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ABSTRACT
Up to the early eighties (of the 20th century), the Nigerian universities were repositories
of everything that could be considered excellent in the academe: they had good, qualified
and, to a certain extent, adequate academic staff. The working conditions were also good
and motivating enough. In addition, funding was very reasonable. Consequently, many
budding academic, whether trained in Nigerian or in the overseas universities, were
motivated to look for and take up academic career in Nigeria, regardless of what could
have been on offer to them upon the conclusion of their studies. (This would be the case
with respect to the budding academic that studied in overseas universities.) Under or
during the ‘regime of abundance,’ the academic community in Nigeria lived to its billing:
researches were conducted and results were achieved. The totality of the Nigerian
university system was recognized for this feat and was equally well respected. This ideal
situation, as it were, changed dramatically from the second half of the eighties following
the precipitous declines in the critical indices of the Nigerian economy. The declines
came, first and foremost, from the collapse of the international oil market; the inevitable
plummeting of foreign exchange earnings; the bourgeoning debt profile (which was also
a result of the collapse of the international oil market); the worsening situation of the
already uncompetitive industrial sector; etc.; etc. The sudden collapse of the economy
refracted equally and most dramatically into the universities, among other services
provided in the social sector of the economy. The consequence of this development led to
beginning of the worst aspects of the phenomenon of brain drain whose impact has been
with the universities, virtually since then till date. In terms of pattern of development of
the phenomenon, it started in trickles until it became a matter of serious concern that has
since refused to abate in other to return the universities to their glorious past. Brain drain
itself created its own deleterious effects. Among these we have the Nigerian folklore of
the ‘falling standard in education.’ There would be no doubt that with the departure of
seasoned academics that were not prepared to see reputations built over the years going
down the drain, the university system was forced to replace; but, unfortunately, with
academics of lower standards both in training and professional experience. It shouldn’t
also be forgotten that this was the period when the Nigerian state introduced the structural
adjustment programme (SAP) that left everyone ‘scampering’ for coping means. The
academics were among the worst affected group of workers. They thus brain drained both
internally and overseas, obviously for better livelihood and working conditions, among
others.
Government and other stakeholders have in their own unique ways attempted to proffer
solution to the phenomenon. While government efforts, as far as the phenomenon of
brain drain was concerned, could be regarded as reactive, those of other stakeholders
were proactive, to a certain extent. The foremost amongst the stakeholders involved in
this regard was and still is the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) – which has
over the years waged unending struggles to redress the matter. The struggles that ASUU
has waged varied. Essentially, however, they have included the mobilization of members
and other stakeholders to the plight of the Nigerian university system, especially on how
to train and retain the best and the most experienced academics; how to generate and
prudently manage resources; and how to inculcate or re-introduce the pristine values of
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the teaching profession. Strikes have been used to back up these articulations. These
strikes were waged on the platform of total abandonment of the very professional calling
– such as teaching and research – that could conduce to the arrest of the phenomenon of
brain drain. It is these struggles as well as their impact that this paper sets to analyze. The
analysis shall be historical and at the same time critical.
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INTRODUCTION AND EVIDENCE
The brain drain phenomenon, from available evidence, is not a phenomenon that is of
recent origin nor is it unique to countries of the underdeveloped world. It is indeed a
phenomenon that has, at one time or the other reared its ugly head in the developed
economies as well. [See, among others, Tettey, January 2006:11-12.] What however
makes the situation unique in a Third World setting is the fact that, when there is brain
drain, the flow process is unidirectional, i.e., it goes from the Third World country
concerned to the developed world. The problem, it must be emphasized, is not just its
unidirectionness, but that it is flowing from the very countries that could ill-afford the
process to those that could do without, which, nonetheless and given the robust nature of
their socio-economic conditions, welcome the émigrés. What makes the loss of the
underdeveloped countries more painful is that they are never likely to experience any net
gain whenever brain drain occurs in any developed country. Invariably, as brain drain
occurs in many a developed country, chances are that the process would be internal, i.e.,
it is most probably a situation of leaving the lecture room to go into the private sector of
that economy or, in few cases, brain draining to another developed country of similar
culture and/or similar level of technological sophistication. It is not likely (evidence has
not been provided in the literature to indicate) that when there is a brain drain in a
developed country, such would head for a developing country. This explains the point
made in the literature that the developing countries have unwittingly been subsidizing the
developed countries in terms of what it would have cost them to educate the professionals
they now receive, literarily, on a platter of gold or at no cost at all. The magnitudes are
quite alarming and it is pertin
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Mazrui…observed that ‘the best educated ethnic group in
the United States is according to the U.S. Census Bureau,
the
population
of
Nigerians
living
in
America.’….[A]ccording to Emeagwali…, ‘when Zik set
foot in America in 1924, the number of Nigerians in the
U.S. was probably less than ten. By the end of the twentieth
century the number of Nigerians in the United States has
risen to a quarter of a million.’ Hence it is now widely
believed that about 10,000 Nigerian academics are
employed in the United States alone.
