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     To Your Excellency, the Honorable Olagunsoye Oyinlola, the Executive Governor of Osun State; the Honorable Enelu Olusola Agbeja Obada, the Deputy Governor, Ministers and other Officials, Traditional Leaders, ladies and gentlemen…..all protocols are duly observed.  It is always a tremendous pleasure for me to visit the great continent of Africa!  As an African-American, visiting Africa is a great way to regain ones sense of balance and perspective.   I am also very pleased to be making this trip to Nigeria at this time and to the wonderful State of Osun!  Nigeria is truly a remarkable country, with a tremendous sense of history and a tremendous culture!  Increasingly, I am being invited to focus on issues concerning this great country.  In November during the time of our national elections, I helped to plan and organize the visit to Washington and New York of 25 legislators from the northern Nigeria states of Kebbi and Sokoto.  Our aim was to help these legislators better understand how the American system and the democratic processes worked, and how these states could best address health, education, agriculture and development challenges they faced in their arid region.  On one of my earlier visits to Nigeria back in 1996, I participated in a fact-finding mission to – “to see things for myself”.  This was of course during the reign of Sanni Abacha, and all of the turmoil around the failed Nigerian Presidential elections.  During that visit, I was allowed to have a face-to-face meeting with the incarcerated presumed winner of that national election, Chief Bashorun M.K.O. Abiola, and in fact was the last American to see him alive!  

     I have visited Nigerian on a number of occasions since, and now find myself increasingly focused on Nigeria, which is not surprising I guess since 1 out of every 4 Africans on the continent, is a Nigerian!  
     I bring you warmest greetings from your brothers and sisters in America!  As you may have heard -- two weeks ago on January 20th, we made some history by inaugurating a son of the Africa world , Barack Obama, as the 44th President of the United States!   This is the first time that a person of African descent has ascended to this lofty position in the history of my nation!  More than 2 million people came to Washington to celebrate the rise of Barack Obama as the new President of the United States!  Hundreds of millions, if not billions more, celebrated this inauguration around the country and around the world!  I imagine that many of you assembled here today also celebrated with us this highest of achievements of the Africa world!  I can tell you that in Washington we all stood shoulder to shoulder on the grassy mall between the White House and Congress for more than 8 hours in absolutely frigid weather conditions.  People laughed, cried, danced and otherwise exuberantly celebrated this historic moment in American as well as world history!  Who cared if your feet felt like two ice blocks!  “Yes we can” was the common refrain of his campaign for President and the message of the day!
     Barack Obama did not make his journey to the White House by himself.  He in fact was able to climb on the shoulders and backs of all of those great ancestors who came before like Kwame Nkrumah, Patrice Lumumba, Marcus Garvey, Martin Luther King, CLR James, George Padmore, Malcolm X, Harriot Tubman, Julius Nyerewe, and of course, Dr. Nnamdi Azikwe!
     Now that the “big party” is over, and all the visitors have gone back to their homes, President Obama has moved rapidly into a full working mode, and is now busy rebuilding our nation and helping to reshape the world!  
     All of us are keenly aware that President Obama inherited a “real mess” from his predecessor George W. Bush.   This inheritance includes wars on two fronts in Iraq and Afghanistan.   It includes a very foul relationship with the entire Muslim world that has now come to see Bush’s war on terror as a war on Islam.  President Obama also inherits an “absolutely” dismal domestic economy that has already caused an unprecedented drop in the U.S. stock market, attendant with the monumental failure of American banks, Fortune 500 companies and major investment houses.  In the United States, Americans are losing their jobs, their houses, their pensions and retirement accounts at a very high and disturbing rate! 

       So the big question that I have been asked to address here today is “How will Africa fare now that Barack Obama is in the White House?”  “What are the prospects and opportunities for Africa, given the perilous economic challenges on the domestic front in America?”

