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Ladies and Gentlemen.

PREAMBLE 
1. I welcome you all most sincerely to the 41st Annual Accountants’ Conference of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Nigeria (ICAN) holding here in Abuja. As a body, we feel honoured by the esteemed presence here this morning of numerous captains of Industry, bankers, accomplished professionals, business moguls, regulators, drivers of the economy, law makers, etc, as this bears eloquent testimony to the premium placed on the Accountancy Profession as represented by my Institute. On behalf of our Governing Council, I salute you all for finding time within your very crowded schedules to be part of this epoch making conference. 
2. Permit me this opportunity to specially recognise and welcome our distinguished Special Guest of Honour, the President, Commander-In-Chief of the Armed Forces of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, His Excellency, Dr. Goodluck Ebele Jonathan, GCFR
3. I also welcome, very warmly, presidents and representatives of sister professional bodies and our professional colleagues from other countries to this great event. I salute all our revered past presidents here present; these jewels are our distinguished gentlemen and women who laid the solid foundation on which we are now striving to build. I pray the Almighty God to continue to bless and grant you all good health and many more years to continuously support our Institute in particular and the Accountancy Profession in general.

THE THEME OF THE CONFERENCE 
4. The theme of this year’s conference, “The Dawn of Transformation: embracing change and seizing opportunities” was chosen to underscore the need for Nigerians to look beyond the current economic challenges, discern and take advantage of the opportunities embedded in the Transformation Agenda of the government. 
5. By its very nature, transformation is often followed by temporary pains, discomfort and even disorder which humans detest. Indeed, history attests to the fact that except people abandon their comfort zones, desire a higher order need, progress will not be achieved easily. As a people, as discerning professionals and players in the economy, we need to see through current temporary obstacles and symptoms of dislocation, grab the opportunities for wealth creation which they offer in order to achieve corporate success, sustainable growth and launch into national prosperity. It is ironical that while Nigerians are complaining about current economic difficulties, Asians, Lebanese and Indians are coming into Nigeria in droves to take advantage of the huge opportunities that exist here. We need to think outside the box.  
ECONOMIC CHALLENGES
6. Given the enthusiasm with which Nigerians voted in the April 2011 General Elections, many may feel disappointed and even, betrayed by the plethora of unfulfilled dreams, notwithstanding the fact that this government has only been in the saddle for a little over a hundred days. Many will point to the occurrence of high profile corruption in the face of high rate of unemployment, insecurity of lives and property, the near collapsed state of education and health sectors, the high cost of living, the excruciating pains of poverty and deprivation, etc, that currently pervade the land. As we courageously grapple with the challenge of democratic governance, not a few perceive the government as uncaring and anti-people particularly with the current debate on the economics of deregulation of petroleum products. Yet, developments cannot occur without pains, denials and sacrifices. Indeed, these are the building blocks for enduring legacies. This season calls for these ideals. 
GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSE
7. In a deliberate attempt to address the economic challenges currently facing the nation, the government has developed a Transformation Agenda which is focused on agricultural revolution, exploration of solid minerals, employment generation, deregulation of the power sector through unbundling of the Power Holding Company of Nigeria, rebuilding of infrastructural facilities through public private partnership, etc. In order to adequately finance its various initiatives, the government has resolved to remove the current subsidies on petroleum products which people find repulsive. While the ongoing vibrant debate of proposed government policies is healthy for national development and a pointer to inclusiveness, we must appreciate the need to revisit policies which have not delivered prosperity to the mass of the people. The current policy of subsidies represents one of such policies.
SUGGESTED WAY FORWARD
8. In my view, the journey to freedom from want and to economic prosperity cannot and should not be expected to be stress-free and smooth-sailing. We must therefore embrace change, properly situate and effectively manage our expectations in the near term. We must confront, with great resolve, the enormous challenge of building a politically united nation, a strong, diversified and resilient economy, a business friendly environment free of insecurity, legislative inhibitions, unethical and opaque business and political practices. 
Creation of Enabling Environment
9. We need to think and act strategically. We must take those decisions that will lead us to where we desire to be as a nation, that is, to be among the twenty largest economies by the Year 2020. Accordingly, we recommend that the government should focus on the creation of the enabling environment for businesses to thrive. All laws that inhibit private enterprise should be reviewed, e.g. the Land Use Act, company tax set at 30%, etc. The government needs to nurture and leverage on the fledgling synergy of public private sector partnership. 
Revenue Allocation and Taxes 
10. Secondly, while there are merits in the agitations by States and Local Government Areas for a review of the current revenue allocation formula to align it with the responsibilities assigned to various tiers of government in the true spirit of fiscal federalism, the current huge dependence by States on the monthly or quarterly allocations from the Federal Government, is neither healthy nor justifiable. Tiers of government must learn and indeed, strive to be financially independent through increased internally generated revenue. Taxes are the best ways of financing governance. In fact, about 35 different types of tax were indicated in the 2011 Doing Business in Nigeria published recently by International Finance Corporation and World Bank. This window must be better explored and efficiently managed while fiscal discipline should be the watchword. 
Economics of Petroleum Subsidy
11. We need to revisit the economics of subsidies of petroleum products based on informed premise without sacrificing the welfare and happiness of the Nigerian people. As the debate continues, we cannot discountenance the absence of functional refineries and efficient transportation facilities as well as the huge investments in depots and pipelines made by government to ensure uniform pricing of petroleum products across the country. Accordingly, I urge the economic team to work out a definite timetable of about 24months duration for subsidy removal while the expected benefits, in measurable quantitative and qualitative terms, must be published and scrupulously delivered. We need to urgently evolve a policy that will compel oil giants like Shell, Chevron, ExxonMobil, etc to set up local refineries. We need to ingenuously harmonise the economics and politics of petroleum pricing in the long term interest of the country and its people. 
Value of the National Currency

