newspaper in the 
country
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me sell The PUNCH to you!’
I knew immediately that I was going to join the 

PUNCH train.
Can you share some of the very memorable stories you 

covered your career at the PUNCH?
Let me share one that still gives me goose 

pimples every time I remember it.
The year was 1994, and there was tension 

between Nigeria and Cameroon over the oil-rich 
Bakassi peninsular. The threat of war between 
both countries was real. Journalists were barred 
from going to the area, but my Features Editor at 
The Guardian sent me there as our readers were 
entitled to know what was going on there.

After landing at the Calabar airport, I had to 
take a speed boat to Bakassi.

I couldn’t swim, so I thought to myself; ‘what if 
this boat capsizes?’ My thoughts were suddenly 
interrupted by the noise of another boat packed 
full with naval policemen. I was shaking! I 
managed to hide my taperecorder and camera.

The men barked orders, asked for our 
destination, and demanded that we pay ‘water 
rate’.

Before leaving Calabar, I had a change of 
outfit. When I looked into the mirror, I could 
pass for a semi-literate fisherman. So, the Naval 

•See next page
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PUNCH is a newspaper that is not afraid to hold leaders and the government 
to account.

These qualities set it apart and earned it the trust of the people.
How does it feel to be part of a media house that is celebrating 50 years of excellence in 

journalism, and what do you think the future holds for the industry? 
 Naturally, I feel happy. Especially because those who took over the baton 

from us are keeping the flag flying. In a birthday message I sent to the 
Managing Director of The PUNCH, some days back, I told him that we are 
proud of him.

What would you say about brown envelope journalism, and how has PUNCH maintained 
an applaudable position on this menace?

The ethics of our profession frowns strongly at what you have described as 
brown envelope journalism. It diminishes the reporter and the organisation he 
represents.

What The PUNCH has done to insulate its reporters from this malaise is the 
attractive welfare package it has for its staff.

During my time at The PUNCH, it was automatic for staff to have a 
percentage increase in salary every January. I can’t remember the percentage 
now. Of course, PUNCH was the highest-paying newspaper in the country. 
And the paper also paid its reporters transport allowance for them to go 
and source stories. That, to a very large extent, addressed the issue of brown 
envelope journalism. But don’t forget that out of every eleven disciples, 
there would always be a Judas. So, once a reporter is guilty of the 11th 
commandment, which is, ‘Thou Shall Not Be Caught’, he or she is shown the 
way out.

Can you share any behind-the-scenes stories from your time as a journalist that you think 
exemplifies the dedication and integrity of your profession?

I would say that the resolve of journalists of my time to ensure that the 
country returns to democratic rule stands out. We were uncompromising on 
this. We wrote articles, pungent editorials, and stories to impress it on the 
military that those trained to kill have no business in government.

How did you find your feet in the legal world years after being a successful journalist? 
And what were the challenges you encountered in navigating into the new path, and how 

did you overcome them?

Mentorship is important. It has helped me a lot. Finding my feet in law 
was a bit tasking. I remember enrolling in LASU that year to study law 
while combining my duties as the editor of this great newspaper. After my 
evening classes, I would drive down back to PUNCH to coordinate the news 
that would make the paper the following day. It was not the social media 
days that we have now where it is very easy for one to do the job from 
anywhere. In all honesty, I have the fortune of being mentored by one of the 
best legal minds: Mr. Jiti Ogunye.

Through his guidance, it wasn’t too difficult to navigate the legal field. 
And I guess my background as a journalist has helped me.

Since I enjoy reading, I am happy to do legal research.
My field of interest in law is media law, and I am enjoying it.
Looking back on your career as a reporter-turn-Editor, what accomplishments are you 

most proud of, and what do you hope your legacy will be in the world of journalism?
I don’t know whether I can call them accomplishments, but I am proud of 

the relationships I had both at The PUNCH and in the world of journalism 
as a whole. Sincerely, I don’t know about legacy. Mine was to do my job 
well, impact people positively, and leave the rest to God.

What advice would you give to readers and consumers of news in terms of 
critically evaluating media sources and discerning between credible journalism and 
misinformation?

I would advise readers and consumers of news to strive for some sort of 
media literacy. The new media have changed tremendously the way news is 
produced and consumed. Therefore, readers should be more discerning in 
receiving and consuming news.

Because I am what your generation calls the old school, I still go to the 
legacy media to confirm my news. Take the unfortunate passage of the MD 
of Access Holdings, for instance, even though I had read the news from 
an Instagram handle, I didn’t believe it until I had read from the more 
established newspapers. I would advise readers to toe that path.

Finally, what message would you like to share with your colleagues and readers as The 
PUNCH celebrates 50 years of remarkable journalism?

Continue to trust The PUNCH, and it will not betray your trust.

•Continued from page 71

‘PUNCH does not betray the trust of its readers’ 

•Scenes of the #endsars protests at the lekki 

toll gate, victoria island, lagos and the access 

gate of the murtala muhammed 

international airport, ikeja, lagos .

 Photo:  Akinsola 
Akinrinade
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they gave to the man to an elephant, the elephant would have 
died. This became a subject on the floor of the House of Reps.

I remember another story I did on the House of 
Representatives and one of the members saw me and 
said I was going to die young. He said I never saw 
anything good about the National Assembly. But a 
friend of mine, a senior friend of mine, who was 
one of them, intervened and asked the man to 
reverse that curse.

I was reporting for a better society, and 
PUNCH gave me the opportunity. They 
never censored me. They used my 
stories well, and the organisation 
was better for it. I believe the 
leadership of the National 
Assembly, at that point in time, also took one lesson or another 
from my stories and corrected themselves. I can, therefore, say 
that, in a way, I contributed significantly to political reporting at 
the National Assembly.

How did your role at PUNCH contribute to shaping the 
newspaper’s identity and reputation over the years?

PUNCH newspaper is known for breaking the news. And it 
had a lot of old soldiers in those of us reporters, many of us who 
were carrying the flag.

As I said, we learned under masters in the industry. PUNCH 
is a place that allows you to express yourself. So, we did our bit, 
and we learned from the masters, and we contributed to making 
PUNCH what it is. PUNCH became the newspaper of first choice 
because of its emphasis on exclusive stories.

Reflecting on your experiences, how did working at PUNCH 
contribute to your professional development? 

Well, as I said, essentially, I covered politics. I was at the 
National Assembly. I went to Dodan Barracks. I covered the Lagos 
State House of Assembly. I covered the Lagos State Government. 
It was all about politics for me.

I became a specialist in political reporting. When I moved to 
the next organisation in 1988, I got a political assignment. I was 
given an assignment to go and cover the Constituent Assembly in 
Abuja for the Republic newspaper. From Republic newspaper, I 
moved to Champion. I spent less than six months at the Republic. 
In that same 1988, I moved to Champion newspaper as a senior 
political correspondent.

During my time at PUNCH, as the Lagos City Editor, I had 
some reporters under me anchoring the news on Lagos Island. 
So, when I became deputy news editor, I already knew how to 
marshal the foot soldiers in news coverage in different areas. And 
I knew where the news was.

My time at PUNCH, generally, prepared me for the next phase 
in my journalism career, which was becoming a senior political 
correspondent at the Champion. Then, I became the deputy news 
editor of Champion. I became the news editor of Champion. I 
became deputy editor of Daily Champion; I became editor of 
Saturday Champion, and also, a general manager. I even veered 
into marketing. All these things were a result of the training and 
the moulding that I got from my superiors at PUNCH. I worked 
under very nice editors who were always ready to put me through.

I worked under Tayo Kehinde. I worked under Innocent 
Adikwu. I worked under Mark Balogun and many others. These 
are great people and field marshals in journalism. They guided 
me and put me through. They showed me the way. We benefited 
from it, and it made us better journalists at that time and prepared 
us for the task ahead, which we are grateful for.

What can you say were your greatest achievements while 
working at PUNCH?

In the course of working at PUNCH, I knew that there couldn’t 
be any barrier because it allowed me to cultivate different sources, 
an extensive network of sources. As a journalist, you’re as good 
as your sources. PUNCH gave me the opportunity for extensive 
news sources across the divides, military, politicians, generally.

For instance, in 1985, when the (Ibrahim) Babangida coup 
took place, General (Tunde) Idiagbon was not in the country. 
He went for Hajj with two other members of the Armed Forces 
Ruling Council.

I broke the news that Idiagbon was back in the country when 
he returned. That was September 1985. I broke the news. Well, 
I got angry because when they were using the story, they put a 
question mark on the headline. But I was so sure of my report that 
Idiagbon was back in the country. And it was the lead story of The 
PUNCH for that very edition. I think it was September 12, 1985, 
and the headline we used was, ‘Idiagbon back in the country?’ They 
put a question mark. Well, I was happy that on the following day, 

KINDLY walk us through your journey to journalism?
My journey to journalism started in 1978 when I 

enrolled in the Nigerian Institute of Journalism.
I didn’t want to read journalism. I never considered 

it as my first choice or my first love. I wanted to read 
Law. And the essence of trying to read Law was that 
I felt that the society needed somebody to fight for 
the underprivileged. And I felt that standing in the 
courtroom and taking up cases for the underprivileged 
would be the way to fight for them. But it was never 
meant to be because I never got admission to read Law.

Then Journalism knocked on the door. I applied 
and got admitted into the Nigerian Institute of 
Journalism. But even before then, I was an avid reader 
of newspapers as I grew up in an environment where 
my father had an extensive collection of newspapers. 
I was exposed to reading newspapers at a tender age. 
Having followed keenly the works of some journalists, 
I concluded that I could also use journalism to express 
myself and to fight for the underprivileged as I had 
always wanted to. That was why I went to the school 
of journalism and graduated in 1980.

From there, I got into electronics. But I was not 
comfortable with electronics, so I went to work at NTA 
Abeokuta. It was a classmate of mine, Lanre Adebayo, 
who facilitated my employment at NTA Abeokuta.

The two of us were employed the same day by the then 
general manager, Mr. H.O. Robinson. I worked at NTA 
Abeokuta for six months, because during that period, 
I was living in Lagos and working in Abeokuta. So, I 
worked for two days and was off for one day, alternating 
my shifts, and shuttling between Lagos and Abeokuta. 
On the day that I finished my two-day shift, I was back 
in Lagos because the next day would be my off day and 
on the third day, I was expected back in Abeokuta for 
another two days. I was unstable. That’s number one.

And number two, I didn’t like it. I had always loved 
print journalism. And in 1981 or so, about the early 80s, 
PUNCH Nigeria Limited offered me that opportunity, 
and I became a PUNCHman.

Reflecting on your time at PUNCH, please share a 
memorable story that you covered that had a significant 
impact on the community or society at large?

I joined PUNCH in the early 80s as a court reporter. 
From being a court reporter, I became the Lagos State 
correspondent, and I also covered the Lagos State 
House of Assembly during that period. From there, 
I moved to the National Assembly as the National 
Assembly correspondent, designated to cover the House 
of Representatives.

From the National Assembly, I became the Lagos 
City Editor of The PUNCH. I was moved from there 
to Dodan Barracks as the State House correspondent. 
I’ve covered so many areas in reporting, with divergent 
experiences.

I could say that my period in the National Assembly 
was very instructive and revealing, with so many 
exclusive stories. I became a specialist in exclusive 
stories and breaking news. I served under people like 
Eric Teniola, who was our Assembly editor then. 

I remember a time when Bakin Zuwo became the 
governor of Kano State, and we had to go and visit him 
at 1004 – it was barely three months that he became the 
governor then – I was there with some other colleagues 
to go and interview him. Immediately I walked in 
with other colleagues, the late Dr Junaid, a member 
of the National Assembly, I never knew that he could 
recognise me, said ‘so, it’s you.’ Jokingly, he asked what 
the latest scandal in the National Assembly was.

I said, ‘How would I know? I’m not a member of the 
National Assembly. I wouldn’t know.’ Then he fired 
back at me and asked if that was not what I reported 
every time. Every time, scandal? I went back home 
that day and picked up old newspapers. I flipped 
through, and I saw that the man was right. It was from 
one scandal to another that I was reporting back then. 
One of the stories I did then was about the National 
Assembly clinic.

Every year, there’s a substantial budget allocated for 
the clinic. Then one of their own fell ill. They took him 
to the clinic, and the National Assembly clinic killed 
him. I wrote the story that if they had given the injection 

the then Minister of Information confirmed the story 
that the man was actually back in the country, and it 
became the lead story of The PUNCH for the next day 
that ‘Government confirms PUNCH story, Idiagbon 
back in the country.’

It was the benefit of the network that PUNCH 
afforded me that I was able to tap into to break that 
news.

What was it like working at PUNCH during your time?
You don’t want to go. Because where we were then, at 

Onipetesi, when you were in the newsroom, you would 
not see sunlight outside, so you would not even know 
that time had gone. Its only when you stepped out, that 
you’d realise it was already night.

We were operating like a family; we were one good 
family. There’s a PUNCH family. And it may surprise 
you to know that even as I speak to you, some ex-
Punchers have formed an alumni WhatsApp group, 
and, I guess, they must have close to about 100 people 
on that WhatsApp group.

Tell us your ‘A time I will never forget’ memory at 
PUNCH.

Well, I have said one of them, which was that story 
on Idiagbon.