Brain drain in many developing countries, it should be further noted, is not restricted to
the aspect of the phenomenon that we are overly concerned with as to what is it or how it
is happening beyond the confines of the universities. Actually, beyond the special case
that is our concern in this paper, at least in Nigeria, we have witnessed attempts, some of
which were successful, made by other professionals not affiliated to any university
system migrating to the developed world in search of greener pasture. In this paper, we
shall be looking at the phenomenon of brain drain as it has affected the Nigerian
university system and how the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) has been
involved to battle it, along with the other malaises in the system. One critical issue of
concern to the paper is the extent to which the very weapon ASUU has been using to
fight against the phenomenon, i.e., the strike weapon, has not been negatively impacting
on the possibility of eradicating it. As we shall show in the main body of the paper later,
the frequency as well as the prolonged nature of the strike weapon only goes far to
dampen the zeal, efficiency and effectiveness of the lecturers. This is usually, in the first
place, because the academic staff, during the strike and if the threat of government not
paying for being on strike began to be implemented, virtually everyone would be hard put
to continue their professional callings of teaching and research. It would even appear then
that the strike was more a trade union demand simpliciter than a professional
responsibility to halt a cancerous erosion of the academe. In the second place, the element
of despondency may occur given the likelihood that agreements freely entered into by
government have historically not been implemented faithfully and responsibly. The rest
of the paper is structured as follows: the next section shall provide conceptual analyses of
the phenomenon of brain drain and related issues. This shall be followed by a historical
analysis of the struggles of ASUU to combat the phenomenon of brain drain and restore
the dignity and integrity of the university system. There shall also an assessment of the
struggles that have been waged to stem the tide of brain drain. The final section shall knit
the arguments into conclusion and recommendations.
CONCEPTUAL ANALYSES
The phrase – brain drain – is defined variously. This should not be surprising as analysts
as well as scholars tend to look at social phenomena from different perspectives,
depending on their orientations and/or interests. As a working definition and on the basis
of the alarming pictures depicted above, brain drain is conceived by this paper as any
process that leads to educational institutions losing some or a significant number of its
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academic staff to other sectors of the economy or to other countries. A milder form of
this loss could be as a result of an institution losing some or a significant number of its
academic staff going to other institutions within the same country. Where this happens,
i.e., where it is taking place on a mild scale, it may not be alarming (except to the
institution(s) concerned) as to warrant numerous stakeholders in the educational system
to embark on some remedial measures. This working definition has also somehow
downplayed the loss that educational institutions of the caliber of a university would
sustain or experience when their non-academic staff would also be forced by
circumstances to leave in droves. This may be because of the difference, occupationally,
professionally, and skill-wise, that separates the two broad categories of workers in a
university system. Indeed, the anxiety often shown in the matter of brain drain when it
concerns the academic staff emanates from the fact that many issues are involved. In the
first place, the recruitment criteria for the academics are more often than not more
rigorous than those of the non-academic staff. Unless where nepotism must have come to
play in the initial recruitment of an academic, strict observance of the need to employ
graduates with a second class upper standing is the standard practice in Nigeria.
Secondly, even after recruitment, the requirements for additional training for the
academics are more rigorous than the non-academic staff. In other words, the academic is
expected to go for post-graduate training, which would normally require the
accumulation of the degrees of master and the doctorate. A non-academic in the
administrative arm of the university could go to the zenith of their professional and
occupational career without having to obtain additional degrees or qualifications.
Still with career progression, where the academic is required to carry out researches and
to publish reasonable number of papers to qualify to move from one career ladder to the
next, it is not a requirement at all for the non-academic staff in a university setting.
Indeed, with the administrative cadre, a satisfactory observance of the ‘waiting period’ is
all that is mostly required. For the reasons that much is expected from the academic and
also for the fact that much is spent on the academic to ensure their suitability to do their
job satisfactorily, it is to that extent that when the academics leave the university system
in droves (i.e., when serious brain drain is ascendant), concerns shall be expressed by a
number of stakeholders, particularly the academics themselves, as has been the case with
Nigeria, through their union. Another stakeholder that may show concern is the
government, the extent of such shall be gleaned from the analysis in this paper as it
proceeds. In the meantime, we may need to examine the factors that cause brain drain in
the first place.