12. The strength of the national currency is determined by the productive capacity of its economy and the value of its foreign reserve. The more productive an economy is and by extension, its ability to earn foreign exchange, the higher will be the value of its currency. An economy that produces significantly for exports can afford to depreciate its currency in order to make its goods and services more attractive to other nations. Therefore, as an import dependent economy, we need to revisit the on-going trend towards devaluation of the national currency as it portends great danger to productive economic activities. It will exacerbate the level of inflation with negative impact on the people’s welfare. In my view, the actual strength of our national currency can be scientifically determined by adopting a purchasing power parity (PPP) strategy rather than leaving it to just the whims and caprices of market arbitragers. The inter-linkages between the aforementioned economic parameters require that great care and tact are exercised in the decision making process by the Central Bank of Nigeria. In the interest of market stability and business sustainability, I urge the government to strive to sustain the value of the national currency around the N150 to a dollar mark (with 3% plus/minus) to reflect market dynamics.      
Bilateral Agreements

13. In order to further leverage on the nation’s abundant resources, the government should strive to enter into more bilateral agreements not only with their traditional friends in Europe and America, but also with the emerging countries of Asia. This would open new vistas of business opportunities to Nigerian entrepreneurs. Such agreements would provide a platform for the resolution of double taxation and related issues which hinder mobility of capital.  


CONCLUSION

14. Your Excellencies, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, let me end this welcome address by noting that the challenge of advancing the course of a prosperous Nigerian nation where no man is oppressed, is collective. The leaders and the led must resolve today to take those critical decisions, which have long term gains but short term pains. We need to rediscover our-selves as a nation budding with opportunities so that we can expeditiously leave the throes and valley of pains and suffering. We need to seize the opportunity of the current transformation agenda of government to advance the course of development. 
15. Accordingly, we urge the government to rekindle its machinery for policy implementation so that the national economy can be diversified and insulated from the vagaries of the global economy. The various programmes for the overhaul of the nation’s weak infrastructural base should be pursued with renewed vigour in order to reduce the current prohibitive cost of doing business in Nigeria and set the economy on the path of accelerated growth and development. We must build a great and caring nation of good people, a nation that cherishes and rewards service, the aged, pensioners, disabled, women while inspiring the youths and children.
16. As chartered accountants, we reaffirm our faith in the cherished values of our profession which underpins wealth creation particularly in the discharge of our attestation and financial advisory functions. We will continue to support the government and cooperate with regulators, standard setters and policy-makers in order to give a new meaning to the ideals and essence of governance.  We will continue to contribute towards the re-building and strengthening of the nation’s institutions, systems and processes in line with global best practices in order to create value for sustained economic growth and development. 

17. Thank you for listening and God bless Nigeria.
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