But the other thing that I can also say is that when 
I was embedded in (former President Olusegun) 
Obasanjo’s farm, we had politicians from different 
camps meeting there regularly. I would go and attend 
the meeting as one of them and come out and report 
the story. People were wondering how I was getting 
those stories. They were surprised that such events 
were happening. But I was enjoying it because I had 
a great source. Then, when the meeting was going to 
take place, my source would tell me and even drive 
me to the place. He was a frontline politician who also 
attended the meetings. 

I would be there attending the meeting with them. 
It was a period in my reporting at PUNCH that I can 
never forget. Very interesting period.

What was your experience of PUNCH Management 
during your time?

We were always eager to apply for our claims on 
Fridays. That was the day we would go to the accounts 
department to collect our claims. When we went out on 
assignments, we looked forward to applying to collect 
our claims. The thing is that the management would 
have approved of it. So, there was no problem. 

You could spend your money while you were out on 
assignments for transport and things like that. The 
organisation encouraged you to spend your money and 
they would refund you your money.

Also, the organisation will defend you when you run 
into trouble. I remember a story I did about a former 
Inspector General of Police, M.D. Yusuf. They took us 
to court and PUNCH assigned a lawyer to me. The case 
was being heard at Kaduna at the time and PUNCH 
facilitated my movement from Lagos to Kaduna 
and back to Lagos anytime there was a hearing. The 
newspaper also ensured that I had legal representation 
in court. The organisation was there for me, and I’m 
sure the organisation is still there today for other 
people who find themselves in similar situations. So, 
these are commendable things about the management 
of PUNCH.

W
hen people read PUNCH, they know they’re reading the truth, says an 
ex-PUNCHman, Feyi Smith, in this interview with SAMUEL BOLAJI
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PUNCH’s culture of excellence is still 
there – Executive Secretary NPAN, Smith

• Extracted from Our Punch Years, edited by Lekan Otufodunrin
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www.nnpcgroup.com @nnpclimited

HEARTY CHEERS TO

Mele Kolo Kyari OFR
Group Chief Executive Officer

SIGNED:

Energy for today
Energy for tomorrow

The Board, Management & Staff of NNPC Ltd 
felicitate the Board, Management & Staff of Punch Nigeria Ltd 

on this incredible milestone of their 50th Anniversary.

Your journey is a beacon of inspiration to everyone. Your unwavering 
commitment, expertise, and positive influence has shaped public 

discourse in the media space. 

Congratulations on reaching this amazing milestone! Your hard work 
and dedication to the media industry is worthy of celebration.

Here's to the next fifty years!
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Rafiu Ajakaye 

In 1867, a former US Secretary of State William 
Seward committed $7.2m of taxpayers’ money 
to seal a deal that bought Alaska from Russia, 

triggering a flurry of reactions that culminated in the 
media historically dubbing the development ‘Seward’s 
folly’ and calling it an outright waste of public resources. 

Poor Seward would become a hero a few years after. 
In 1869, US netted a huge gold deposit in Alaska. A few 
years later, Alaska yielded a humongous oil find for the 
United States, making the $7.2m totally inconsequential. 
That speaks to vision — or luck? 

Closer home, and more consequential for Kwara, a 
certain Sheikh Rashid Ibn Saeed el-Makhtoum laid the 
foundation for the greatness and beauty called Dubai. At 
the height of his investments in the desert city, he was 
repeatedly called out and derided in unprintable terms. 
People wondered if he had gone nut. “If you build it, they 
will come” was a quote erroneously attributed to him, 
even though the often wrongly quoted words fit perfectly 
into the dream that is now Dubai. el-Makhtoum built 
and also followed it up — thanks to his equally visionary 
successors who carried on his dreams to the admiration 
of the rest of the world. 

Enter Kwara Hotel. Over the past few days, the 
iconic facility has grabbed news headlines as the state 
government announced a bold attempt to remodel 
and rebuild the 172-room Kwara hotel in the most 
comprehensive way ever since it was built in 1975 by 
the Brig-Gen David Bamigboye regime. 

The step, as with all major government decisions, has 
split the commentariats down the middle. Outside of 
those who agree entirely with the government on account 
of their own belief that the administration is patriotic 
enough to make the right decision, three other schools 
have emerged: those who want it done, but are skeptical 
about the cost vis-a-vis the return on investment; those 
who feel Kwara does not need such a facility and the 
money should instead be spread on monthly salaries and 
allowances of workers or some other things; and those 
who feel the government should rebuild it but should 
give the job to another firm, Crystal Group of Companies, 
which they said had committed to fix the hotel for N3bn 
under a concessioning agreement that allows it to run the 
facility for some 15 years. To the latter, the government 
erred as two contracts now exist on the same project. 

The differing opinions, a core pillar of democracy, go 
to show how much people follow government’s activities 
and programmes. It is welcome. But the argument about 
the concessioning is mostly incorrect and partisan. There 
are no two contracts on the project. While the state 
executive council did indeed approve a concessioning 
to Crystal, the approval was glaringly conditional upon 

to accommodate high-valued crowd in the first place, 
including Presidents, Governors, and Ministers, 
regardless of its own challenges. Success occurs when 
opportunity meets preparation, said Zig Ziglar.

Tens of thousands of people visit Dubai’s Museum of 
the Future and other iconic facilities that make the city a 
tourist delight. That is billions of dollars in revenue. But 
Dubai did not start today. The dream that birthed one of 
the most visited places on earth started with a man a few 
decades ago. And he was criticised for wasting tax payers’ 
money. He was condemned for building castles in the 
air. Now we know better. el-Makhtoum is no more, but 
his dream has turned Dubai to the most visited place in 
the Middle East after Makkah, the birth place of Islam’s 
most celebrated Prophet. 

Who says that this peaceful and serene Kwara, or its 
prized capital city, cannot place itself in a pole position 
for conferencing and resort? Let’s give Governor 
AbdulRazaq a chance as he re-engineers the Kwara 
economy towards enterprise, agribusiness, innovation, 
tourism and hospitality with projects such as garment 
factory, international conference centre, innovation hub, 
visual arts centre, sugar film factory, tax house, Shea 
butter factory, industrial park, special agroprocessing 
zone, among others. 

The road to greatness is mostly paved with huge 
investments and great efforts — mostly scoffed at in the 
beginning, by opposition and those who may not see the 
vision from the start. 

One more thing: why can’t the government channel 
the resources elsewhere, some have quipped. Rebuilding 
the Kwara Hotel and doing other developmental projects 
aren’t mutually exclusive. It is not a zero-sum game. On 
the day the government announced the Kwara Hotel 
project, it announced several road projects across 
the state and the establishment of the Kwara State 
University Teaching Hospital. Development is not a 
destination; it is an unending process.

N17bn ($14.4m), some critics said, appears a huge 
amount! But is it truly huge compared to the financial 
requirement of building a five-star hotel in an economy 
where a dollar equals N1,200? In 2018, five years ago 
when dollar was worth 200 naira, Transcorp Hotels 
budgeted N40bn ($32.8m) to upgrade its facilities. 
The Lagos Continental Hotel was built for a total sum 
of N99.6bn, or $81.1m. Recently, the Lagos Oriental 
Hotel was valued at N300bn ($250m). While the size 
and location of these facilities may vary, the point is that 
premium hospitality facilities like the soon-to-be-rebuilt 
Kwara Hotel never come cheap. Not here, not anywhere 
in the world. If you doubt this, check out how much 
went into building the Burj-al-Khalifa (N1.8trillion), 
Emirates Palace (N3.6tr), Wynn Palace (N5.04tr), or 
Abraj Al-Bait (N19.2tr). Yes, these are admittedly very 
exclusive facilities in choice corners of the world, but they 
have a long value chain extending to the poorest in their 
societies. Kwara Hotel, even if not exactly like the ones 
above, isn’t much different if we truly want it to stand out.

• Ajakaye is Chief Press Secretary to the 
Governor

the House of Assembly backing it. No legislative approval 
was communicated for the concession; hence, no contract 
was sealed. This is confirmed by the June 2, 2022 document 
of Harmony Holdings sent to the Crystal in the wake of the 
conditional approval by the council.  

Besides, the Crystal’s N3bn arrangement was never a 
wholesale remodelling and renovation of the Kwara Hotel. 
It was a piecemeal, wing-by-wing, or incremental renovation 
deal, which then allows Crystal to also manage it for 15 years. 
The comparison of a piecemeal renovation with complete 
remodelling, upgrades, and reconstruction that replaces 
everything in the hotel, except the carcass, is far-fetched. 
No basis for it. 

Next is the argument about due process and transparency. 
This argument — apologies to lawyers — is deemed 
‘abandoned’ as it was not supported by any facts. Government 
twice advertised the job with all the requirements: first on 
August 18, 2023; and, again, on October 18, 2023, both in 
the printed versions of Nigerian Tribune and the Herald 
newspapers. Three firms applied and went through a 
competitive process, and one, Craneburg, was picked based 
on its capacity to fund and execute the huge project. Crystal 
did not apply. Neither did the Kwara PDP and its allies, who 
bellyache about which firm got the job. The government has 
a job to do, and it is its responsibility to ensure that only a 
firm deemed competent and financially viable is picked. In 
this job, the contractor brings the money — to be repaid in a 
structured way over a period of time. This saves everyone the 
burden of slow job delivery or perennial demand for variation 
where government directly funds a project. 

Why didn’t this one go through the House like the botched 
process involving Crystal? That is because no concession is 
involved. All the contractor does is to rebuild and furnish 
Kwara Hotel to required five-star specifications and hand 
it over to the state for further decisions on its management. 

With an increasingly busy airport and major tourism sites 
and potentials, a state as strategically positioned as Kwara 
should not be without first-class hospitality facilities. Having 
none stunts its socioeconomic growth and limits its potentials 
to host not just important events but to also harvest the 
opportunities that come with them. 

The Intra-African Trade Fair (IATF) 2023 attracted at 
least 35,000 delegates and 1,600 exhibitors from across 
75 countries, with $43bn worth of trade and investment 
deals. Cairo, the city in its fourth stage of development, 
hosted it at its International Exhibition Centre where the 
first edition of the IATF had also taken place in 2018. Try to 
imagine the reverberating effects of 35,000 valued guests 
entering a city for seven days: hotel reservations, visits to 
the Egyptian mummies, the Pyramids, camel rides, the 
cruise on the Nile, and hundreds of thousands of gigs along 
different value chains. That is what comes with such a 
crowd. But Egypt intentionally created the infrastructure 

Kwara Hotel: Another 
moment of Seward’s folly
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Rafiu Ajakaye 

In one of his many writings on leadership which 
he titled ‘Six Studies in World Strategy’, America’s 
all-time diplomatic czar and statesman Henry 

Kissinger said ‘leaders think and act at the intersection 
of two axes: the first, between the past and the future; 
the second, between the abiding values and aspirations 
of those they lead. Their first challenge is analysis, 
which begins with a realistic assessment of their society 
based on its history, mores, and capacities. Then they 
must balance what they know, which is necessarily 
drawn from the past, with what they intuit about the 
future, which is inherently conjectural and uncertain. 
It is this intuitive grasp of direction that enables leaders 
to set objectives and lay down a strategy’. 

The above was what came to my mind as Governor 
AbdulRahman AbdulRazaq set the ball rolling for 
Kwara to own a state university of education — for 
a start. It is interesting to note that the report of the 
transition implementation committee (in 2019) that 
gave the Governor some preliminary insights into 
the whats, the hows, and the wheres of the state had 
specifically mentioned a need for Kwara to own one. 

A few persons have asked why Kwara should have 
a university of education. A few others have scoffed at 
the initiative. What I observe is that most of the critics 
appear to not know what the issues are.

At this moment in history, our colleges of education 
in Nigeria are grasping for breath. Many of them hang 
on government’s subventions and bailouts, such as 
were again recently approved for our Colleges in 
Kwara to offset their salaries. In response to some 
of the challenges that colleges of education now face 

Education Act 2023.
Colleges of Education were, to an extent, the successor 

institutions to the old Teachers’ College or Training Institute. 
But times have changed. Enrollment in the colleges has 
dropped drastically. For instance, as of November 2, 2023, 
the total number of students at the College of Education 
Ilorin is 2,751, which is hardly a fraction of Year One students 
in some universities. Ironically, the staff strength of the 
same college stands at 604, more than half of them being 
non-academic. Of the 604, the academic staff are just 163, 
representing a paltry 26.9% of the people on the payroll. 

Reforms are inevitable, and the setting up of the visitation 
panels is the first step. The public should note that the early 
years of the administration were spent stabilising these 
colleges following several months of crises, which the new 
administration had since resolved.

Despite resolving the crises that spanned different periods 
of the former administration through 2019, the colleges 
remain at a critical intersection of history as the pressure 
for reforms and modernisation mounts. Many of them, 
especially CoED Ilorin and Oro, are now affiliated to some 
universities within and outside of Kwara State. It is a survival 
strategy, not something they willingly do. The affiliation 
offers their students an opportunity to upgrade their NCE 
to a university degree. This is a money-spinning initiative 
by the benefiting university at the expense of the Colleges. 
All the colleges benefit in this arrangement is to keep their 
NCE students. 