The causal factors for brain drain are many; these have been reduced to two broad
categories: the push and pull factors:
The former [would be] driven by such concerns as
economic constraints, political turmoil or intolerance, as
well as social and psychological pressures….In addition to
these push factors, industrialized countries are attractive to
many professionals from poorer countries for a variety of
reasons which constitute pull factors. These include the
promise of economic success or political sanctuary. These

6

pull factors have been facilitated by the increasing shortage
of skilled labor in the North. [Tettey, op. cit.:8.]
Applied to Nigeria, these factors were very much at play. If the phenomenon is looked at
from the mid-eighties to the late nineties when civil rule was restored (what probably
would be described as the period of the height of brain drain), it would be seen that there
was severe economic downturn, which was prolonged. (It is not being said that the
economic trough the country went through suddenly disappeared when civil rule was
restored, far from it.) Thus, both the blue- and white-collar job workers were forced as a
result to look for ways of coping with their traumatizing existential conditions. In the
case of the academics, where some of them did not take to their flight (i.e., brain drain
out of the country or re-locate to the private sector within the country, others combined
sometimes most degrading job pastimes (such as turning their vehicles into commercial
undertakings, the forceful sale of handouts and worthless books, etc., with their teaching.
It was in this kind of instance that the phenomenon of brain drain gave birth to what in
the literature is referred to as “brain waste.” One of the implications of the economic
downturn manifested as the purchasing power of the naira plummeted so precipitously
and workers found that their standards of living could no longer be guaranteed.
Furthermore, the period coincided with the high point of military dictatorship when
opposition elements were being harassed and muzzled with reckless abandon. Opposition
to military dictatorship largely coalesced in the urbanites and the civil society
organizations with which they carried out their activities. As we shall soon see, ASUU
was one of these civil society organizations at the forefront of the opposition elements.
Similarly, the bulk of its membership (particularly its radical leadership from the late
seventies to date) served also as the arrow-head of opposition to both the economic and
the political policies of the compromised and corruption-ridden military regimes. On both
accounts (economic trough and political intolerance), it is expected that the most
articulate members of the society would be mostly affected and they would, at the same
time, be vocal against the unacceptable standards of living. It must also be stressed that
although the economic trough would affect everyone whether one was a white-collar
worker or not, it would be the most skilled and highly professionalized segments of the
workforce that would have a lot at stake. This would particularly be the case in situations
where such highly professionalized workers would not get satisfaction from the work
place because the tools for work were not readily available and/or that the real value of
their wages had been eroded, they would thus be the ones to react in the form of brain
draining.
This last point needs to be explicated more a little bit. The economic trough through
which the country went witnessed serious declines in the budgetary allocations to the
universities in Nigeria as well. [For historical trends of these allocations to the Nigerian
Federal universities see, among others, Jega, 1994:4, and 16.] The declines led to the
rationalization or cancellation of a number of things or services. The services that were
affected included supporting and sponsoring staff to conferences, whether local or
overseas; inadequate or epileptic supplies of stationary items and other working tools
such as stocking the libraries, the clinics, etc. Even chalk, in some instances, could not be
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provided. One might therefore not talk of the supply of items in information and
communications technologies (ICTs), which were obviously more expensive and would
seldom be among the priority items to preoccupy the attention of the various
managements of the universities. The culmination of the shortages in funding and the
simultaneous expansion in student enrolment who had to contend with a variety of
shortages in accommodation, classrooms, inadequately stocked libraries, etc., led to
lower morale among the staff and those who felt that enough was enough exited from the
academe, either to overseas universities or found a niche in the domestic economy. It
must be emphasized at this juncture that the struggles to save the universities that the
ASUU waged relentlessly in the eighties and the nineties were preceded by those of the
students in the sixties and the seventies.
In the conceptual analysis of the phenomenon of brain drain, it is not out of place to look
at, even if briefly, the issue of the retention of academic staff. This is the more or less the
fundamental issue or expected result of the struggle to stamp out brain drain. Thus, in
struggling against brain drain, one may actually be struggling at two levels: staff retention
and the reversal of the phenomenon of brain drain. Staff retention may take the form of
putting in place such measures that would dissuade those still in the system from
contemplating taking to their flight. To do this, the struggle must encompass, first and
foremost, convincing both government to allocate more funds to adequately cater for the
needs of the universities; and, secondly, ensuring that the quantum that is thus disbursed
is prudently and accountably utilized by the managements of the universities. ASUU’s
struggles against brain drain appear to be of this genre, i.e., that both government and the
authorities of the universities would act responsibly and patriotically to stem the further
tide of brain drain. With these twin processes competently handled by government and
the university managements, it is naively (with the benefit of hindsight) assumed that
adequate facilities would be provided, and that staff morale would be rejuvenated, and
staff retention guaranteed and sustained. (It may be that the non-realization of these twin
processes that explain partially the incessant and often prolonged strikes in the Nigerian
university system. We shall come back to this later.)
