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WELCOME SPEECH BY CHAIRMAN OF FISCAL RESPONSIBILITY COMMISSION, VICTOR MURUAKO ESQ TO AG. CHAIRMAN, MEMBERS AND  SECRETARY OF BENUE STATE FISCAL RESPONSIBILITY COMMISSION ON THE OCCASION OF THE STUDY VISIT  OF BENUE FRC TO THE OFFICE OF FRC, ABUJA ON MONDAY JULY 26, 2021

Protocols
On behalf of the Management and staff of Fiscal Responsibility Commission, the Presidency, Abuja, I am delighted to welcome you. Your letter to me requesting for approval for this Study Visit stated your aim as being to understand the activities and operations of our Commission in such a manner as to obtain guidance that will enable your Commission take off on a sound footing.   We will do everything possible to enable you achieve this aim. 
We shall get you acquainted with the Chairman and executives of the Fiscal Responsibility Commission as well as equip you with information about our mandate, structure, challenges, accomplishments, etc. You will also benefit from the network we have built over the years. This Visit will also introduce you to the Nigerian fiscal responsibility ecosystem as you will have the opportunity to meet, interact with and learn from sister organizations. If there are other goals that I missed out or that I mixed up in my eagerness to please you or that I may have wrongly imputed to you, I will be glad to know so as to enable us to recalibrate quickly and meet your needs to the extent that we can under the circumstance. 
It delights us to note that the fiscal responsibility ecosystem is expanding with the establishment of Benue State Fiscal Responsibility Commission and the  appointment of core practitioners like you. With a sense of pride, we note that your Commission (as well as other State Fiscal Responsibility Commissions) is a product of the  efforts and engagements of our Commission with state governments and other key stakeholders over the years. In deference to Section 54 of the Fiscal Responsibility Act, we have steadfastly requested,  pushed, cajoled, supported and even pleaded with the legislatures and governments of the 36 States across the country to enact fiscal responsibility laws and proceed to set up their requisite Commissions. Even after a state enacts its fiscal responsibility law  and sets up the associated Commission, we do not stop working for improvement where necessary. We have had occasion to be worried at the flabbiness of FR laws of some states and the structural weaknesses of some State Fiscal Responsibility Commissions. On at least one occasion, I have discreetly taken up the matter with a State Governor, requesting him to kindly strengthen the Commission. Our perception is that the Governors that are least receptive to the idea of a functional fiscal responsibility law and effective fiscal responsibility commission are those who lack self confidence and good leadership ability. You can therefore understand our high regards for the Benue State Governor under whom the Benue Fiscal Responsibility Law was enacted and he went ahead not only to appoint persons like you, but also authorized you to come to Abuja and interact with the heart of the fiscal responsibility ecosystem in West Africa. I commend him for this and urge other states to take a cue from Benue State.
We committed to partnering with States and Local Governments towards strengthening the fiscal responsibility ecosystem in Nigeria. A nation has one macroeconomy and its components such as States and Local Governments, in the case of Nigeria, are indispensable in achieving positive outcomes in key indices of economic development, including macroeconomic stability, debt sustainability, accountability, transparency and sustainability, amongst others. In the case of Nigeria, where the revenue allocation formula places 48% of the Federation revenue with the Federal Government while 52% goes to States and Local Governments, it will be near futile to faithfully implement the Fiscal Responsibility Act at the federal level while states wallow in unchecked fiscal recklessness. When you add the IGRs of states and LGs to their allocations from the federation account, their relevance become even more pronounced.  Subnational governments cannot be overlooked or neglected in the desire to harness the benefits of properly managed public revenue, spending and debt. 

When macroeconomic management is mentioned, people tend to think of it as the sole responsibility of the Federal Government, with the Federal Minister of Finance as the arrowhead. While that is not altogether false, it needs to be seen and acknowledged that the collective fiscal activities of states and local governments outweigh those of the Federal Government. Hence, to work hard at controlling unemployment, inflation, security, transparency, accountability, sustainability, macroeconomic stability, etc without a commensurate commitment of states (in particular) and local governments is like mopping the floor with the tap running. 