On top of this is the persisting infrastructural deficits and 
lack of enough access to research grants now worsened by 
a new federal government policy that pegs the slots that 
Colleges of Education have in the Tertiary Education Trust 
(TETFUND). 

 Hunkering down for reforms that accommodate the 
current economic situation, the administration has decided, 
for a start, to make one of the three COED a university of 
education and the mechanisms for doing that have been 
set in motion with the committee led by Prof. Shuaib Oba 
Abdulraheem. That way, new and expectedly more enrollees 
are coming in either for double honours degrees, diplomas, 
or the traditional NCE. With more students come more 
revenues and the colleges (and their alumni) are saved the 
dishonour of dying off. The schools would no longer need 
affiliations to some other universities to keep their NCE 
students. And the colleges (now university) will have a 
stronger footing in the club of TETFUND beneficiaries for 
research grants and infrastructural development. 

Methinks the burden of initial investments that would 
naturally be made will pale into insignificance when the 
hard work and the ingenuity of the government bear great 
fruits for all.

• Rafiu Ajakaye is Chief Press Secretary to the 
Governor of Kwara State

The whys of a university 
of education in Kwara

On top of this is 
the persisting 
infrastructural 
deficits and lack 
of enough access 
to research grants 
now worsened 
by a new federal 
government policy 
that pegs the slots 
that Colleges of 
Education have 
in the Tertiary 
Education Trust

nationwide, President Bola Ahmed Tinubu recently signed Federal Colleges of Education Act 2023, 
which, among other things, empowers Federal Colleges of Education to run NCE and related degree 
programmes concurrently. The Act, which repealed the one of 2004, states its objectives to include 
provision of legal basis for the award of diplomas and degrees and give the Colleges the powers to 
expand the scope of the curriculum of the Colleges to degree-awarding institutions.

Stakeholders in the colleges of education call it dual mode, and have hailed the President for 
assenting to the bill. At an audience with them on August 21, 2023, the leadership of the Joint Academic 
Staff Unions in Tertiary Institutions (JASUTI) appealed to the state government to domesticate the 
Federal Colleges of Education Act in Kwara State. Another request of JASUTI on that day -- and 
always -- is for the government to convert one of the COED to a university of education. When the 
government set up visitation panels to the three COED in Kwara State, their terms of reference 
included to examine and recommend how the state can draw inspirations from the new College of 

• Gov AbdulRahman AbdulRazaq, 
Kwara state governor and Chairman of 
Nigeria Governors’ Forum (NGF.)
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FIRST, we would like to thank you and the management for 
supporting the idea of an in-house magazine, Punchers. 
Why did you throw your weight behind this publication?

The objective is to provide an opportunity for the 
employees to interact more, not essentially at a formal 
level but at an informal level. It’s not a new thing, and 
I am aware that other organisations also have in-house 
journals providing the same platform for members of staff 
to interact beyond official matters. Essentially, it is a good 
idea, though a little late. Life is not all about work. When 
you work in a place, it is good that you know the people 
you are working with. 

Talk about knowing ourselves, some employees, 
especially those employed recently, don’t know you beyond 
the fact that you were the former managing director and 
editor-in-chief. 

Can you please let us into your career progression, 
starting from your days as a reporter?

Your story will offer lessons to staff and inspire them.
Essentially, I started as a reporter just like you, and 

I enjoyed my days as a reporter. I moved from there to 
different levels. I covered a lot of beats. I was the first 
aviation reporter of The PUNCH. I also covered politics, 
the National Assembly, (electoral) campaigns, and other 
important issues. Later, I became a news editor, then 
deputy editor, and then the editor of The PUNCH. At a 
point, I edited all three titles at the same time: The PUNCH, 
Saturday PUNCH, and Sunday PUNCH. It was under my 
editorship that we carved out Saturday PUNCH and gave 
it its own identity. However, Sunday PUNCH had existed 
long before then; it is the forerunner. Our first newspaper 
was a weekly (Sunday) paper until the paper went daily on 
November 1, 1976. Thereafter, in the wisdom of the Board 
of Directors, I was taken away from my very active reporting 
days and pushed up. I became the general manager and, 
later, the managing director and editor-in-chief of the 
company. I edited these PUNCH titles between 1988 and 
1992. Between 1992 and 1994, I was general manager and 
editor-in-chief. In 1995, I became the managing director. 
I have worked in all three headquarters offices. I started 
out in the old PUNCH building at Onipetesi, which was 
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How did you become a member of the PUNCH family?
I started with the Sunday PUNCH, which  was 

less than six months old when I joined, and it was a 
very small team.

 What year precisely did you join? 
That was in 1973.  Sunday PUNCH started in 

March of that year, and I joined six months later. 
I met like five people on the team, and I fell in love 
with what they were doing. PUNCH wasn’t like 
other newspapers. It was different. There were 
more feature stories, interesting interviews, and 
stories that people loved to read. 

Also, PUNCH, at that time, didn’t tolerate 
laziness. I remember Baba Sam Amuka would 
always tell us not to come near the office if we 
didn’t have anything to do in the office. He would 
tell us to rather go into the field to look for stories.

It would be very difficult to work in PUNCH then 
if you were not productive.

What was the sum of your experience while you 
worked with PUNCH?

The totality of my experience was a good one, 
especially for a young person like me to work in 
PUNCH at the time I did. It sharpened me and 
shaped up my career. It made me a much better 
journalist and person in general.

Did you retire there?
No, I left in 1984 as the Editor, Sunday PUNCH. 

I left for Vanguard Newspapers to become the 
pioneer editor. So, I was the very first editor of 
Vanguard.

What do you recall to be your most interesting time 
working with the Sunday PUNCH?

 I was a staff writer for The PUNCH and Sunday 
PUNCH for a couple of years. I used to write a 
column for Sunday PUNCH, and I specialised on 
conducting interviews.

My highlight would be some of the interviews 
I did. I enjoyed the column so much because it 
allowed me to travel and explore other parts of 
the country. It also made me to be bold because 
ordinarily, I’m a very shy person. After a while, I 
perfected the style of conducting great interviews, 
and it became really comfortable for me.

However, when I started as a young journalist 
and was handling a page, I would go out and speak 
with 13 or more people on a trending issue, and I 
would return to the office and write something on 
it. From there, my editor gave me the opportunity 
to conduct bigger interviews. There was a day I 
met a former Head of Service and interviewed him. 
The Editor liked it and said he was going to give 
me a full interview column, and that was how the 
interview column started.

I travelled to Kenya at some point, and when I 
returned, I did my report, and the late Chief Olu 
Aboderin liked it so much and told me that I would 
be travelling more. 

That was how I began to travel to many countries 
to do the job. If an organisation wanted to do 
something outside of the country and they needed 
to invite the PUNCH, they would send me the 
invite. By the time I was 26 years old, I had been 
across the five continents of the world except 
Australia. 

I was the one who wrote the article when 
PUNCH became one, and I also wrote another 
piece when PUNCH clocked five years on the 
newsstands.

What fundamentals would you say helped to better 
shape your career as a young journalist?

My boss used to read some international 
newspapers, and he would pass them on to me to 

we had in those days. Every journalist’s work had to go 
through the hands of these gatekeepers. They’d check for 
grammar, spelling, and conformity to house style. 

There are some stories I read, and I don’t find the basic 
five W’s and H - the where, when, what, why, who, and 
how. These things are the basic things the readers want 
to know. 

And then, of course, backgrounding stories and the like 
have also taken the backseat. How can you be writing about 
a football match and assume your readers know about the 
club playing or the league itself? 

There was one particular time I was following a 
particular tennis game. They had finished the tennis 
match the previous day but a newspaper was announcing 
that the match would be played the next day. 

I had to call the editor, who was my friend, and he 
apologised and promised to do better. I just think 
journalism is way easier now and should be practised 
better. 

Now, everybody claims to be a journalist; everyone 
has a blog. How can you say you are a journalist without 
going through a school of journalism? Some of them 
even teach journalism without going through the school 
of journalism. It is laughable.

 If you were not a journalist, what would you have been?
I love writing a lot. I was writing for free anyway before 

joining PUNCH. I still have a column in Vanguard. I 
write every week for Vanguard; my column comes out 
on Saturdays. So, that helps me keep abreast of the 
happenings around me.

PUNCH is courageous, it must not lose its 
essence – Former Editor, Adetiba

M
r Muyiwa Adetiba was a pioneer employee of PUNCH Newspapers having started with the Sunday 
PUNCH and later became the Editor of that title in the 80s. He shares with GODFREY GEORGE his 
exciting time in PUNCH, the high and low moments, and his journey into the world of journalism
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read when he was done. I remember when he read an 
interview conducted by a journalist on the Egyptian 
Prime Minister at the time, and he said he was sure I 
would have done a better interview. 

All those things helped and encouraged me. Most 
importantly, reading and learning different writing 
styles from whatever I read also helped me. Over time, 
I developed my own style of conducting interviews, 
and after a while, I became more comfortable 
conducting interviews. I’m good at conducting both 
formal and informal interviews. 

 What would you say is the difference between 
practising journalism now and how it was in your time?

I’m from a different generation, so I really can’t say 
much about the journalism of now, today. But what I 
can say is that it’s now a lot easier than before.

Now, computers are used to plan pages. If there is 
an overmatter,  it can be compressed. If there is an 
undermatter, it can be expanded. It was not like that in 
our days.

We didn’t have all these opportunities now available 
to young journalists of today. 

That time, we would study how many words would 
fill up a page and write to suit that. There was no 
avenue for errors or slacking.  Journalism then was 
more difficult. You had to be technical if you’re in 
production, unlike now that you have many options 
and applications to rely upon for your work. 

Also, sending stories from outside Lagos was more 
difficult. The telephone was a luxury, much less the 
Internet.

Things around balancing the headlines and all that 
should be easier now. I see a lot of planning, especially 
for features and interviews, and I cringe. There is no 
space for the page to breathe, most times. I’m sure that 
that’s part of the problem that we have now. 

The truth is that it’s a lot easier to practice 
journalism now, which has made the standard drop.

Also, I don’t think we have enough gatekeepers like 

I don’t think 
we have enough 
gatekeepers 
like we had in 
those days. Every 
journalist’s work 
had to go through 
the hands of these 
gatekeepers. 
They’d check for 
grammar, spelling, 
and conformity to 
house style
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Reflecting on your tenure as governor, what 
would you consider to be your greatest 
accomplishment and why?

Infrastructure was perhaps my greatest 
accomplishment, followed by security of lives and 
properties in the State. Put simply, I was able to 
accomplish the mandate given to me, which is to 
be a Governor for all Kogites and to make tangible 
differences in the lives of the people. 

People still can’t believe the massive strides of my 
Administration in the development of infrastructure 
in all sectors and parts of the state. So, in terms of 
accomplishments, infrastructure is it for me. Every 
part of Kogi State has legacy projects in education, 
healthcare, and other sectors. In line with the New 
Direction Blueprint we gave to ourselves, our aim was 
‘accelerated and proportional development of Kogi 
State in all the constituencies’ - and that guided us in 
giving appointments and distributing projects. Every 
part got its due share based on size and need.

But perhaps the most important accomplishment 
was for me to be able to facilitate unity and equity 
among Kogites. Kogi was much divided at the time 
we took over the governance of the state due to past 
practices of disinclusion and marginalization of some 
parts. So, I was intentional in building bridges and 
fostering unity. I had the most diverse team ever in 
the history of governance in the State and leveled 
the playing field for all demographics across  tribes, 
religions, genders, ages and physical ability. 

I invested so much in cooperation and integration 
among my people, making sure that bigotry and 
tribalism would have no place in the State under my 
leadership from Kogi East to Kogi Central to Kogi 
West. Now, the people of Kogi State know that good 
governance is not tribalistic. Bad governance doesn’t 
spare anyone. Looking back, that is my biggest joy. 

Can you discuss a specific challenge or crisis 
you faced during your time in office and how you 
handled it?

Shortly after taking over from my predecessor, I 

invited my State Security Adviser for us to chart 
a robust security architecture. Of course, we were 
to look at the situation we inherited and how we 
wanted to ensure security in the state. The figures 
I saw and the stories behind those figures were 
alarming. Kogi was drifting towards becoming 
the crime capital of Nigeria. It was the most 
insecure state outside the Boko Haram-ravaged 
North East. Terrorist groups had cells in the State. 
Kidnapping was rife as well as armed robbery, 
including bank robberies. I looked at my State 
Security Adviser and told him to roll his sleeves. 
I told him I wasn’t elected to give excuses and I 
won’t join the escape route of running to Abuja 
periodically to paint a picture of hopelessness.

I was determined to win the war against 
insecurity, so what did I do? I ensured provision 
of patrol vehicles and security gadgets as well 
incentives that would spur security operatives 
to key into my vision of a safe and peaceful Kogi 
State. I also brought in technology heavily. I won’t 
speak extensively about them as they are still 
being used by my successor. I also knew I had to 
lead the battle from the front. So I started from 
my Senatorial District so no one would think they 
could enjoy protection because I am their brother. 
We pulled down houses built from proceeds of 
crime, got terrorists and criminals arrested and 
took the fight to them. I led many operations at 
night. I didn’t sleep so that the people of Kogi 
could enjoy sound sleep at night. I was elected to 
serve them. It paid off,  and today, Kogi is one of 
the safest states in Nigeria. 