The other aspect of this struggle affects the measures put in place to encourage the
process of reverse brain drain. At this point, it may be necessary to stress that while the
struggle(s) against brain drain is(are) negative approach(es), the struggle(s) should be
construed to mean a positive attempt to come to terms with the initial phenomenon of
brain drain. The struggle against brain drain is considered negative because it is targeted
at halting a process that is known and acknowledged as normal or essential in economic
science since it allows for labour mobility and the absolute enjoyment of the theory of
comparative advantage. Indeed, labour mobility can lead to better and more efficient
utilization of the expertise of the migrant. Another advantage is that it allows the migrant
to create a niche for themselves if it results in higher productivity, higher income and
better standard of living. (In parenthesis, we are aware of the serious drawbacks and
deleterious effects of the brain drain phenomenon on the countries losing some or a
sizeable portion of its skilled workforce. This could be taken care of by the positive
aspect of the phenomenon that we now proceed to consider.)
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The reverse process of the brain drain phenomenon could, properly managed and
handled, lead to brain gain. This may come from the awareness that who have already
been lost to the system (those not willing or likely to come back on a permanent basis or
would only like to come back on a semi-permanent basis) could however be lured back
on periodic or short-term basis. This is what is currently being done under the Diaspora
Scheme, which the National Universities Commission (NUC) seems to be coordinating
and is centrally involved with. The scheme enables Diaspora Nigerians to establish
contacts with universities of their choice to which they would come to render services. If
the scheme can be sustained (it is still in its infancy), those who fled at the height of the
economic trough and military dictatorship may eventually be lured back on a voluntary
basis, just as they voluntarily went away in the first instance. There may be an advantage
that is marginally better than the brain drain syndrome as the returnees are likely to come
with experience. Some are even likely to add immense value in terms of the facilities that
may be accessed for the receiving institution from philanthropic donors and/or through
some concretized institutional linkages.
THE ACADEMIC STAFF UNION OF UNIVERSITIES (ASUU) AND THE
STRUGGLES AGAINST BRAIN DRAIN
The Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) evolved from the ashes of the
National Association of University Teachers (NAUT). NAUT was formed in 1965 as a
trade union platform, according to Jega (ibid.:7), to advance the collective interests of the
university teachers. NAUT was thus characteristically a liberal-oriented organ that did
not advance beyond agitating for the welfare needs of the members. Within the
limitations set for it by the leaders and, to a certain extent, the membership, it would
appear that it was just a question of time before the contradictions of operating in a neocolony would expose its fundamental organizational weaknesses. For instance, NAUT
used to meet only once in a year – an indication that both the leadership and membership
assumed that there was not much to demand more and frequent interactions. This factor
may explain why the first president union stayed in office for 11 years! (ibid.) The
leadership turnover could be so low within this most probably because the academic
community within this period lived an idyllic existence where virtually everything went
on very well with the union and/or its members. For instance, in terms of salary and other
fringe benefits, a study reported as follows:
Only the Chief Justice of the Federation on an annual salary
of 3,600.00 British Pounds per annum earned more than a
university professor. Not only were university lecturers
better than their civil service counterparts, fringe benefits
such as housing, allowances, social status and working
conditions were very attractive, making academics the envy
of civil servants. Adequate funding of universities,
attending overseas conferences every three years, and such
other fringe benefits were the order of the day. The
prevailing economic situation in Nigeria was such that the
annual salary of a lecturer was sufficient to buy a car and so
the liquidation of a car loan in five years was not a
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strain.[National Universities Commission, September
1994:3.]
The weak organizational structure, as a child of circumstance, was indeed brought into
bold relief in 1973 when it embarked on its first industrial action, to demand for salary
increases. “The Gowon regime smashed the strike by merely threatening the teachers
with sack and eviction from university quarters,” (op. cit.:8) and not much was heard of
the organization from that time until in 1978 when ASUU was formed.
At its formation, ASUU set out with some broad objectives that combined both trade
union and mass organ (radical) perspectives that may explain why it has had to, from
time to time, dabble into socio-economic and socio-political affairs of the country.
Among other objectives, the ASUU affirmed in its constitution the ”…participation of its
members in the affairs of university system and of the nation;” as well as ensuring the
“[p]rotection and advancement of the socio-economic and cultural interests of the
Nation….” [ibid.:9] This affirmation could also be read to mean that the new Union was
and still a child of the changed circumstance in which it has had to operate.
It must be understood that ASUU cannot be a union of all like-minded members.
