Abdullahi Shehu: Spearheading the campaign against money laundering 
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Abdullahi Shehu, holds a doctorate degree in Anti-Corruption and Money Laundering and is the Director-General of the Inter- Governmental Action Group Against Money Laundering (GIABA). The former Director of Training and Research, Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC), during an interaction with some journalists in Lagos, speaks about the efforts of the organisation to rid the West African region of financial crimes. Excerpts: 

 

There are signals that the West African sub-region has been turned to transit base by illegal drug dealers. Do you think the government of this region is doing enough to stop this trend? 


In the past few years, we have had many reports including United Nations reports indicating that drugs from Latin America transit West Africa to Europe. A few of our member states in the ECOWAS are vulnerable to this and realising the implications of this, the heads of states of government of the ECOWAS during their summit in 2007, took a decisive step to stem the tide. We directed the ECOWAS Commission to develop the necessary framework to deal with this problem on their regional basis. Consequently, a ministerial conference was held last October in Cape Verde. This ministerial conference declaration were considered by summit of heads of states of ECOWAS in December 2008 and the summit directed the ECOWAS Commission to develop regional action plan to deal with this problem. 


A regional action plan was designed by ECOWAS commission. This action plan was discussed by the ECOWAS council of ministers and it will now be presented to the heads of states. Once it is adopted by the heads of states, then the implementation will commence in earnest. 


 There are many integrals in the implementation of the original plan including the United Nations office drugs and crimes, and other development partners, but centrally, this will be coordinated by a special unit to be created directly under the office of the president of ECOWAS Commission. This demonstrates the strong commitment of the political leaders of these countries to stem the tide of drug trafficking and other related offences to money laundering in this region. 
How true is it that the governments of other ECOWAS countries have not responded like that of Nigeria in their quest to rid the region of financial crimes? 
First of all, you don’t expect a country to build a strong regime in one day or one month or one year. It takes a longer time to do that. Secondly, the level of development of all countries are not the same. The resources that Nigeria has, the other countries may not have, therefore; you don’t expect them to be at the same level. If Nigeria has developed a good framework to anti-money laundering, this framework could be used by other member countries to develop their own framework. Now the question is how GIABA comes in: GIABA is mandated to provide technical assistance to member states in order to build strong anti-money laundering and counter-financing of terrorism frame work in the 15 member countries, we are focused on the key areas. For example, institution building, we support our member state to enact the appropriate legislation to create institution and to criminalise money laundering. Then when they have established the institutions, we support the institutions to function effectively. And one of the most important institutions for combating money laundering is the Financial Intelligence Unit. I can tell you that we recorded significant progress in this area last year. Before last year, we had less than four financial intelligence units in the region, but as I am talking to you now, we have over eight financial intelligence units that are functional in West Africa. This is a significant progress and we are going to sustain this momentum. We are providing assistance to member states to build capacity, to train their personnel, to provide them with equipment and other things. But this is where GIABA has the maximum impact to make on our region.

 
During the last administration, everybody was commending Ribadu and the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission, but now the tempo has gone down. How do you think this will affect GIABA.

 
Well, it will not directly affect our aims and objectives. We are not working for Nigeria alone, we are working for all member countries of West Africa. I do not agree with you that little is being done. A lot is going on. The EFCC has just recovered over N5 billion, this is a significant progress. We need to commend this type of effort. 
I agree with you totally that corruption constitute a major problem of money laundering, it is not only in Nigeria, it is almost in all the developing countries. 
Corruption is a major predicate offence for money and this is why when we deal with money laundering, we deal with money laundering from the root, we look at blocking the root of money laundering by dealing with the predicate of offences that generate illegal money that can be launder. This is why we support anti-corruption initiatives in all our member countries.

 
The location of the campaign is the University of Lagos. Why the University of Lagos when political office holders, bankers, lawmakers, are in Abuja They need this workshop more than students. 


Two years ago, precisely November 2007, we organised the first GIABA open house in Abuja, Nigeria. That open house was targeted at policy makers, decision makers, politicians, diplomats and high level personalities, those you would  classify as politically exposed partners. Now, this year, we are organising this one in the university because we believe that the youths constitute an important segment of our population and if we are able to help in changing the thinking, the attitude, the perception of the youths, we would succeed in building more consolidated society in the next 60 to 100 years. Of course, we will deal with the politically exposed people who are over 60, we want to solve an immediate problem, we are also looking at long term solution to the problem, the long term solution to the problem is to target the youths, so that they imbibe this culture of integrity in them; they imbibe this culture of honesty and accountability, particularly, now that they are undergoing a formal education programme. This is the reason why we felt that we should engage the youths, particularly students of Nigeria to sensitise them on the problems we have in the region and see how to galvanise their support to see how we can work together. 
How are you going to sustain the tempo of this campaign? 
We  are not just starting now, we have been doing this in other parts of the region, but GIABA cannot be everywhere at the same time, this is Lagos turn to host. And how are we going to sustain it? We are going to sustain it in many ways. First I will announce during the event, that we will designate a sort of an award, something like foundation something like a scholarship, an award to be recognise the best thesis written by any postgraduate student of any of the universities in Nigeria. This is on money laundering. Any of the mediate offences for money laundering. The second one is that we will engage academic in research in this are; we will receive proposals from academic on money laundering issue. We will support this type of thing because we want to create knowledge, we want to create idea, we want such many to contribute meaningful to policy formulation. There are many ways which we have to sustain this. Next year we may not be with the University of Lagos, we may do it in other places. One of the initiatives is to try to open a communication contact in Lagos because we know that Lagos alone has over 50 media houses. We are targeting Lagos in order to reach out to the large population of Nigeria. 
Your emphasis is on students. What about drop outs; how are you going to address that? 


Not even only the drop outs, we are going to drug addicts, we are supporting a number of activities including Nigeria, helping to work with the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) to address the issue of drug addiction; there are rehabilitation centres. When we were handling drugs I visited a number of rehabilitation centres, but GIABA is not responsible for drug control, what we do is to support the agencies that are responsible for drug control. We believe if they are able to bring down the level of drug trafficking, the drug addiction and abuse, we would have significantly ameliorated the problem of drug in our society. 

(Source : http://www.businessdayonline.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3356:abdullahi-shehu-spearheading-the-campaign-against-money-laundering-&catid=89:learning&Itemid=347)
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