Again, our major success factor was that we did 
not politicize criminality. I led from the front and 
I made crime unattractive. Indeed, I thoroughly 
disincentivised it by making sure that any would 
be criminal knew clearly that choosing a life 
of crime in Kogi State was ultimately a choice 
between losing life or liberty because it would 
definitely end in one or the other for them. I 
created opportunities for the youth and I brought 
in technology. Let me thank Kogites for standing 

behind me to rescue our dear state from the 
cesspit of criminality. 

How did you prioritise budget allocations 
during your term, and what impact did those 
decisions have on the state’s economy and 
infrastructure?

To solve the problem of insecurity, we deployed 
both kinetic and non-kinetic approaches. One of 
the non-kinetic approaches was to educate our 
teeming youth population and get them engaged. 
So, I decided to invest heavily in education. It 
was number one on our thematic areas. Our 
biggest strength is our youthful population and 
our future depends on how we shape them today. 
We embarked on massive provision of modern 
schools at the primary school level and brought 
a lot of reforms to the State Primary Education 
Board. We also invested in building model 
secondary schools with state of the art facilities to 
dismantle the dominance of private schools in the 
state. We employed qualified teachers and before I 
left office, we started paying for all of their internal 
and external examinations. The GYB Model 
Primary School in Adankolo has no match in 
Lokoja. Apart from the architectural masterpiece, 
digital library and excellent laboratories; it can 
conveniently sit 600 students for CBT at a go. We 
replicated that in many places across the State. 
Today, the Prince Abubakar Audu University, 
Anyigba and the Kogi State Polytechnic, Lokoja 
are wearing a new look. The Kogi State School 
of Nursing, Obangede and the School of Health 
Technology, Idah are beautiful to behold. My 
administration also established two State 
Universities, Confluence University of Science 
and Technology, Osara and Kogi State University, 
Kabba. When I went for Matriculation at KSU, 
Kabba, I discovered there were more Igalas there 
than Okun. That was the state I left behind. We 
are one people. We are united. We surpassed the 
UNESCO benchmark on education. We hit 30% of 
the entire budget before I left office. That was how 
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We closed gap of tribalism, sited projects 
evenly across Kogi – Former Governor, Bello
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important we treated education. 
We also invested heavily in 
healthcare delivery and and other 
capital infrastructure. The Ganaja 
Junction was notorious for 
creating traffic logjam. We built 
a flyover, the first in the history of 
our state, to solve that problem. 
Our roads are in excellent shape 
and we also established one of 
the best rice mills in Nigeria at 
Ejiba. I can go on and on. But in 
summary, we faced education, 
healthcare, agriculture, road 
in fras tructure ,  secur i ty , 
information infrastructure and 
many others. And my joy is that 
my administration won so many 
awards in transparency and 
accountability. 

W h a t  i n i t i a t i v e s  d i d 
you implement to address 
issues related to education, 
healthcare, and social welfare 
within the state?

 I had spoken about this earlier. 
But let me be a bit expansive 
here. The GYB Blue Revolution 
was to create an environment 
for primary school children to be 
attracted to education. We built 
blocks of classrooms in every 
Ward across the State. We also 
built Model Secondary Schools 
and declared free education. 
Imagine attending a beautiful, 
well equipped and well staffed 
school for free. CUSTECH 
was established to bake out 
competent and quality science 
and technology professionals 
to solve Nigeria’s problems. 
Our target was to produce 
professionals to man Ajaokuta Steel and other big 
companies across the State. KSU Kabba was to create equity 
and fairness. In healthcare, building and equipping the best 
hospitals wasn’t going to be enough. Will the people be 
able to afford their services? So what we did was to launch 
what we called BelloCare as well as the Kogi State Health 
Insurance Scheme to enable the poor afford world class 
health services. Our agenda was to protect the poor while 
providing first class health services to Nigerians. Some of 
our hospitals have the best equipment in the country. So we 
followed our commitment. Some called my administration 
Stomach Infrastructure Administration. As we were 
building schools, hospitals and constructing roads, we 
didn’t lose sight of the need to provide for the basic needs of 
the poor. A government that doesn’t protect the poor is just 
a bush bar for the rich. Looking back today, I am satisfied. 

Transparency and accountability are crucial in 
public office. How did you ensure transparency in your 
administration, particularly regarding financial matters 
and decision-making processes?

When we came on board, one of the first things we did 
was to strengthen our procurement processes. We also 
empowered the Auditor General’s office to ensure probity 
and accountability. We solidified our inbuilt mechanism to 
fight corruption. My officials knew I had zero tolerance for 
corruption. Those who thought they could beat the system 
were shown the way out. I was committed to fulfilling my 
promise to the people that their resources would work for 
them rather than landing in a few pockets. I am proud 
of the fact that the World Bank and other national and 
international organizations gave us awards as the most 
transparent State Government in Nigeria. 

Infrastructure development is often a key focus for 
governors. What major infrastructure projects were 
initiated or completed under your leadership, and what 
impact did they have on the state’s development?

Our infrastructure spans all sectors and is everywhere in 
the state today. Schools, hospitals, roads and many others. 
We have some ongoing projects too that my successor 
will complete. Most of our projects were completed. The 

GYB Model Science Secondary School, Adankolo is 
a masterpiece. The Reference Hospital, Okene is one 
of the best in Nigeria. The road that covered about 
four Local Government Areas in Kogi East is about 
56 kilometers. How many can I mention? We came , 
we saw and we delivered to the glory of the Almighty 
Allah. 

How did you work with the state legislature and 
other stakeholders to pass key legislation and 
advance your policy agenda?

The synergy was the best in the history of the state. 
The State House of Assembly Members knew that we 
were all working for the greatness of the state. There 
was separation of powers and mutual respect. They 
performed their oversight to also put Government 
Officials on their toes. I must thank them for their 
support. They were about to pass so many bills 
into law. In putting our policies together, we were 
constantly engaging the stakeholders. The policies 
were about the people so we saw the need to listen 
to them. You can’t shave my head at my back. We 
are their servants. And they usually take ownership 
of the policies and projects. We signed up to open 
governance because we had nothing to hide. Our 
books are constantly checked by those constitutionally 
empowered to do so and we ensured transparency. 
I enjoyed my eight years thoroughly as Kogites are 
wonderful people. 

Can you discuss any instances where you had to 
navigate political differences or conflicts within 
your own party or with opposing parties, and how 
you approached those situations?

Of course, diplomacy and consensus building are 
very important parts of politics. As the leader of 
the party, they have so much trust in my sense of 
judgement. I listened to them also and respected 
superior opinions. So together, we were able to turn 
APC to a fortress. Sometimes, I also reached out to 
opposition leaders to preach the Kogi Agenda to them. 
That was the reason opposition parties were depleted 

ahead of the November 2023 Guber poll in the state. The 
key thing is for the people to trust you to be fair. 

Economic development is a priority for every state. 
What strategies did you employ to attract investment, 
promote job growth, and foster economic prosperity 
during your tenure?

I set up an Economic Team and later, the Kogi State 
Economic Advisory Council. Kogi is blessed with some of 
the best brains around the world. We created a platform 
to galvanize them to give back to their State. Because we 
were able to secure our state and also ensure a favourable 
tax administration, it was easy to attract investments 
into the state. We also empowered our farmers with our 
Agricultural Support Policies as well as Small and Medium 
Scale Enterprises. We have also initiated moves to see how 
we can benefit from the abundant natural resources in the 
state. Kogi’s economy is healthy. 

Looking back, what would you identify as areas 
where your administration could have improved, and 
what lessons did you learn from those experiences?

I would have loved to invest more than I did in 
agriculture. We started that a bit late and also getting the 
best out of our mineral resources. I have given my advice 
to my successor in the hand-over document and in the 
32-Year Development Plan I bequeathed to the State. Kogi 
can be greater than it is now and we laid the foundation 
for that. I am confident that my successor, His Excellency, 
Alh Ahmed Usman Ododo, will surpass my achievements.

What is next for GYB? 
Rest. Being a Governor is a 24/7 job. Constantly being 

on call of duty for eight years straight is massively stressful 
and draining. I intend to rest until I am fully rested. I am 
also paying attention to the State of the Nation, and I 
remain a stalwart of the ruling APC as well as a foot-soldier 
of His Excellency, President Bola Ahmed Tinubu. My 
considerable skills and experience remain at the service 
of my country. Definitely, I will be serving Nigeria, in or 
outside the limelight.

 We 
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at educating Nigerians about personal finance and how to run their businesses 
successfully. I was told that Chief Ogunsola initiated this idea. Akeem Lasisi and I 
anchored the page. Later, Mr Adeyeye Joseph, who is now the Managing Director, 
joined us. I was the pillar that sustained that section of the paper for the length 
of time it lasted. That fetched me the FATE Foundation SME Journalist of the 
Year award in2005. Later, the company published our articles in four volumes of 
a book. Also, in 2005, I won The Punch Employee of the Year award. I was given 
a gift (a big deep freezer) and my picture was hung in the lobby of the newspaper 
as was the practice then. In July of that same year, an opportunity came to travel 
to Cardiff, the capital of Wales in the United Kingdom for the British Council/
Cardiff University international colloquium on role of journalists in facilitating 
pluralist democracy in multi-cultural societies. The British Council contacted 
The Punch to select a good young journalist who would attend the programme in 
Cardiff. My editor then, Mr Azu Ishiekwene, and his deputy; Alhaji Yusuf Alli, did 
not have any trouble picking me. By then, I had never travelled outside Nigeria. I 
did not even have a passport. Azu derided me for not having a passport, and called 
his contact at the passport office to help facilitate it for me. That was how I found 

myself in Cardiff amid 13 other young journalists from different parts of the 
world. I was the only black African in their midst. The only other African 

country there was Egypt. We were on that programme for two weeks and 
I must say, it was the most memorable part of my life. When I returned, 
I got wind of the Chevening Scholarship, and I applied. And, I got it. In 
September 2006, I went back to the United Kingdom for my Master’s 
degree in International Journalism at Cardiff University. I already knew 
the terrain, having visited the previous year. Things were just falling into 
pleasant places for me as my wife predicted. 
During my studies in Cardiff, The Punch placed me on half salary. That 

was enough to take care of my family in Nigeria. I continued writing my 
back-page column then called, ‘Musings from Cardiff’, which became 

very popular. After my one-year study in Cardiff, I returned to The 
Punch. But, I did not go back to the newsroom anymore. I was 

posted to the Editorial Board, where I marked time, waiting for 
the next line of action. One day, I came to work and discovered 

that I was the only one in the office. 
Shortly after I got there, the intercom in the editorial board 

rang. I picked it. The voice at the other end asked about 
the chairman of the editorial board. He was not around. 
He asked about his deputy. He too was not available. 

He asked if any other person was there. I answered in 
the negative. The person then ended the 

call. He called back two minutes after 
and said I should come to the office of 
the Chairman of the company. I got 
confused. Who could be asking me to 

come to the Chairman’s office? I had not 
entered that office before. So, I first entered the 

legal department, and asked them to show me the chairman’s 
office. They directed me. I tried to first enter his secretary’s 
office, but it was locked. 

Then, I noticed that the chairman’s direct door was ajar. He 
must have seen the confusion in me from his closed-
circuit camera and opened the door with a remote 
control. I knocked gently. “Please enter,” he said. I went 
in, and he asked me to sit down. We started chatting 
like father and son. He asked me all sorts of questions 
and I answered to the best of my knowledge. He praised 
my column and asked me some questions concerning 
some topics I wrote about. We had that conversation for 
over one hour. I did not know I was being interviewed. 
When I was going, he said he would recommend me for 
the position of news editor if there was an opportunity 
for that. I believed they were considering me for the 
position of a news editor when the then-editor of 
Sunday Punch, Mr Simon Ekpe, had an accident. That 
was how I began my journey as acting editor of Sunday 
Punch in 2008. Mr Ekpe was away from work for 
about three months. When he resumed, he waited to 
be recalled to his post. But, he was asked to rest for a 
while. Eventually, they posted him to the editorial board 
and asked me to continue as Editor of Sunday Punch. I 
was editor until 2012 when I lost my father. Soon after I 
came back from the burial, I was redeployed to editorial 
board as a senior member. Then, Ogunsola had retired 
as chairman. It was then I started thinking of my exit 
from the organisation.

I voluntarily left The PUNCH in January 2013 in pursuit of other life 
endeavours.  But my Punch years remain the best for me. The newspaper strives 
for excellence, creditability and transparency. It rewards hard work and does not 
condone indolence and corruption. It sent many of us to Lagos Business School for 
some tutorials on basic economics and financial appreciation. It conducted tests 
in the English language and occasionally weeded out those who could not measure 
up. That is why the newspaper remains the best in Nigeria. I remain ever grateful 
to the newspaper for making me what I am today.