      One of the true ironies and paradoxes of the George Bush administration is that while the former President is universally blamed by most Americans for many of the crisis’s in the world today, and his approval ratings at the end of his term hovered in the range of 20% from the American public – his work in Africa and on U.S. – Africa policy would rank him amongst the very best that we have seen in the history of our country!  Paradoxically, Bush was able to greatly broaden and deepen U.S. policy towards Africa, with unprecedented development assistance and a sense of “coherence” for the first time in terms of a policy framework for U.S. – Africa engagement.  During his tenure, Africa for the first time, became an integral part of U.S. national security consideration.  Bush has to be credited for delivering on the 15 billion dollar President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR); delivering on the innovated Millennium Challenge Account, which seeks to link foreign aid to honest and efficient governance and has already provided 4.5 billion new dollars for development work in a number of African countries including Benin, Lesotho, Ghana, Tanzania, Cape Verde, Madagascar, Namibia, Mozambique, Burkina Faso, Mali and Morocco.  Even the U.S. proposal to establish an Africa Military Command -- better known as Africom, which some how is supposed to boost security and stability on the continent -- speaks to the increasing importance that the Bush administration held for Africa!  Now of course this is all tied to issues of oil politics, emerging China, and a war on terror – but the fact is that Africa now matters to the U.S.
      Of course it should not be lost that much of the Bush administration’s 8 year reign took place in the context of a “booming” American economy with a huge budget surplus!  It really wasn’t until early last year when the bottom fell out of the market!
     President Bush met with more African Presidents during his term in office than any other President in U.S. history.  He also took the time to visit the continent twice and has already indicated that he intends to go back more now that he has completed his presidency.

     Mr. Bush broke new ground in terms of engaging African-Americans in key positions dealing with U.S. Africa policy.  His choice of General Colin Powell in his first term as Secretary of State, and Dr. Condolezza Rice as the National Security Advisor in the first term, and replacing General Powell as the Secretary of State for the second term, set a tone for the highly engaging Africa policy conversation.  Other key African-American appointments during the Bush Administration included Connie Newman, as Assistant Secretary for African Affairs (first term); Ambassador Jendayi E. Frazer, as U.S. Ambassador to South Africa (first term), and as the Assistant Secretary for African Affairs in the second term; Linda Thomas-Greenfield as Deputy Assistant Secretary and later U.S. Ambassador to Liberia; Dr. Cindi Courville as the first U.S. Ambassador to the African Union; Ambassador Ruth Davis as Chief of Staff for the Africa Bureau of the State Department; Florizelle Liser as the Director for Africa in the U.S. Trade Representative’s office; Dr. Sarah Moten as the Director for Education Initiatives in the U.S. Agency for International Development; the Honorable Robin Sanders as the U.S. Ambassador here in Nigeria; the Honorable Pamela Bridgewater as the U.S. Ambassador to Ghana; the Honorable Galethia Brown as Ambassador to Benin; the Honorable Eric Bost as the Ambassador to South Africa; and the Honorable James McGee as U.S. Ambassador to Zimbabwe.  Now we certainly can spend a lot of time exploring “why” George Bush decided to have a focus on Africa.  I think that it really boiled down to his effort to address the massive discontent amongst African-Americans over the fraudulent elections in the State of Florida, which allowed him to be named by the Supreme Court as the U.S. President in 2000.  In an effort to appease this constituency, Bush selected Colin Powell to be the Secretary of State and Condolezza Rice, to be the National Security Advisor!  For me, as a person focused on Africa, this certainly solved my discontent!  These high level appointments also shifted the thinking of a lot of African-Americans, and allowed him to get on with his flawed presidency.  Although he was pushed to get involved, once President Bush started to work on issues in Africa, like HIV/AIDS, he actually began to really like this continent!  There is something about Africa, that all humankind can identify with.
     It is certainly going to be a real challenge for President Obama to match the achievements of the Bush administration early in his first term.  The shear breath of the economic crisis gripping the United States will largely dictate a focus on the domestic agenda.  
     However, Africa and African people on the continent and around the world must know that we have a good friend in the White House!  You have someone who fully identifies with the history, culture, promise and destiny of Africa and of African people.  You also have a constituency in the United States – a constituency for Africa!  We call ourselves the African Diaspora, and are part of the new sixth region of the African Union.  While there are the traditional regional bodies that make up the African Union --  ECOWAS, SADC, EAC, MAGHREB, and CEMAC, there is also a sixth region which is comprised of African descendants residing outside of the continent.

     In America and the western hemisphere, this Diaspora is now led by the new President of the United States, Barack Obama, who’s father is from Kenya, mother who is a white American, and who grew up in an African-American culture!  The Diaspora in America has tremendous potential for Africa’s renaissance and development, but needs to be better organized, harmonized and empowered.  There are actually six categorizes of Africans that make up this Diaspora in the United States.  They are African-Americans, who are the direct legacy of the Africa slave trade, that make up the lions-share of this Diaspora.  African-Americans constitute a major political support base that includes 44 Members of the U.S. Congress!  There are also a large number of African-American city mayors, state legislators, leaders of educational institutions, cultural icons and business leaders.  “From the slave house to the White House” is now a common refrain of African-Americans!
     There are also 1.5 million African immigrants, who migrated to the United States from Nigeria, Ethiopia, Ghana and other African countries, but still have families here on the continent.  These immigrants are amongst the best educated of all the immigrant populations from around the world!  For instance, there are more than 50,000 Nigerian-born doctor’s now practicing medicine in North America!  There are also large numbers of engineers, teachers and business leaders.  It is not commonly known, but African immigrants also send home to their families on monthly basis remittances --  funds  that far exceed official development assistance from the World Bank, USAID and all of the other  assistance agencies!