Towards ameliorating the situation, Fiscal Responsibility Commission has begun a program to deepen its engagement with governments and Civil Society Organisations that operate at subnational levels.  I therefore call on all State legislatures and Governors that have not concluded the process of enactment of Fiscal responsibility laws and establishment of independent Fiscal Responsibility Commissions to take immediate steps to that effect. It is in the interest of your state and constituents. 

Regarding your Working Visit, we have drawn up a schedule of events which will deliver the goals and make your time here worthwhile.  I understand that the programme of events for the 5 days that you are here has been shared with you. In drawing your programme, free time has been left you for “flexing” - in the parlance of the younger generation.  Please “flex” and enjoy the city. Explore it to its fullest and remember to find good gifts for your family members back home. Take as many pictures as you can, they are free these days. Where I come from, it is said that anyone who climbs an iroko tree should endeavor to gather all the firewood he possibly can, because the iroko is not a tree one finds oneself climbing every now and then. 

As you play hard, we expect you to also work hard. Fiscal Responsibility is a specialized field with its own body of knowledge and language. The powers and functions donated to the Benue State Fiscal Responsibility Commission by its establishment Act require specialized knowledge, skills, competence and disposition on your part to perform effectively. In these 5 days, we shall help to mold you. We know that you are here for serious business and the study plan we drew up for you will see to that. 
We have six directorates in this Commission and the heads of the directorates will take turns to host you in their offices. These are veterans who have paid their dues in this business of fiscal responsibility management. They will explain to you how their directorates are structured, what they do, how they measure success, what they have accomplished and what challenges they have had to deal with in the course of work. Feel free to ask questions that can help you properly scope and scale your own assignment back home. Remember the adage of the iroko tree. 
We have also arranged for sister agencies whose mandates are important for the success of your own mandates to hold orientation programmes for you. The DMO (Debt Management Office), EFCC (Economic and Financial Crimes Commission), and ICPC (Independent Corrupt Practices Commission) will play this role. We trust them. They are serious-minded agencies. We have no doubt that you will be richly furnished with necessary knowledge, examples and contacts.

I am reluctant to close without sharing with you the background to our Commission as well as overviews of our mandate and achievements over the years. I will overcome that temptation in order not to unduly prolong this welcome address. Those important issues will be placed as an appendix to this address. I hope you find the time to read and digest it. Let me just close by highlighting the fact that ours is the first Nigerian public institution that is wholly-focused on fiscal responsibility management. We are possibly the first in West Africa. Interestingly, as important as the mandate of the Commission was at the time it was established – and still is -  it was established and thrown into the deep end, as they say, to sink or swim. Unlike you, our Commission had nowhere to go to for templates or guidance at inception. What was clear was that the nation expected help from the Commission. The enormity of our assignment kept us awake many nights. It still does.  Its critical nature drove us to persevere even with relatively infinitesimal budgetary appropriations. The patriotism of our staff kept us moving. We were forced by the circumstance of our origin to become pathfinders in issues of fiscal responsibility management, in line with the stipulations of the FRA 2007. We have not disappointed.  We have learnt. We have grown. We have done well. Over the years, our presence has been established in the Committee of MDAs. 

Let me close with the undying words of Robert Frost in his 1922 poem, "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening": It ends with him reminding himself that, despite the loveliness of the view, "I have promises to keep, / And miles to go before I sleep."  Despite how far Fiscal Responsibility Commission has come, we have yet more work to do. We have promises to keep and miles to go before we sleep – if we will sleep at all, that is. We have commenced the building of collaborations that will enable the achievement and sustainability of our next phase of big and audacious fiscal responsibility goals. You have become one of our partners and we look forward to succeeding together with you for the good of our fatherland, Nigeria.

Once more, you are welcome.


Victor Muruako Esq.
Chairman, Fiscal Responsibility Commission
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