I thank Punch for making me what I am 
— Former Editor, Sunday Punch, Igbokwe

I
gbokwe joined The Punch as a Senior Correspondent and 
was later promoted to Chief Correspondent, member of 
the Editorial Board, and Editor, Sunday Punch. He left the 

company in 2013 as a Senior Member of the Editorial Board.  
He is currently the Publisher/Editor-in-Chief of the News 
Probe online newspaper. He is also a columnist and visiting 
member of the Editorial Board of The Sun Newspaper

I joined The Punch Newspaper reluctantly in 2003. Reluctantly 
because it was my wife, Ifeoma, that actually pushed me into joining. 
I had been toiling dutifully as a senior correspondent of TheNews/
Tempo magazines in Port Harcourt when a friend of mine, Mr Simon 
Utebor, drew my attention to the vacancy in The Punch. Utebor, 
who was a computer operator in the newspaper then, wanted 
me to help get a correspondent who will report for The Punch 
in Abia State and Owerri, the Imo State capital. It was when I 
was thinking aloud about whom to recommend that my wife 
intervened. “What about you? Are you saying you don’t need 
the job?” she queried. I shut her down immediately. “I can’t 
work in The Punch!” I retorted bluntly. My wife did not find it 
funny. 

For more than one week, she kept on pestering me, asking 
when I would submit my application letter to The Punch. 
I would flare up each time she woke me up early in 
the morning asking if I had sent my application. 
I kept telling her that The Punch was a difficult 
place to work in and that the organisation was 
in the habit of sacking people anyhow; that it 
could hire you today and sack you tomorrow. 
“If they sack people anyhow, it’s not for 
you. The problem you have is that you don’t 
know your worth. You are not anybody and 
The Punch will not sack you,” my wife said. 
Just to please the woman so she could leave 
me alone, I applied. After going through 
written and oral interviews, I was employed 
to work as a senior correspondent in Aba, 
the commercial capital of Abia State. That 
was in August 2003.

 My first shock was the salary. It was 
almost five times higher than what I 
received in my previous organisation. The 
allowance I got for my one-month stay in 
Lagos for orientation was far higher than 
my salary in my previous place of work. 
After my orientation, I resumed work in Aba. 
I also shuttled between Aba and Umuahia, the 
Abia State capital. That was the first time my job 
would separate me from my young family who 
then stayed in Port Harcourt, the Rivers State 
capital. What I was doing then was to visit them 
every weekend and go back to Aba on Mondays. 
Then barely six months later, I was transferred 
to Lagos from Aba. That was precisely in March 
2004. Then, my wife was heavily pregnant 
with our second child. Anger gradually built up 
in me. I called my wife and shouted, “You see 
what you have caused? When I told you I didn’t 
want to work at The Punch, you didn’t listen to 
me. Now, barely six months in Aba, they have 
transferred me to Lagos. 

You see what you have caused?” On hearing 
this, my wife started singing and praising God. 
“You must be out of your mind,” I shouted. 
“They are separating me from you people, and 
you are happy!” The woman said calmly: “You 
will see what will happen to you. Now your star 
will shine. What are you even doing in the east? 
Lagos is where you are meant to be…” Well, 
since the person I thought would be sorrowful about my transfer was 
happy, what else would I do? I packed a few things inside my travel 
bag and headed for Lagos. I must say that I was fearful of Lagos, 
hearing all sorts of evil things allegedly happening there. I wondered 
how I would cope having not lived or worked in Lagos before. But 
when duty calls, you can’t but obey. A few days in Lagos, I excelled 
and probably caught the eyes of my superiors, especially the then 
Chairman of the company, Chief Ajibola Ogunsola, who I learnt never 
joked with my articles. It wasn’t long after that my desk started what 
was then called ‘Page 4’. It was a popular personal finance page aimed 

 My first shock 
was the salary. 
It was almost 
five times 
higher than 
what I received 
in my previous 
organisation
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w Punch: 40 years after, The PUNCH still home to 
me — Former Editor, The PUNCH Adikwu

C
hief Innocent Adikwu, a former Deputy Editor, Sunday PUNCH; 
Editor, Sunday PUNCH, and Editor, The PUNCH, is presently a Media 
Consultant with the National Emergency Management Agency, and 

Managing Director of Otada Health Foods Limited

My journalism practice started in 1971 when I was employed as a reporter 
by the New Nigerian— a northern region tabloid based in Kaduna State. 
It was a prestigious media organisation and I was happy there. In 1974, I 
was sent to the Nigerian Institute of Journalism in Lagos for a three-month 
course in News Reporting. That was my first visit to Lagos, the Federal 
Capital of Nigeria then. It took a visit to the Daily Times of Nigeria office at 
Kakawa Street, Lagos, to change my perception of the best place to practise 
journalism in Nigeria. It was not Kaduna, but Lagos, where almost 80 per cent 
of newspapers in Nigeria were circulated. Most of the advertisements that 
sustained the operation of newspapers came from Lagos as well. However, 
I returned to Kaduna at the end of my course with a distinction certificate in 
News Reporting from the NIJ. I expected to be rewarded with a promotion. 
That didn’t happen when state editors were appointed. Instead, some 
journalists, whose performances at NIJ didn’t come close to mine, received 
promotions. I was discouraged and concluded it was time to move on. I joined 
a new newspaper organisation in Lagos— The Mercantile Press— as their 
Chief Correspondent in Kaduna. The move proved to be a game-changer. That 
organisation soon moved me to Lagos, which opened a vista of opportunities 
for me in journalism.  In those pre-Internet days, those who made the fastest 
progress in journalism included sub-editors. Unlike reporters and feature 
writers, their names did not ring a bell. Nevertheless, their role in newspaper 
production was strategic and definitive. At the Mercantile Press, I was 
introduced to sub-editing and that gave me a solid foundation for my future in 
journalism, including my almost eight years at Punch Nigeria Limited.

Timeline of my Punch days:
I was employed as a Sub-Editor on April 23, 1976, and eventually confirmed 

as the substantive Editor of The Punch on July 21, 1982. I resigned from 
Punch Nigeria Limited in December 1983.

My recollections:
The editorial department of The PUNCH was unique. Unlike the 

New Nigerian, where bosses were detached and unsociable, at this new 
organisation, we related seamlessly with our directors. Perhaps, that 
was because, rather than being appointed, these were owners of the 
newspaper, more interested in the progress of the newspaper than any other 
consideration. The diversity of the boardroom was also a factor. Sam Amuka-
Pemu, the Managing Editor, oversaw the editorial department. He was a 
prolific journalist who stood for excellence in journalism. You won him over 
naturally with catchy headlines, attractive page layouts and, of course, good 
write-ups. He was apolitical, and he insisted stories be balanced.

Somehow, it was easy to feel that Amuka was the one who ensured that 
journalists were rewarded for excellence and well-treated by the management.

There has been no place like The PUNCH. During my early days at The 

PUNCH Newspaper, I had a misunderstanding with Amuka, and I overreacted. 
I stormed out in anger. The next day, I secured a job as a Senior Sub-Editor (a 
step higher than my then position) with the Daily Times. The late Tony Momoh 
was the Editor. I felt at home in Daily Times, too.  However, I ended up not 
staying long there, because Sam turned on his charm. He called me and asked for 
reconciliation. I remember him telling me that if friends quarrelled, they ought to 
reconcile. I was touched by his magnanimity and humility. I apologised to Tony 
Momoh and returned to The PUNCH. Not long after, I was moved up to Deputy 
Editor of the Sunday PUNCH. Six months later, I was promoted to Editor of the 
Sunday PUNCH, the third person to hold the enviable position since the inception 
of the newspaper. I held sway for four years. The daily edition— The PUNCH— 
had been launched while I was the editor of the Sunday edition. I felt greatly 
honoured and recognised when on May 6, 1982, I was appointed Editor of The 
PUNCH, after Mr Sola Odunfa and Mr Tayo Kehinde, respectively.

Also, I was the third to edit The PUNCH daily edition. I need to add that 
between my editorship of the Sunday PUNCH and The PUNCH, the newspapers 
offered balanced coverage of two presidential elections of 1979 and 1983 
respectively, despite the fanatically partisan politics of those days. Political parties 
of that era were Unity Party of Nigeria (of Chief Obafemi Awolowo), National 
Party of Nigeria (of Alhaji Shehu Shagari), Nigerian People’s Party (of Dr Nnamdi 
Azikiwe), Great Nigerian People’s Party (of Alhaji Waziri Ibrahim), Nigerian 
Advance Party (of Dr Tunji Braithwaite).

How did we manage to maintain neutrality in the coverage of the fractious 
politics of the 1970s and 1980s?  The PUNCH management was dominated by 
UPN fans, being Yoruba like the party’s founder. However, they wanted The 
PUNCH Newspapers to excel. The Punch, going by circulation figures, was only 
second to Daily Times then. Above all, you needed adverts to sustain the progress 
being made, and being flagrantly partisan would make the newspaper less 
attractive to discerning advertisers. The Managing Editor, Sam Amuka, a non-
Yoruba man, who had the final say about the editorial content of the newspapers, 
was independent. Notwithstanding, striking a balance was not easy. Being from 
the north, as the editor, I must have been perceived as an NPN sympathiser. I 
made a joke about that a lot. If anybody branded me NPN, I would reply that the 
person was also in UPN: No crime, no offence! The best approach then was to give 
prominence to all the political parties in our coverage of their campaigns with the 
caveat that reactions from the other parties would be given equal prominence. It 
worked. My team committed to achieving the balance by reaching out to all the 
parties equally. The PUNCH editorial team was a mix of young men and women 
from different parts of the country. I was younger than most of them. From the 
reminiscences of many of my colleagues then, they were overwhelmed by my 
generosity in sharing ideas, mentoring in newspaper production and supporting 
them in their times of need. I was privileged and I was open about it. I had many 
prominent and wealthy people as friends, including the likes of the late Chief 
M.K.O. Abiola, Engineer Oshurinde, late Senator Mahmoud Waziri, Senator Uba 
Ahmed, and a host of others. My rich friends were known to the management. 
Indeed, it was the late Chairman of The Punch, Chief James Aboderin, who 
introduced Abiola to me when, on a fateful day, he brought the millionaire 
businessman to my office. We became close friends thereafter.

My days at The PUNCH were fulfilling. When I joined the newspaper as a sub-
editor in 1976, I did not expect to get the topmost positions amid the southerners, 
who had a rich history of excellence and dominance in journalism. However, 
once I got in, it became clear to me the difference between The Punch and the 
New Nigerian. At The PUNCH, there was an unflinching pursuit of excellence, 
and any performance that enhanced the quality of the newspaper was rewarded, 
regardless of tribe, religion and political leaning of the journalist. That was why 
I could make history as the first person from the northern part of the country 
(Benue State) to be appointed to the prestigious positions of Editor of Sunday 
PUNCH and The PUNCH respectively.  The PUNCH credential is invaluable to 
me. We are blessed that the newspaper has not only survived but also thrived. 
Imagine me showing off my pedigree as a former editor of The PUNCH. A former 
editor of the Daily Times, with all the fame of yesteryear, would not get the same 
recognition because that newspaper has become defunct. It is not surprising that 
40 years after I exited The PUNCH, it still feels like home to me. Whenever we, 
its veterans, meet or chat, the memories are still fresh. We connect on Facebook, 
WhatsApp and other informal platforms.  For some of us, there has been no 
place like The Punch. I have been a media consultant for the National Emergency 
Management Agency for almost 10 years, and the National Agency for the Control 
of AIDS; but the nostalgic feelings for those organisations cannot match what I 
feel for The PUNCH. I remain very proud of my Punch heritage.
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My years in Punch spent on battlefield
— Ex-Abuja Bureau Chief, Odediran

My years at The Punch were spent on the battlefield to save democracy and 
the freedom of the press in Nigeria. They were also years of punishment for 
following one’s conviction by engaging brutal military leaders in the fierce 
struggle for political freedom and human rights. One of the most fearless 
journalists I know— Bola Bolawole— hired me at The Punch Newspapers 
Limited in the heat of the most hotly-contested election in Nigeria’s history 
–the June 12, 1993 election– won by the late business magnate and owner 
of Concord Press Limited, M.K.O. Abiola. It was annulled by his friend and 
power-thirsty military dictator, General Ibrahim Babangida.

Before arriving at The Punch newsroom, I was a news rewriter at Abiola’s 
National Concord. The paper had already suffered from being shut down. Staff, 
too, suffered a loss of salary in the immediate aftermath of the annulment. 
Having decided that the Concord Newspapers Group was too deeply mired in 
politics, I sought sanity at The Punch as the News Editor in April, 1994, after 
a successful written test and interview. Punch, as a newspaper group, took its 
social and professional responsibilities seriously. Before National Concord, I 
had rated Punch Newspapers as too soft on issues. From the inside, I saw a 
media group in phases of metamorphosis from predominant human-interest 
reporting to hard issues reporting. By 1993, The Punch had taken the lead in 
the fight for freedom from military rule. The principled stance of the leadership 
and ownership of the newspaper gained wide respect. The Punch built a 
reputation as the newspaper of the people, for the people. By the time I joined, 
it had earned a reputation as the widest-circulating newspaper nationally. 
Punch Newspapers fought a good fight. To this day, it remains my honour and 
privilege to have worked among such a team of principled and hardworking 
journalists, at a time when ordinary men bowed to power and ignored the 
common good for want of personal comfort.