      There are Africans who migrated from the Caribbean region after World War II in search of education and training opportunities.  In the United States, there is a large population of Afro-Latinos, who migrated up from South America and speak Spanish.  There is also a growing population of the children of African immigrants, who were born and grew up in the U.S., and perhaps know little about their parent’s homelands.  And finally, there are the “official Africans” who work in the various African embassies and missions, at the World Bank and IMF, at the United Nations, and at other multi-national institutions.  Each of these African constituency groups see America through different prisms, and have yet to be fully integrated into a Pan-African and comprehensive Diaspora in support of Africa.  The African Diaspora in the United States is a vast and largely untapped resource for Africa and the African people here on the continent.  I think that Africa would be wise to find ways to strengthen linkages and to tap into the Diaspora for access to the American system, for development partnerships, capacity-building, technical assistance, and to promote trade.
     I don’t think that Africa should expect any miracles from President Obama!  I really can’t see him flying over Africa any time soon dropping off bales of fresh U.S. cash from his airplane!  
     In order for Africa to take advantage of the Obama Presidency and this unique opportunity in history, African countries will need to get their houses in order and seek ways to strategically engage the United States.   All of these wars, fraudulent elections, corrupt politicians and failed states on the continent, does not bode very well for the sales job required in the United States and other western countries.  American investment in Africa going forward, is going to be predicated on good governance, free, fair and democratic elections, transparency and accountability.
     You should expect that the Obama administration will seek to engage Africa on policies and programs that have direct, measurable impact on the lives of the more than 300 million Africans that live on less than one U.S. dollar per day.  As the only continent where the proportion of inhabitants living in poverty has grown in the last quarter century, Africa continues to sit on a demographic and development powder keg that can go awry at any moment.  Very few African governments have been successful in reducing poverty among their citizens.

     You can expect the Obama administration to support infrastructure projects in Africa.  These projects can include such things as roads, power plants, telecommunications systems, water and sanitations systems, schools and health clinics.  Special efforts may also be made to address development issues of populations in rural areas.

      I also expect the Obama administration to focus less on individual African States, and more attention on supporting comprehensive strategies put forth by the Regional bodies, ECOWAS, SADC, EAC, etc., as well as the African Union,  to address peace and security, market economics, environment and development assistance. 
     Let me say that it is largely true what they say about Americans. 
That Americans are uneducated, undereducated or mis-educated 

about Africa, and that the image that Americans  have about the 
continent, needs to be dramatically improved.  To change this paradigm, some of this important work must be done by the Diaspora and organizations like mine, the Constituency for Africa and the African American Unity Caucus -- and some of this must be done by you my sisters and brother, on the ground here in Africa.   The western media is often viewed as a primary culprit in that the focus is only on the negative – on the wars and child soldiers, on the famines, on Zimbabwe, Darfur and Somalia.  The media certainly needs to be reformed and refocused, but we also need to dramatically improve the facts on the ground here in Africa.

     Let me close here in that I have already spoken too much.  I remain very optimistic about Africa and about African people.  I am certainly going to do my best to press the Obama administration to have a major focus on Africa affairs.  Governor Oyinlola, thank you very much for inviting me to Nigeria and to the great State of Osun.  Over the next few days I am looking forward to visiting some of the rural areas of the State and assessing water, agriculture and health needs. 
      I am also looking forward to working with you to follow-up and to promote a vigorous Africa agenda in the United States.  I can tell you that I have been invited, and have already sent the new President some ideas on what he might want to consider for his first year in office.  One idea I have proposed to President Obama is to hold a “White House Conference on Africa”, that would include participation of up and coming leaders from Africa.  The purpose for this conference would be to brainstorm on the direction of U.S. – Africa policy and on targeted programs that will have a real impact on the ground here in Africa.  I have also urged the President to consider establishing an African Diaspora Liaison Officer in the White House to help in the mobilizing of the Diaspora in support of Africa.  I further urged him to plan his first visit to the continent in this first year, and rather than spending his time in capitol cities like Abuja, Accra and Cape Town, that he visit places like here in Osun, and assess how our people are really living!

     I wish you all well, and pray that God will bless you always.  Thank you.
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