Professionally and, most probably, ideologically, there would be differences of
perspectives and world-views among the membership. These would also most probably
give rise to different responses to the socio-economic and socio-political situations
confronting the union and/or the country. This was precisely what happened at the 7th
Delegates’ Congress of the Union at the Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile Ife, in April
1986. According to Jega (passim), such “ideological differences” were reduced to those
who wanted the “bread and butter” issues of pure trade unionism and those who wanted
ASUU to remain the “people’s tribune,” in order “to remain socially relevant.” This
division, as already mentioned, came to the open at the Ile Ife Delegates’ Conference.
From all indications, the “contest” went beyond such “ideological division” to the issue
of who really should be elected into the leadership of the Union at the said Delegates’
Conference. It is accepted that the perspectives of any leadership matter a lot in terms of
how social issues as well as issues affecting the Union are to be confronted. This is
correct whether the issues relate to any organization or society. With respect to ASUU,
although divisions were already there before the Delegates Conference, the preceding
point appears to have been somehow compromised by the manner the leadership was
composed with a pre-determined slate which the delegates were merely asked to endorse.
By ASUU practice, nothing stopped a counter slate being tendered by a rival group; but
chances were that the “alternative slate” would have to face an uphill task, which, in this
circumstance, the rival group actually faced against the official slate. Jega (ibid.:15)
correctly puts the issue in its proper context when he says that “The divisions affected
ASUU’s initial response to the Babangida regime.” Apart from this problem the Union
had had to face in terms of its self-imposed responsibility, there is a need to also find out
how would such a problem even prevent the successful prosecution of the noble and
prime objective of halting, reversing or reducing the phenomenon of brain drain, Before
we go into this analysis, it is pertinent to look at how far did the divisions affect the
response of the Union to the Babangida’s anti-people policies?
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To answer the foregoing question, we shall take a look at some of the contexts of the
Communiqué and Resolutions from the same Delegates’ Conference and we would like
to quote Jega (who became the President of the Union in his own right) in extenso:
The Communiqué and Resolutions of the [Ile] Ife
Delegates’ Conference, among other things, passed a vote
of no confidence on the then Minister of Education, Jubril
[sic.] Aminu, and mandated the newly elected executives to
seek for his removal. Aminu was a Vice Chancellor at the
University of Maiduguri before his appointment as
Minister. As VC, he had a very poor record of working
relations with staff and students’ unions. He was accused of
high-handedness and violations of due process in his
management of the university. These were problems that
his colleagues associated with his “inexperience” with the
democratic tradition of the university [system] and
“inferiority complex” at the time he became VC. He had
left the University of Ibadan as a Lecturer and had been
away from the university environment for several years on
a stint as [the] Executive Secretary of the National
Universities Commission (NUC) at the time he was
appointed Vice Chancellor, in apparent breach of an
established tradition of appointing only those of
professorial rank and from within the system….As
Minister, ASUU had been unimpressed by his record which
was a catalogue of policies which eroded university
autonomy and starved them of funds….By the time of the
Delegates’ Conference, many ASUU NEC [National
Executive Committee] members were angered by his
treatment of an ASUU delegation to a meeting which he
had abruptly and without apology cancelled. The union
came to the conclusion that he was merely presiding over
the collapse of the Nigerian educational system and that he
should be removed.
The account given in the quotation above appears to us to have missed the point
completely as it has abandoned substance to chase shadows. Indeed, the argument is one
that is ad hominem. It also relies on other
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pedigree and prowess. His arrogance therefore did not suffice to call for his removal as if
that would change much in terms of the orientation towards education of the man who
put him in the Federal Ministry of Education changing radically.
This preceding point is important because after the removal of Aminu only out of the
Ministry of Education and not out of the cabinet of the Babangida Administration and
with Professor Babs Fafunwa taking over, the problems in the education sector did not
radically change or immediately disappear. As brain drain, under-funding, etc., were
accumulated problems, the Union should have known that merely removing a functionary
of government without attacking the fundamental problem tantamount to shadowchasing. ASUU struggles were, to a large extent, built on arrogance of certain monopoly
of knowledge and tactics as well as strategies of struggle. That is why when it correctly
analyzed and came to the conclusion that the military, not being an agent of change,
especially in the realm of education, and that it could not properly and sincerely midwife
democracy and therefore should be combated, the Union however missed out the point in
terms of the coalitions that could drive the dictatorial regime out of office. It is the
position of this paper that such correct reading of the character of the antidevelopmentalist orientation of the military should have made the Union, over its own
struggle for better approach to education funding and accountable and transparent
governance, since it also realizes very correctly its status as a non-political organ, to form
broad alliances for optimal result. We are aware that the Union made a strategic move to
forge an alliance with the labour front (the Nigerian Labour Congress – the NLC -); but
this was quite limited in impact as the proportion of those in paid employment in the
modern sector of the Nigerian economy was insignificant. This would explain the
limitation of the Union to force the military not to renege on the agreements its regime
freely entered into several times.