In a sense, my move to The Punch was just an extension of the same battle 
that I had left behind at National Concord. All it took me to return to the 
battleground was two months of normal journalism at The Punch. In June 
1994, one year after the dastardly cancellation of the freest and most credible 
election in Nigeria, The Punch came under the attack of the military regime for 
its bold reporting of events that the soldiers wanted hidden from the public. By 
this time, I was an Assistant Editor of The Punch. Daily, we kept playing the 
hide-and-seek, hit-and-run game with the military, doing our jobs as best as we 
could, knowing that General Sani Abacha’s regime was looking for scapegoats, 
as Abiola stubbornly clung to his mandate and enjoyed irrepressible media 
sympathy. As Nigeria further slid into instability under Abacha, the face-off 
came to a head. On June 11, 1994, armed policemen swarmed the newspaper’s 
premises at Mangoro-Ikeja, effectively aborting production as they drove 
out workers and sealed up the estate. The Punch Daily Editor, Bolawole, was 
placed under ‘office arrest’. A day before, an unknown biker had dropped an 
envelope at the gate, containing an invitation purportedly from MKO Abiola, 
signalling his intention to declare himself as President at the Gateway Hotel in 
Ota, Ogun State. The envelope was received by the secretary to the daily editor. 
The invitation became the main subject of the editorial meeting that day. We 
decided that journalism had to operate without fear, and the event would be 
reported exactly as it unfolded. I was given the assignment of putting the story 
together. Working with one of the most experienced reporters— Churchill 
Umoren— we curated and packaged the report as accurately as possible, 
following the chronology of events. It was the lead story in the next day’s 
edition. It was also an invitation to trouble. Bolawole would later narrate, “They 
said the security report was that a top-notch at The Punch was the brain behind 
the Abiola Invitation Card and Presidential Declaration; that he brought the IV 
to The Punch and used his privileged position to get it published. I told them 

that I had no such information.
“That IV was a first-class news item by any standard, and no editor worthy of the 

name will hesitate to slam it on the cover. They brought out a prepared statement for 
me to sign, stating that the IV was brought by the top oga (boss). I refused to sign. 
They put a pistol to my nose and rudely threw screaming Moji out. The pistol’s nozzle 
was as cold as a dog’s nose. I closed my eyes and said my prayers, but refused to sign. 
They threatened that the death meant for the boss would be mine. I didn’t budge. 
Some of the goons eventually went away for further directives.”

Three days after being subjected to an uncommon treatment in lone detention in 
The Punch premises, Bolawole was moved to the Criminal Investigation Department 
at the Nigeria Police Force headquarters at Alagbon, Lagos. He was not to be released 
until Umoren and I were interrogated about the story. Some seemingly smart 
policemen, helplessly caught in the line of ugly duty, asked questions but they were 
sympathetic to the MKO cause from their scrutable countenance. After a few hours 
of rambling, they released us. The late human rights lawyer, Chief Gani Fawehinmi, 
took up The Punch’s case at the Ikoyi Federal High Court. I remember the calmness in 
the courtroom on the morning of July 1994, when Justice T.A. Odunowo ordered the 
vacation of our premises by the military with some compensation for the economic 
losses suffered by the business. It was a sweet victory, which soon left a bitter taste. 
The awards were never honoured and the junta’s reaction brought hardship. With 
The Punch premises still occupied, the newspaper went underground, publishing 
from outside its facilities, the news magazine, Top Life. The Managing Director, Mr 
Demola Osinubi, and Bolawole, tried to bring energy to the cause. However, when 
they did, the monster became vicious. The Abacha regime unleashed brutality. The 
Punch, The Guardian and National Concord were prohibited from publishing. All 
three publications of Punch Newspapers Limited— The Punch, Sunday Punch, and 
Top Life— were proscribed by military decree. The Punch Newspapers (Proscription 
and Prohibition from circulation) Decree No. 7, the Concord Newspapers and African 
Concord, House of Heroes Weekly Magazine (Proscription and Prohibition from 
Circulation) Decree No. 6, and The Guardian Newspaper and African Guardian 
Weekly Magazine (Proscription and Prohibition from Circulation) Decree No. 8, all 
of 1994, were effective and enforced by the sealing of the premises of the newspaper 
companies. It marked the start of my saddest moments at The Punch. After a few 
weeks, the financially-crushed organisation could not continue to pay its staff without 
earning revenue. Although a handful of staffers were retained to ensure the continuity 
of the business, most of our colleagues went into a year of penury and hardship, while 
others took temporary jobs elsewhere to keep body and soul together. The company 
rented a small office half a kilometer from the premises, where we met daily to keep 
the business afloat. During this period, intimidation and hunting never stopped. 
Some of the journalists, myself included, continued to be harassed. A summons was 
dropped at the main office for me to appear before Justice Abdullahi Mustapha’s 
court in Abuja for cases related to Abiola’s declaration of victory. Abdullahi was one of 
the infamous judges used by the Abacha regime to wage its war on June 12. I simply 
ignored the summons on the advice of our lawyer. Ultimately, the newspapers were 
reopened. Having always been prepared, we quickly launched into an operational 
mode. Following a refresher training, we were able to go right back to work, with our 
heads held high. I became Acting Editor of Sunday Punch for a few months, before 
being shipped to Abuja to man the bureau right under the nose of the dictator. It was 
a dangerous time to be in Abuja as a journalist. Our office was the hub for journalists 
and security operatives alike at the time. We never feared; we never stopped writing 
truthful stories. At some point, I was asked to represent The Punch at a media owners’ 
meeting at Aso Rock. Doubting I might return from the event, I nonetheless attended 
without fear. Some of our efforts and actions during the brutal dictatorship of Sani 
Abacha will never be recognised or remembered. However, I have to flag some of 
our staff in Abuja for acts of courage and good citizenship. The late Joel Gure, a man 
of unique character, was a dogged fighter. He gave the military a red nose. Chuks 
Ohuegbe and Farouk Audu-Adejoh fought a good fight. They covered historic events, 
including MKO Abiola’s trials in Abuja, without fear. 

Our advertising executive, Mrs Nike Adelegan, once became a reporter who 
smuggled a mini recorder on my behalf into the SSS’s secret cell in Asokoro to 
interview the son of the late Supreme Court Judge, Emmanuel Ogebe, caught by 
Abacha doing civil advocacy work related to June 12. The Punch of those days was 
a house of heroes, a home to the courageous and a haven for the upright. I remain 
forever proud to have worked with such a bunch of fearless, principled, diligent 
and dogged fighters. Ultimately, I had to drop the pen to join my fiancée and start a 
new life in the United States of America late in 1996. In retrospect, I think that the 
frustration of seeing June 12 slowly melt away, as Nigerians moved on, got the better 
of me. Abacha was killing everyone who opposed him. George Orwell’s classic work, 
1984, found its personification in the Nigeria of 1996. Abuja was littered with Abacha’s 
snitches and rats. I am forever grateful for the opportunity and the platform that The 
PUNCH provided. The experience I had in just those two-and-a-half years, among 
formidable fighters, accounts for the most eventful, exciting and memorable years of 
my journalism career. I would do it again –but I wish that moment never arose again 
in the life of the nation: military rule, never; freedom, forever!

T
unde Odediran joined The Punch Newspapers in April 1994 as News Editor. 
He held other positions, including Assistant Editor, The Punch; Acting Editor, 
Sunday Punch; and Editor, Abuja Bureau. He left Punch in October 1996. 

He is a columnist for The Interview online publication, a co-founder of the 
nonprofit, Rescue Nigeria and is now in Information Technology, employed 

at a global customer relationship management software company
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if more properties open up, what does it mean? 
It is more opportunities because I know that for 
the discerning traveller, their first port of call 
would be the Transcorp Hilton Abuja before 
others are considered. And if there are more 
entrants, what does it mean for Nigerians? More 
job opportunities, more businesses and since 
for Transcorp, we are about improving lives and 
transforming Africa, we say welcome. Whatever 
will help to catalyze more industries, if a new hotel 
opens today, it’s more jobs; direct jobs from the 
hotels, and indirect jobs from the vendors that 
will come up. I’m all for industrializing Nigeria.

Your conglomerate is involved in the energy sector 
of the economy, what are the challenges plaguing 
that sector and how has Transcorp been weathering 
the storm?

So, in looking at the energy sector, let’s just go 
across the value chain. We’ve got the generating 
companies, we’ve got the transmission and the 
distribution. I would extend that value chain a 
little bit more, so you have a better understanding. 
If we look at the generation, the thermal, that is 
the gas plants, then the hydros inputs... right... 
and about 78 per cent of Nigeria’s power comes 
from the thermal. So, the challenges that we’ve 
been seeing in the oil and gas sector, as you know, 
we’ve had diminished production in oil and gas, 
diminished production from infrastructural 
challenges, vandalisation, outright theft, which 
led people to say “we need to take a break.” It 
has impacted the supply of gas to our generating 
companies. If I pick my plant in Afam, I am 

generating about 30 to 40 per cent of my available 
capacity right now because of some issues relating to gas availability in that area. 
So, if we have more gas, what it means is that we’re able to generate more power. 
If you have more power, it can come through the transmission and get to the 
end-user at the other end of the value chain. You know we’ve recently invested in 
Abuja Electricity Distribution Company. Ultimately, it gets to the customer and 
the customer is meant to pay for the power that is received. But we have some 
challenges relating to electricity theft, bypass or people just not paying their bills, 
and nothing more or less happens. And when people don’t pay their bills, you find 
that there are liquidity challenges in the system. And with the devaluation of the 
naira and the FX, we need to move towards a more cost-reflective tariff. Because 
as it is right now, the tariff that is being charged is not cost-reflective. But I also 
understand where the government is coming from and why they’re trying to 
manage it because we are trying to stabilize the economy. Are there challenges in 
the sector? Yes! But one thing you find wherever challenges exist are opportunities, 
and the reality is that no matter the sector you are in, you need energy. And once 
there’s always a market or a need for something, you will find that you’re able to 
provide it and you provide value. More importantly is really what we stand for. 
There is no way we would not have been a key player in the energy market because 
it’s quite capital-heavy. And it requires a lot of patience as well.

Given the Q3’23 results of the group, should shareholders be expecting improved 
dividends for FY 2023?

You know, I am a public company, so I cannot comment on dividends until we 
notify the board which will notify the public properly but this is what I said to my 
investors from time: We are committed to creating a company that our children’s 
children would meet, that’ll create value for everyone in the long term. And if you 
look through history, we’ve always paid dividends and as the company’s fortunes 
have increased from the previous years, so has the dividend payout increased. 
But as you know, different things go into deciding what to pay. So, if you’re doing 
some expansion now; let’s look at Transcorp; we were working on renovating this 
hotel so it looks very beautiful. We’ve invested billions of naira to bring back the 
privatized assets. If you see that you have investments to make that year, it affects 
your decision on what you’re going to do. But whatever decision you make, the 
shareholder is the ultimate beneficiary. If the turbines break down because you 
did not do the required maintenance, then what will you take tomorrow? We keep 
our shareholders happy today, but we also keep in view their long-term future.

Rising inflation has had a significant impact on the purchasing power of average 
Nigerians, any effect on your operations?

Way back like eight or so years ago, we started driving an import substitution 
strategy. It was a board mandate by saying that items that you guys import today, 
find local substitutes. Because we’ve had that kind of discipline, you’ll find that for 
several things that we buy, we’ve already found local substitutes, which of course 

P
resident/Group CEO, Transcorp Plc, Owen Omogiafo, speaks on the remarkable strides of one 
of Nigeria’s biggest conglomerate especially after the downturn of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
this interview with Adelani Adepegba and Princess Etuk

How has the conglomerate been coping with 
the prevailing economic headwinds, including 
forex challenges, and worsening volatility of 
the naira?

As with everybody, it’s been a bit 
challenging. We are experiencing quite 
challenging times across the nation 
from the FX issue to inflation and, to 
some extent, the security challenges. 
But notwithstanding, we’ve done very 
well as a group. We have investments 
in recession-resilient sectors like our 
power investments. No matter what, 
you still need to provide power and get 
power across. So, our investment in that 
sector has continued to grow and create 
value. In our hospitality space, we’ve also 
seen tremendous growth because there 
is renewed interest in Nigeria and what 
Nigeria is doing. So, we see that there’s 
a strong surge of international business 
travellers. As the world has returned 
to normal following the 2019/2020 
COVID-19 pandemic, you find that a lot 
of airlines, practically all the airlines are 
back in Nigeria, barring Emirates. So, our 
hospitality business is doing very, very 
well. I’d say in total, the Conglomerate, 
leveraging the discipline and business 
model that we run, has effectively 
overcome and delivered successes despite 
the economic challenges that the nation 
is facing.