That the military could easily renege on such agreements it freely entered into with the
Union without any backlash raises a fundamental question about the efficacy of the strike
weapon in an educational system and also given the middle class nature of the
membership of the Union, it speaks volumes about petty-bourgeois struggles in general.
(We shall refrain from going into the latter issue as it would take us off tangent.) But, it is
pertinent to look closely at strike, a veritable weapon used by workers for agitations
and/or bargaining. Strike is a legitimate weapon that workers generally use to force the
hands of employers to carry out aspects of an agreement or the entire agreement arrived
at through the collective bargaining mechanism. Strike actions are always the last resort,
i.e., after attempts to convince the employers to implement agreed terms might have
failed. Sometimes, strikes may erupt spontaneously. For this to happen, however, there
may be issues in contention and over which both parties (employees and the employers)
would most probably be at each other’s throat and are unyielding. Whatever may be the
case and however long strikes may have lasted, going back to the negotiating table to
reach an agreement or a consensus position is always the last resort of any crisis, whether
prolonged or not. The question is why is this useful negotiation mechanism not always
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Before answering these questions it is necessary to mention that since ASUU became a
radicalized trade union movement it has had several engagements with government
through strike actions and the most significant ones occurred under the presidencies of
Mahmud Tukur in 1982; Festus Iyayi 1987; Attahiru Jega 1988; 1991; 1992; and 1993);
Dipo Fashina (2001); and Abdullahi Sule-Kano (2007). It must be noted that, aside from
these national strikes, there were local strikes in the various chapters of the Union that
were also engaged upon. These essentially touched on local issues although, sometimes,
they could have been undertaken in solidarity (if directed by the national body) with
another local branch or local chapters. In the series of national strikes, ASUU could be
said to have won some significant battles – such as the removal of university teachers
from the unified salary scale introduced by the Gowon Administration in 1974, with a
20% mark up or difference (in salaries) between the university teachers and workers n
mainstream civil service. Other significant achievements included salary increases from
prolonged strikes; generous and variegated allowances; the creations of stabilization and
education tax funds; etc. There were also woeful losses from the strikes: these have
included the unquantifiable man-hours lost in productivity and what this could translate
into in economic terms as well; the academic losses of the students; the researches that
were never done by the lecturers as well as those whose researches were submitted late to
the sponsors; the psychological impact of low morale induced by the strikes as a result of
the fact that academics self-consciously imposed on themselves a ban to prevent
professional practice. There were also avoidable deaths that some families experienced
following the unstable academic calendars that forced students to be on the roads all the
time, instead of being in the classrooms. There is hardly any evidence of the reversal of
the phenomenon of brain drain because ASUU went on strikes and secured fat packets. In
other words, the quantum in salaries and allowances granted by government did not
motivate those who had migrated to greener pastures to come back. When and if
rigorously computed and compared, it is likely to be the case that net losses are higher
than net gains from these strikes. This point of view informs our stance that strike is not
the effective weapon to fight the phenomenon of brain drain in particular and the general
problems in the tertiary institutions. Even the establishment of stabilization and education
tax funds has not redressed the funding problems that the universities have faced. If
anything, the funds, particularly the stabilization component, have become conduits
through which bureaucratic corruption has become more entrenched. Jega, in his
characteristic frankness, has alluded to some of these problems in the following words:
The struggles of the academics focused on saving the
university system from collapse for which they gained
public sympathy and support.[sic.] Unfortunately, they
often resulted in prolonged closures of the universities,
disrupting teaching and research, and the graduating
students’ career plans. They have also tended to generate
animosity within the system between the academic and
non-academic staff. These contradictions have exacted their
own price on the system. [Jega, ibid.:72.]
To come back to the questions earlier asked in the preceding paragraph, it could be
argued that both ASUU and the governments (of Shagari, 1979-83; Babangida, 1985-93;
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and Obasanjo, 1999-07) have their different perspectives on this matter. On the part of
ASUU, all the administrations, without exception, never responded early enough to
recommendations or demands sent to them by the various leaderships of the Union, from
Mahmud Tukur in the early eighties of the last century to the current President of ASUU,
Abdullahi Sule-Kano. A related argument to this is that the Union is always pushed to the
wall and, without any option, would be forced to embark on strikes. As far as this paper is
concerned, it is not correct to say that there is no alternative to strikes. Indeed,
alternatives exist; it is just that strike is seen as a convenient tool to use. Unfortunately,
when the strike weapon is used it is not the governments (especially the ones that are
never responsible to anybody nor faithful to the oath of upholding the Constitution) that
would suffer, but poor students most of whose parents toil a great deal to get them into
the universities, in the first place, and to sustain them for the duration of their studies, in
the second place. In strategic terms, the subjective (which are also often deleterious)
outcomes of the ASUU strikes on the parents, such as the escalating cost of keeping their
wards in schools as well as the rapidly deteriorating conditions under which their children
are forced to learn, etc., are the planks the Union should have taken to forge meaningful
coalitions and alliances with the parents generally, to confront the government. Thus, the
governments that ASUU think would suffer more because of the strikes often tend to
develop thick skin as a result of the misplacement of this strategic linkage, among others.
As is well known, the military government is never anywhere democratically elected. It
has never pretended, particularly in Nigeria, that it is democratic either. Even the civilian
regimes that regard themselves as democratic are anything but democratic; they are only
phrase-mongers as they thrive in demagoguery. Indeed, where a civilian regime would
blatantly disregard court ruling as the immediate past civilian regime of Obasanjo was
wont to do, it would then be miraculous for those kinds of regimes to observe or
appreciate the etiquette of negotiated settlements. On the basis of the character of the
regimes the Union is always negotiating with, its strategic manouvres should change and
be seen to have changed. (We shall come back to what the alternative is all about.)
On the part of government, the Union is accused of not taking cognizance of the state of
the economy and, therefore, that its demands are always unrealistic. ASUU should know
that government has many competing demands, especially in the social sector such as
health, poverty alleviation, etc. Government also thinks that the Union has not
sufficiently probed into the way and manner the quantum disbursed to the universities is
being expended; that, in other words, the Union should ensure that the prudent
management of the resources made available to the institutions. (In parenthesis, ASUU
and other social groups know that for sometime government business has not also been
prudently handled in Nigeria. It is indeed the belief of many groups, including ASUU,
that if government is being run more prudently and there is transparency and
accountability, there would be efficiency and its accompanying economy and savings that
could thereby be deployed the social issues that may be the foci of government.
Therefore and on this count, government can and should not claim the moral high
grounds.) Both Union and government are somehow and strangely for that matter agreed
that school fees should not be charged in the entire schema for adequate funding of the
institutions. Finally, it is usually the view of some of those in the government team to
negotiate with the representatives of the Union that the latter lacks sincerity of purpose,

14

as the submissions made invariably contain booby traps; and that some of the
comparisons tendered are usually non-equivalents of one country to another.
All along we have been emphasizing that ASUU should devise better strategies for
engaging government and for the pursuit of the revival of academic culture. These would
require, among others, the need to break down the gulf that still separates the ‘gown’ and
the ‘town.’ In Jega’s estimation, ASUU is the “peoples’ tribune;” i.e., the one that is
capable of conscientizing the Nigerian people, particularly the country’s leaderships that
have for long appeared to be rudderless. To break down the gulf, one would expect a
much closer alliance with the people, especially since the union is a specialized one, not
open to everyone who would have wished to be part of its agenda to sanitize Nigeria. In
all its struggles, ASUU was unable to forge such an alliance; the one it ever had was with
the NLC – another petty-bourgeois organ set up for “bread and butter” issues only –
which alliance was terminated by the promulgation of Decree No,17 of 1986 by the
Federal Military Government. The kind of strategic alliance with the people that this
paper envisages is one in which the people themselves become the tribune between the
government and ASUU. Such an alliance would have enabled the Union to integrate so
well with the people that, at or before the incipience of confrontation between
government and ASUU or even before then, the people who appreciate the Union’s
position would be the one to spearhead the dialogue and, if possible, go on strike on
behalf of the Union. After all, quality education, which is what any serious academic
should work towards (which is what ASUU has been working for), shall benefit the
country better than any single citizen or group. Throughout the various strikes that ASUU
has embarked upon to back up its demands, there has never been any solidarity protest by
the Nigerian people in order to minimize disruptions to academic calendars. Apart
incoherent comments by one personality, group or the other appealing to both
government and ASUU to resolve the crisis as quickly as possible, the strategic response
of most influential parents (whose intervention would have arrested the rot in the
education sector) is to retrench their wards from schools in order to send to overseas
universities. The powerful message from this coterie of actions (individually taken by the
parents with means of course) is to say that they are prepared to pay as much as possible
if the quality of education can be guaranteed. It is therefore not strike by the academics
that shall bring this about; it is also not by shying away from the imposition of school
fees, but by ASUU and the Nigerian people entering into strategic compact such that the
people internalize the anxieties as well as the aspirations of ASUU as the latter can also
take the former into confidence.