One of your subsidiaries, Transcorp Hotels, 
hit N1tn capitalisation on the capital market recently, share with us the journey to that milestone

Transcorp Hotels is a subsidiary we’re very proud of and very happy with. Transcorp 
Hotels is a source of pride for me because, in a nutshell demonstrates the value and 
opportunities within our country, and is a clear example of “tough times don’t last but 
tough people do”. In 2020, with the pandemic, the iconic property was like a ghost town. 
That year, we actually posted a loss of nearly N10 billion, but we stood upon our resilient 
principle and continued to engage with our clients as if they were walking through the 
doors. So, we maintained top-of-mind awareness with our guests. We stayed connected 
with our staff and you know during COVID, everybody was fighting for their lives, but we 
were thinking of strategies of how once the COVID restrictions are lifted, we were just 
going to hit the markets. So, you see, once all those restrictions were lifted, we launched 
Aura by Transcorp Hotels in July 2021. Aura by Transcorp Hotels is a digital platform for 
booking homes, hotels, and experiences. We had revamped the hotel just before COVID, 
we completed the renovation of the hotel at about $132 million; we’ve given facelifts to 
the facilities. If you go to Bukka, which is the main restaurant, there is a nice facelift. If 
you go to Pastry Corner, nobody will argue with you if you take a picture and say you’re in 
a lively cafe somewhere in France. And of course, because our Gen Zs like their selfies, we 
had to redecorate our bathrooms. So, you go there and it’s really beautiful. The women’s 
bathroom is pink. So, we have created value and we continue to improve and enhance 
our service standards. You go downstairs into our restaurants, the quality of food, the 
distinction of excellence that comes with the service that you get. Once you drive into 
the Transcorp Hilton ... right from the gate, you have that sense of security. So, you’re 
driving and you are enveloped with peace;  then you walk through the door and you are 
hit with that very pleasant fragrance. Weare a trusted brand. And that value is what you 
have seen that has made the value of the stock rise because it has risen on the confidence 
of the investors and when you saw that the stock market was growing, Transcorp Hotels 
was right there at the forefront and our stock price just kept on growing and growing and 
growing. For us as business owners, it is to ensure that we repay the confidence investors 
have reposed in us by building a business that is not just profitable, but that is operated 
sustainably and creates value for everyone.

Do you feel threatened by new hospitality firms aiming to displace your hotel from the pinnacle 
of the industry? 

Well, in my position, I don’t know who that is :)... But do we feel threatened? No, we 
don’t feel threatened. You see, Nigeria has a lot of opportunities. If you look at it, how 
many five-star rooms do we have in Nigeria? Nigeria has just one five-star hotel as far 
as I’m concerned. And that is the Transcorp Hilton Abuja, which means that we have 
more than 670 5-star rooms. Compared to places like Dubai, London, and New York, 
we need to have more quality hotels. And the beauty of our place is that we’ve got almost 
40 years of reinforced, sustained, trusted service. So, do I feel threatened? No. We need 
to be able to attract international conferences and to attract international conferences, 
you need a minimum of about 5,000 hotel rooms of the Transcorp Hilton standard. So, 

– President/Group CEO, Transcorp Plc, Omogiafo 
Transcorp Hilton is the only five-star hotel in Nigeria 
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now insulates us from these FX challenges. For the inflation 
side, I really want to appreciate our guests because they 
have that confidence in us. We’ve all been working towards 
it together, which is, we have our dynamic pricing. We are 
not trying to take advantage of anybody. But what we want 
is to make sure that the standard of quality remains and 
of course, drive strong operational excellence. We’ve been 
monitoring our risk level. So, now that is an issue, you will 
find that the discipline that you’ve started applying from the 
previous years, you are now benefiting a whole lot more. 
So when people are tightening their belts, our belts are 
already tight. We just keep on moving and moving on. On 
the power side of things, we’re working a lot to see how to 
get as much as possible of our contracts in naira. Not always 
does it work because, you know, our OEMs are international. 
However, we’re the only ones that don’t have international 
technical partners anymore. We’ve now become 100 per 
cent Nigerian-run and managed. And we invested quite a 
lot in our staff to train them, empower them so they can do 
the work. But there are still times when we bring in external 
competence. There are some specialized tools that you need 
in the power sector that we have to bring in.

You won the All-Africa Businesswoman of the Year award in 
2023 in recognition of the new heights of the group under your 
leadership. Could you share with us some of the successes?

When I became the Group CEO of Transcorp on March 
25th, 2020, our stock price was 57 kobo and we closed 
2023 at nearly N20 per share. Transcorp Hotels, ‘ stock 
price was N6. 25 but by the end of December, it was close 
to N100. That is tremendous growth. Through investments, 
we have grown our power presence very strongly. We were 
just previously in Ughelli, we’ve gone on to acquire Afam 
Power and we’ve also gone on to now do the Abuja Disco 
investment. We’ve also extended our reach by delivering 
power to Benin Republic. So through Transcorp and a few 
other Gencos, we are powering other African countries. 
So, when we say we are the giants of Africa, it is not a joke; 
it is the reality. Then our stakeholders’ confidence; the 
Transcorp brand has grown quite tremendously. Thank you 
for the recognition of the awards, we give God all the glory. 
So Transcorp Plc, Transcorp Hotels, and Transcorp Power 
have won awards and recognition in different categories, 
both local and international. One of the awards that really 
pleased me was when we won the best company on diversity, 
equity and inclusion by Hofstede Insights and why it made 
me very happy is that it’s quite a detailed index that they 
used. They came in and saw what we are doing and that 
people are seeing what we’re doing, people are taking note 
and they’re giving us that recognition. And perhaps, another 
high point was being invited to receive an award in London 
at the House of Lords. That was also another great moment. 
On my birthday, I got a present from the Federal Republic 
of Nigeria when I was awarded OON. We’ve improved our 
communication. Transcorp has been a very strong and 
good company, a strong brand. Since 2020, we’ve been 
more deliberate about telling our story. So, for example, me 
doing this kind of interview. Now, of course, I must thank 
PUNCH. PUNCH is one of the very first to publish I think 
a double-page interview on me. And that was also good in 
drawing attention to what we are doing, and people like 
success. The success stories of Transcorp in the past few 
years have been good and the corporate governance awards 
that we won also go a long way towards helping and people 
can see the impact. So, you talk to the communities within 
which we operate they are full of commendation for us. We 
talk to our staff, they are happy. So, investors’ confidence 
are high, they recognize the corporate governance excellence 
that we have, our core value of enterprise execution and 
excellence. Our stakeholders  believe in the people who are 
at the helm of affairs and Transcorp of course, is led by our 
Group Chairman, Mr Tony O. Elumelu, CFR.

One of your power subsidiaries Transcorp Power became the first 
privatised power business to be discharged from post-privatisation 
monitoring having surpassed all requirements set by the Bureau 
of Public Enterprise. What are the new frontiers for the business?

There’s still a huge gap in the power sector. So, the first 
is really to be around optimizing our existing investment 
and getting into the renewable space. There’s quite a lot 
of capital available for investments in the renewable space 
and Transcorp is a preferred partner for many international 
investors. We are exploring that space so we can get more 
power in and get power to the end user. As I mentioned 
earlier, our most recent investment is the Abuja Electricity 
Distribution Company. To see how to manage that business, 
and run it effectively because, without the distribution 
company, we really cannot deliver the power in a sustainable 
and meaningful manner. The national grid still has a whole 
lot to do as it relates to the movement of heavy power. In the 

some of the far-reaching impacts of the Electricity Act 
2023?

There are some key developments coming from the Act. One of the 
things I’m quite happy about is the establishment of a Community 
Development Fund that has come out. Mr Tony Elumelu is known 
for his philanthropy. So, we are built on the principle of ‘do well, do 
good.’ But for those other companies that may need an incentive to 
do good, this kind of platform is good because what it means is that 
you are now required by law to put aside a certain part of your money 
towards community development. We also have the liberalisation 
of markets through the State Electricity Act. So, states are now 
empowered to license a generation and distribution company. I said 
earlier that we have a gap in power supply and power distribution. 
There’ll be more involvement by the state governments for power 
for their jurisdictions. And with more involvement comes more 
accountability. Ultimately, we need to build more industrial centres 
across Nigeria. And our dear regulator, NERC got some good powers. 
And in a sector like power, it’s good to have a strong regulator that 
is clearly defined just like the way you have in banking. And there 
are also some things about the renewable energy space that would 
also work well for all of us. But first things first, it is even good there 
is something we can leverage on. It might not be implemented 
immediately, but there will be a direction towards implementation. 
Most delightful is the criminalization of electricity theft because we 
can no longer continue in that manner.

 Ultimately, they said people will treat you the way you let them. 
Everybody is kind of recognizing that they have to hustle for 
themselves. Before the Act, some states were already moving on. 
If you look at Edo State, it has a gas supply somewhere and the 
governor attracted an investor to build a power plant. Look at Lagos; 
Lagos is moving quite ahead, they are looking to harness some of 
their hydro resources to have hydropower. They brought in electric 
buses. A few weeks ago, the governor was in China to inspect trains. 
It’s understandable that we all collectively are going to develop and 
make this nation great. So, like I said, there are opportunities in the 
power sector. Power is a necessity for everyone, no matter the industry 
or sector you’re in. And as we derive more accountability from our 
elected leaders, this is going to be one of them. Imagine a governor 
or local government chairman being able to say in my jurisdiction we 
have 18 hours of steady power. That person would be loved. And also 
if people see the impact of the power sector, I believe we’ll get more.

The power minister recently put the indebtedness to electricity 
generation firms at N1.3tn. How is this impacting the Gencos?

Liquidity challenges. So for some GenCos, they’ve had challenges 
with meeting their acquisition debts, their obligation; you need 
money to make money, you need money to fund the maintenance 
of your turbines, fund your operations, train your staff. Of course, 
pay your gas suppliers because it is not a charity, it is a business. So, 
when there are liquidity challenges, it does affect your operation. 
But prudent management of your businesses can help. You asked 
me earlier about dividends. We have a good dividend policy that 
is still conservative, where our retained earnings are strong. And 
we’re able to fund our operations. It might delight you to know that 
we cleaned up our USD obligation. So we don’t have any USD loan. 
Now, on our books, why it is important is because some companies 
had issues last year with FX exposure, we are clean on our acquisition 
loan for Transcorp power. So are there liquidity issues? Yes. But is 
it to the extent of ‘oh, we can’t move? We are big, and this is where 
the power of a conglomerate also comes in.

There’s this rumour in the past that mega dealers of 
generators are partly sabotaging the power sector. How 
true is this?

I haven’t seen any data that would support that. And if you just 
look, you know once upon a time, the story was that it is diesel 
people, it’s cheaper for you to buy power from one source than 
the other. Our power infrastructure is quite good. And there’s 
room for a lot of investment in technology and infrastructure that 
creates more transparency in the system. The more we’re able to 
push more people to prepaid meters and of course, make sure 
they are unable to bypass those prepaid meters, the better. Look 
at our mobile telecommunication sector, if credit finishes on your 
phone, it is gone. 

Nigerians complain about crazy billing in the power 
sector and it appears the Discos are not keen on issuing 
prepaid metres to customers. Why is that?

It will delight you to know that the regulators are also clamping 
down on it, there are regulatory orders on crazy billing. You have 
a maximum you can’t go above. So, what I would just say is that 
the Nigerian power sector is experiencing a total turnaround. And 
I’m quite confident that we’ll get it but I also want to invite the 
end-user; those that are stealing our power are not helping us; 
they’re sabotaging the economy. Then the people that vandalize. 
You just go somewhere, steal cables and a number of these things 
are not made in Nigeria. When it comes to this power sector, it 
belongs to all of us. Right now, AEDC is working on a platform 
that would allow us to get insights from customers and use it on 
the go to fix issues.

past, there has been some discussion; even the Electricity 
Act that was recently signed, mentioned that as well, about 
the concession of the transmission company. If or when 
that happens, we would also be there to play that role? And 
like I said, Nigeria is a hub, we’ll see as well how to expand 
that influence. Our neighbours that we share borders with, 
we see how we improve their power so that the prosperity 
that is emanating from Nigeria will reflect just the way the 
moon takes energy from the sun to shine.

Do you think Nigeria is attracting sufficient international 
investments in renewable energy?

I won’t say it is not attracting it. Last year, I was in Saudi 
and one core message that came out is that developing 
countries need energy, full stop. Yeah, we need energy, 
we need power. We have huge hydrocarbon deposits. We 
have huge investments already in the power infrastructure 
that we run. Let me put this in context. If I were getting 
a new turbine today, I need to spend millions of dollars. 
So, think of all the millions of dollars that Nigeria and 
the rest of Africa have invested in their existing power 
infrastructure that they tie into the grid. Renewable energy 
is good because indeed, we have to supplement, we can’t 
just focus on just one source of energy, because even for 
risk diversification, it is not ideal. But there are terms that 
they also put into it; you want to ensure that you have the 
right partner; we can’t mortgage our future. Transcorp is 
here to be your conduit towards meeting those renewable 
targets, but at the same time, recognize that we run an 
energy blend, not necessarily energy replacement because 
we must energize Africa.

As a stakeholder in the power sector, what are 

We also have the 
liberalisation 
of markets 
through the State 
Electricity Act. 
So, states are 
now empowered 
to license a 
generation and 
distribution 
company
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We’ve set new standard for 
excellence and innovation in 
energy sector – Igiehon

H
EIRS ENERGIES’ CEO, OSA IGIEHON, in this engaging interview, 
opens up on how much the Africa’s largest indigenous-
owned integrated energy company is committed to meeting 

Africa’s unique energy needs. He speaks more on the coy’s focus 
on innovation, sustainable growth, and how Nigeria can meet its 

enabling power generation, fueling various 
industrial uses, powering thousands of businesses 
and lighting up thousands of homes across the 
country. 

Our unwavering commitment to safety is 
reflected in our stellar track record. Operating 
LTI-free in OML 17, we have reached an impressive 
milestone of 1,081 days and 5,212,632 manhours 
without a lost time incident as of December 31, 
2023. This underscores our dedication to safety 
best practices, ensuring zero incidents and fatalities 
since inception.