Another approach to incessant strikes is for ASUU to conduct aimed at identifying those
Nigerian philanthropists who could be pooled together to voluntarily contribute to an
independent trust fund to support Nigerian educational system. It is actually time for
people to appreciate that it is cheaper to pay a little more for education than to pay more
later to take care of the unintended disastrous consequences of the actions and inactions
of an illiterate population. The Nigerian government, whether constituted by the civilians
or the military in the contemporary times, has never fully appreciated the relevance of
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avant-garde in the pursuit of quality education could gain the confidence of the people so
that the proposed funding outcome could be put in place for the sake of future
generations. The modalities for the administration of the realized funds could be agreed
upon after establishment or as clear signs emerge that such could be embarked upon.
Perhaps, if we could put in place a scheme that is not government controlled and it is seen
to be properly and efficiently managed and education is brought to an even keel, the brain
drained professors may have a re-think and begin to come back as it is beginning to
manifest. It may also be necessary to emphasize that we may not be able to get back
everybody that fled when the crunch was most severe. We have already mention the
scheme that the NUC has put in place for some brief sojourns by the émigrés that may
want to come back to contribute their quota to national development. That should be
pursued vigorously by individual universities to which such interest might have been
expressed. It is only a stupid people that would not like to embark on what this paper
would like to refer to as a second independence struggle to give education the attention it
richly deserves. In our present conjuncture and given global imperatives for knowledge
society, this is what is required of all of us. And, henceforth, this should not be the preoccupation of ASUU alone.
There is however an area that is the sole responsibility of ASUU in the struggle to arrest
brain drain. This responsibility that is of greater importance that ASUU has to pursue is
how those who should not have been in academics in the first instance could be flushed
out. They are the cheats, the fraudsters and, in short, academic machineries who
perpetuate all manner of academic misdemeanours. They make life miserable for students
(they are not student friendly at all); and debase academic ethics in all their ramifications.
As efforts are geared towards bringing back those who are genuinely interested in
academic career, such charlatans should be allowed to brain drain naturally. The system
certainly shall not sustain loss because such elements are lost; they needn’t be there in the
first place. The rehabilitation of the university system could as well start from there and,
as stated, it is only ASUU that can decisively make a difference in its regard.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
This paper has been concerned with the problem of brain drain, a phenomenon that
afflicted the Nigerian university system most severely in the eighties through to this 21st
century. Factors responsible for the brain drain were highlighted and discussed. It’s clear
that the combination of harsh economic conditions and political repression exacerbated
the flight of the experts to greener pastures, whether domestically or externally.
Concerned about the unsavoury development, ASUU took up the challenge to arrest its
wider spread, especially in its impact. Based on the premise that the decline in the
purchasing power of teachers’ salaries was responsible – hence the decision to move
greener pasture – ASUU made submissions to government to redress the inadequate
salary incomes and also to ask for more and better funding to enable those who chose to
remain to be able to carry out their work more efficiently and more effectively. Since
government was somehow intransigent and tardy in negotiations, ASUU was forced to
resort to, apparently, what was its best weapon – strike action – to press its demand
home. As we tried to show in the paper, ASUU appeared to have won some of the battles;
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but it does not appear it had won the war. For instance, the series of salary increases it
obtained for its members did not lure those who had previously migrated to want to come
back. Equally, the innovations inherent in the setting up of the stabilization and education
tax funds have not really gone to the root of the problems in the university system and the
education sector in general. All things considered, it is hereby submitted that the main
weapon ASUU has used to press its point home is self-defeating and a complete
disservice to both the spirit and culture of academia. Fundamentally speaking, there is no
such thing as a stop to learning, research, and academic pursuit generally. There is also
no such thing as halting the transfer knowledge to those seeking it, which is what the
strike action by ASUU is tantamount to. Therefore, for the union to ask its members to
down tools completely is the greatest disservice to academic calling. Everyone suffered
in the suffocating regime of total abandonment of the only work good teachers know how
best to do. Students too suffered as a result. Similarly, parents suffered, some tragically
with the loss of beloved ones; and, of course, the country suffered the most in terms of
losses in productivity and increase in macro-economic indices. As a result of the fact that
not much has been achieved in terms of the primary objectives of embarking on the series
of strike actions, the paper, in accepting that ASUU’s claim of being the “peoples’
tribune,” urges that this stance should be more than concretized by ensuring that when
next there is to be confrontation between Union and government, the people who suffer
more from the insensitivity of government to the essential requirements of education
should be the vanguard of such a struggle. Equally, the paper calls on ASUU to
spearhead the setting up of a non-government trust fund that shall be used prudently and
transparently for financing university education only. There are philanthropists out
there that could be motivated to contribute to the trust fund. ASUU must never embark on
a needless strike action. It is both professionally and ethically wrong and uncalled for.
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