Beyond operational excellence, Heirs Energies 
has made a profound impact in the communities 
where we operate. Through skill development 
initiatives, electrification projects, and support 
for educational aspirations, we have empowered 
hundreds of individuals and facilitated the dreams 
of over 280 students within our host communities.

Our commitment to good governance is 
exemplified by the establishment of the OML 17 
Host Community Development Trust, a testament 
to our innovative approach that has garnered 
recognition from the Nigerian Upstream Petroleum 
Regulatory Commission.

Heirs Energies continues to be a driving force 
in propelling Nigeria’s energy sector forward, 
embracing a holistic approach that combines 
operational success, brownfield excellence, safety, 
community development, and effective governance.

 Are your operations majorly onshore or offshore? 
Heirs Energies’ operations are currently onshore, 

notably underscored by our acquisition of the 
OML17 and ongoing development of the asset. 
This strategic focus affords us the opportunity to 
actively engage with local communities, manage 
environmental impacts, and leverage the logistical 
benefits inherent in onshore operations to fulfil 
Nigeria’s energy requirements more efficiently. Our 
onshore activities enable us to directly contribute 

to the economic and social development of the 
areas we operate in, aligning seamlessly with our 
commitment to creating sustainable value and 
fostering shared prosperity.

 Are we expecting new investment prospects 
from your company? 

Heirs Energies is unwavering in its 
commitment to enhance value for its 
stakeholders through strategic and well-
considered investments.

We plan to sustainably grow our oil and 
gas production and increase our resource 
base through both organic and inorganic 
growth. Furthermore, we aim to selectively 
broaden our value chain beyond upstream 
operations. Strengthening ties with local 
industries, particularly for power generation and 
processing/value addition, is on our agenda. 
Additionally, exploring other energy sources, 
particularly renewables, is a focus going forward.

Our pursuit of value accretion is intricately 
linked to a forward-looking investment strategy, 
ensuring that Heirs Energies remains agile, 
competitive, and well-positioned within the 
dynamic landscape of the oil and gas industry.

Nigeria has been finding it tough to meet its 
crude oil production quota as approved by OPEC. 
In your estimation, what steps would help in 
bridging this deficit?

To meet its OPEC quota, Nigeria can 
undertake several strategic steps to boost 
oil production. Below are key initiatives for 
consideration:

•	 Increase focus on growing production:
•	 Focus should be on growing 

production and less focus on reserves growth. 
Investments in upstream activities, including 
drilling and well development, to discover 
and tap into oil reserves should be prioritised. 
Further, the country should push to accelerate 

Please share with us the success story that is today 
Heirs Energy 

Heirs Energies Limited, formerly known as Heirs 
Holdings Oil & Gas Limited, is Africa’s largest 
indigenous-owned integrated energy company, 
committed to meeting Africa’s unique energy needs 
while aligning with global sustainability goals and 
objectives. With a strong focus on innovation, 
sustainable growth, brownfield excellence, and 
community development, Heirs Energies leads the 
way in the evolving energy landscape, contributing to 
a more prosperous Nigeria and indeed Africa.

Our journey commenced in January 2021 with 
the successful acquisition of SPDC JV’s interest 
in OML17 through a $1.1 billion transaction. This 
strategic move not only solidified our joint venture 
partnership with the NNPC but also marked the start 
of a new chapter dedicated to uniquely addressing 
Nigeria’s and Africa’s energy needs.

Under the visionary leadership of our Chairman, 
Tony O. Elumelu, CFR, Heirs Energies has set a 
new standard for excellence and innovation in the 
energy sector. From a significant increase in oil 
and gas production to pioneering a novel model 
of community engagement, our efforts are geared 
towards creating a lasting positive impact. Our 
operational success is underpinned by a world-
class Nigerian management team that is delivering 
innovative solutions addressing brownfield 
challenges that had been historically daunting to the 
sector.

Heirs Energies is unwavering in its commitment to 
empowering communities, enhancing local capacity, 
and fostering economic growth through responsible 
energy production and supply. Our dedication to 
safety, environmental sustainability, and community 
engagement continue to distinguish us as a role 
model institution within the global energy sector.

How has Heirs Energy impacted the energy sector 
positively?

Heirs Energies has positively impacted the 
Nigerian energy sector by significantly increasing 
oil and gas production, pioneering a new model 
of community engagement, and maintaining an 
exemplary safety record - all pivotal to securing 
Nigeria’s sustainable energy future. 

Among our notable achievements, we successfully 
grew our oil production from 27,000 to 40,000 
barrels a day in 2023 through the restart of our 
growth program. This growth has not only expanded 
our output but also positioned us as pioneers in 
brownfield engineering and innovative techniques. 
We are eager to share these advancements with 
the industry for the benefit of Nigeria as we all 
join hands to pull our country up from the current 
economic challenges.

In addition to oil production growth, Heirs 
Energies has also played a crucial role in maintaining 
consistent gas supply for domestic consumption. 
Achieving a peak gas production of 86 million 
standard cubic feet per day in 2023, we have 
dedicated all our gas supply to the domestic market, 

HEIRS ENERGIES:
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oil production ahead of the global energy transition 
curve. 

•  Adopt Brownfield approach to mature fields 
development:

•	 Given the access of capital challenge 
for oil and gas development, low-cost brownfield 
technologies, approaches, and capabilities are 
necessary to optimise the production efficiency of 
existing fields and maximise recovery rates.

•  Security Measures/Crude Theft:
•	 Sustain the current security framework 

for safeguarding oil and gas infrastructure, with 
a continued focus on evacuation pipeline systems 
across the country to enable increased terminal 
receipts and exports. Continue to tackle security 
challenges within oil-producing regions, addressing 
issues such as theft, vandalism, and conflicts, to 
minimise disruption to production.

•   Fiscal Incentives and Policies:
•	 Provide fiscal incentives and favourable 

policies to further attract investment in the Nigerian 
upstream activities.

•	 Community Engagement:
•	 Engage with local communities to 

ensure their support for oil production activities, 
addressing any social or environmental concerns.

• Technology Adoption:
•	 Embrace advanced technologies, 

including artificial intelligence, data analytics, and 
digital solutions, to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of oil production operations.

By strategically implementing these steps, Nigeria 
can work towards meeting its OPEC quota,

while also fostering sustainable and responsible 
practices in the oil and gas industry

From your assessment, is the government doing 
enough to tackle the challenges bringing about low oil 
output?

Given the recent developments and the journey 
embarked upon by Heirs Energies, particularly 
throughout 2022 and 2023, our assessment of the 
government’s initiatives to address the challenges 
causing abysmally low oil output is notably positive. 
The events in 2022 and 2023 highlighted the 
urgent need for decisive action against the pervasive 
issues of crude theft and pipeline sabotage, which 
significantly hampered the industry’s productivity 
and the country’s economy.

Our proactive measures to spotlight and tackle 
these issues led to a pivotal moment where the 
government took concrete actions that have 
substantially curbed these illegal activities. This 
intervention played a crucial role in mitigating 
the factors that contributed to low oil output, 
demonstrating a commitment to resolving the 
problem. 

The outcomes are evident: from a dire situation in 
December 2021 when only 3 per cent of our crude 
production reached its intended destination, we 
have witnessed a remarkable turnaround with over 
80 per cent of our crude now successfully getting to 
the terminal.

However, this progress does not diminish the 
need for continuous effort and vigilance. The 
challenge of securing the oil sector against theft 
and sabotage is ongoing, and while the recent 
government measures have been effective, the 
battle is far from over. It necessitates sustained, 
collaborative efforts between the government, 
industry stakeholders, and the communities to 
ensure that these gains are not only maintained but 
also built upon.

Therefore, while acknowledging the significant 
strides made, we also recognise the importance 
of maintaining momentum in these efforts. The 
government’s actions have set a positive trajectory, 
but the journey towards eliminating the threats to 
our oil output continues. 

 Energy transition is being pushed globally. How is 
Heirs transiting with regards to this, and how well is 
your company supporting the country in this regard? 

We are charting our way forward in the new 
energies space by actively strategising our roadmap 
with a focus on embracing and integrating new 
energies. This involves a comprehensive plan 
to explore, adopt, and leverage emerging and 
alternative energy sources, over the medium and 

matured projects in the new energies space, including the 
development of solar powered bionic arms for amputees in 
Africa.

 Are you in alignment with the government on the adoption of 
natural gas as Nigeria’s transition fuel? 

We are very much in alignment with the government’s 
position on the adoption of natural gas as Nigeria’s 
transition fuel. 

Although the Nigerian government’s ambition for energy 
transition and carbon neutrality by 2060 might seem at 
odds with a gas utilisation and development agenda, it is 
crucial to recognise the distinct role gas can play. Despite 
being unfairly grouped with traditional fossil fuels, gas has 
a significantly lower emissions profile. Coal and petroleum 
products, including gasoline and diesel, produce 2.2 to 
3 times and 1.5 to 2 times more CO2 per unit of energy, 
respectively, compared to natural gas. 

As a nation rich in gas resources, we must leverage this 
abundant resource to address our energy deficits and 
become energy sufficient. Gas is poised to play a significant 
role in establishing baseload energy capacity, stabilisation of 
the grid for seamless renewable integration, and addressing 
clean cooking deficits through the use of LPG. In the short 
term, gas will drive the establishment of baseload energy 
capacity, providing stable power for industrial growth while 
Nigeria develops its renewable energy infrastructure.

Market realities also indicate a more sustained role for 
gas in Nigeria’s energy landscape given the substantial 
financing required to build renewable energy infrastructure, 
increasing local consumption and growing demand for gas 
exports.

To align with the urgency of energy transition, the gas 
sector has seen investments in research and technology 
focusing on carbon capture, utilisation, and storage. 
This ensures minimal carbon emissions during the gas 
production process produces aligning with the goal of a net 
zero future.

Does Nigeria really have the capacity (whether financially 
or technically) to transit based on the global push for energy 
transition?

 On August 24, 2022, Nigeria launched its Energy 
Transition Plan - a comprehensive framework outlining the 
strategy to achieve the dual objectives of net zero carbon 
emissions by 2060 and the eradication of energy poverty 
in the country by 2030. The plan requires a substantial 
investment of $1.9 trillion to reach net zero by 2060, with 
an additional $410 billion above projected usual spending 
translating to approximately $10 billion spend annually.

Africa faces a substantial energy deficit. While Nigeria 
has taken steps to lead in energy transition discussions 
within Sub-Saharan Africa, there needs to be a paradigm 
shift towards a Nigerian energy sufficiency and transition 
plan. Emphasising sufficiency as an African imperative, this 
multipronged approach should incorporate both traditional 
and new energy sources to meet the energy needs of 100% 
of the population.

The proposed strategy of energy sufficiency and 
transitioning suggests allocating resources towards 
achieving sufficiency as a foundational step, thereby 
positioning Nigeria to attract the necessary resources for a 
successful transition.

Please walk us through some of your outreaches in terms of 
CSR to host communities around your areas of operation.

 Our CSR initiatives are intricately woven into our 
operations’ philosophy, embodying a shared destiny with 
our host communities and a commitment to making a 
positive impact in our areas of operations. Through various 
initiatives, we have empowered more than 300 young 
people through skill acquisition programs, upgraded 
electrical infrastructure benefiting over 270,000 people, 
and undertaken numerous initiatives in the areas of health, 
education, and the environment. 

We have placed a strong emphasis on supporting the 
local economy by ensuring that 100 per cent of the gas 
we produce is utilised for domestic purposes, including 
powering homes through power generating companies 
like Trans Afam, FIPL and supporting other industrial 
activities. Additionally, we are the gas supplier to the new 
181-megawatt Geometric Power plant located in Aba, Abia 
State.

These efforts reflect our commitment to fostering 
sustainable development and creating enduring value 
for the communities where we operate. Our goal is to 
ensure that our presence serves as a catalyst for positive 
transformation, reflecting our commitment to being a 
responsible corporate organisation.

long term to enhance our sustainability, reduce 
environmental impact, and stay abreast of the 
evolving energy landscape. 

Our commitment involves a continuous 
understanding of technological advancements, 
assessing viable options, and aligning our operations 
with the principles of cleaner and more sustainable 
energy practices. By charting this course, we aim 
to not only meet current energy demands but also 
contribute positively to the global shift towards 
more environmentally friendly and efficient energy 
solutions. 

Heirs Energies is part of a larger group; Heirs 
Holdings, with Mr. Tony Elumelu, as Chairman, 
whose concept of Africapitalism essentially 
talks about a double bottom line of ‘doing good 
commercially’ and ‘doing well socially’. In 
this concept, the Tony Elumelu Foundation is 
enabling our youths in a big way in the space of 
entrepreneurship through its flagship program, 
the Tony Elumelu Foundation Entrepreneurship 
Programme. 

The program has produced alumni who have 

In the short 
term, gas 
will drive the 
establishment 
of baseload 
energy capacity, 
providing 
stable power 
for industrial 
growth while 
Nigeria develops 
its renewable 
energy 
infrastructure
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•Festival Mood... Fun 
seeker at the Lagos 
State Bar Beach on 
Thursday.
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• Makoko floating school 
before it collapse. Photo: 
Sodiq Adelakun
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