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The question of university autonomy in Nigeria has been an issue of intensive struggles between several Nigerian governments (in particular military) and the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU). The issue has led to industrial disputes between the two parties especially since the 1990s. As part of the ongoing restoration and democratization efforts in Nigerian public institutions, ASUU sponsored the Universities (Miscellaneous Provisions) (Ammendment) Act 2003 that among other things makes new provisions, for the autonomy, management and re-organization of the universities in Nigeria. Major features of the bill include the restoration of the powers of the council on administrative matters and that of the senate on academic matters, as well as the participation of students in aspects of university governance. The bill was passed by both houses of the National Assembly on the 3rd of July 2003 and given assent by the President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria on the 10th of July 2003. During his second tenure however, the President in 2004 introduced a belated bill, which among others gave enormous and arbitrary powers to the vice chancellor and the visitor as well as entrusts much of crucial matters in university governance on persons or bodies external to the university. Essentially the President in the new bill sought to modify the previous one not just to suit its cost recovery reforms, but also to do so through means considered an erosion of university autonomy. Part of the paradigmatic shift in official policy is the liberalization of university ownership in which private universities are promoted as a model for the Obasanjo government’s deregulation policy. But more than serve as a model, the private universities are viewed more or less as competitors with state owned universities rather than a complement. 

The events have once again threatened the stability of the university system as ASUU has indicated its resolve to fight the bill which it has described as an incurable bad bill, that should be set aside.  This is based on the observation of the Union that: the provisions of the bill which express a super-vice chancellor image of a university would undermine university autonomy and vitiate the essence of the university; it assaults the principle and practice of democratic governance and academic freedom, and promotes authoritarianism in universities; some of its provisions have the potentials of generating instability in the university system; it contains certain clauses that are in breach of the Nigerian constitution, the laws of the land and international conventions; the bill is premised on erroneous and pedestrian view and distorted notion of the university which put the nation to ridicule in the international community; the bill violates the Federal government /ASUU Agreements of 1983, 1992, 1999 and 2001; and that aspects of the bill have the potentials of under-developing Nigeria. 

The paper is essentially a diagnosis of the paradigmatic framework of the two bills in question, and a discussion of their implications for university autonomy, institutional democracy and sustainable university system in Nigeria. Some of the structures examined in terms of their implications for university autonomy are, the National University Commission (NUC), which is the regulating body for Nigerian universities with powers that transcend the university senate and the Joint Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB) which has the basic responsibility for admissions into Nigerian universities. The discussions therefore, embrace the power structure prescribed in the bills for university councils vis-à-vis the vice chancellor/senate and others, union-university relations and the contradictions of centralized staff unions and decentralized reward systems being proposed by the government as well as the implications of these for university autonomy. 

UNIVERSITY AUTONOMY AND COST RECOVERY POLICIES:

UNION CONTESTATION AND SUSTAINABLE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM

Introduction 

University autonomy and academic freedom are highly significant substructures that are integral to the idea of a university. Universities have always regarded the two ideas as indispensable values and have defended them as such due to their inestimable values. Autonomy protects the corporate rights of self-regulation, which the state confers upon the university as an institution in the law setting it up. Its extent and definition therefore depends on the nature of the state, and may need to be negotiated from time to time, between the academy and the state. Moja (1995), has rightly observed that university autonomy cannot connote the independence from the state. It is best understood in the spirit of partnership with the state 

University autonomy and academic freedom are essential to the advancement, transmission and application of knowledge. They relate to the protection of the university from interference by government officials in the day to day running of the institution, especially on issues related to: the selection of students; the appointment and removal of academic staff including (Vice Chancellors); the determination of the content of university education and the control of degree standards; the determination of size and the rate of growth; the establishment of the balance between teaching, research and advanced study, the selection of research projects, and freedom of publication; and the allocation of recurrent income among the various categories of expenditure. Academic freedom finds its basic justification in its functional significance with regard to the advancement of knowledge, which demands that ideologies and interests should not corrupt the processes of seeking objective truth or hamper creative minds in their attempt to follow the path of discovery which they consider the most promising (de Moor, 1993; Ade Ajayi 1996).

The essence of insisting on university autonomy is that in certain circumstances governments tend to place unnecessary limits on the scope and/or the nature of knowledge acquisition in the universities to the detriment of scholarship Abbott, 1984, 1986, 1991).
The question of reconciling autonomy of the university with government control of funds is always an issue to grapple with by both university administrators and academic members. The state is indeed accountable for public funds and has, therefore, a specific duty and responsibility to allot such funds in a manner, which assures the efficiency of the educational system and the economical use of available resources.  Some university administrators tend to resolve the dilemma by devising a formula for simultaneously serving both government and the university community.

 
For the university in Africa to play a meaningful role and discharge its responsibilities effectively, however, it must enjoy a high degree of institutional autonomy, in addition to the academic freedom of its academic staff. As part of its autonomy, it must have freedom to run its own affairs without external interference; it must have the right to organize its internal affairs, to make decisions and to establish its own academic programmes (Kamba 1993).

Historical Overview of Nigeria’s experience with University Autonomy

Contentions and related disputes on university autonomy in Nigeria can be traced back to the 1970s when the sanctuary model of universities in Nigeria, which began, with the establishment of the University College (later University of Ibadan) came under pressure with military dictatorship. A trade dispute between the Governing Councils of Nigerian universities and the local branches of the National Association of University Teachers in 1973, on the review of conditions of service led to a strike by the university teachers. The demand for the review was necessitated by the high inflationary trend aftermath of the deplorable conditions left behind by the Nigerian civil war (1967-1970). The Federal Ministry of Education, however, stood against the efforts of the university Councils to secure improved pay and conditions, even after the Councils and the local teachers’ associations had negotiated and agreed on specific increases. This marked the beginning of the violation of the power of the Council to negotiate and determine the conditions of employment at the local level. It also became the point of contention in the university teachers’ strike of April 1973, especially as it became obvious that the reluctance of the Ministry was as a result of contentions regarding the status of top Ministry officials vis-à-vis university professors. 

The government’s handling of the 1973 conflict was coercive. The then military ruler (Yakubu Gowon) who would not differentiate between the functions of the Visitor and those of the Head of Government and Council, in a national broadcast, simply ordered the university teachers back to work or face dismissal and ejection from their official residence. The Ministry officials were to have an upper hand when the erosion of university autonomy became formalized in 1974 when the university teachers’ conditions of service was brought under the civil service structure following the recommendations of the 1974 Udoji Commission Report on the Review of the Public Service (Adesina 1998). The event signaled the beginning of the bid by the military ruling class to “capture” the university terrain.

The university teachers’ union in Nigeria, now named the Academic Staff Union of Universities  (ASUU) has always insisted on the sanctity of university autonomy and academic freedom - that state responsibility in the area of university funding notwithstanding, this must not translate into undue government meddling in university affairs:

Education has to do with the unfettered acquisition of knowledge and its use for the benefit of society. Universities as schools of education should be committed to this twin freedom in relation to the search for and use of knowledge. To be faithful to this commitment, a university worth its salt is in duty, bound to recognize the connections between knowledge and the innumerable dimensions of the concrete realities of our time, by allowing a free interplay of different opinions in the pursuit of learning (ASUNU 
1979:20).  

Three aspects of the violation of university autonomy are particularly noteworthy: the violation of procedures for the appointment of University Vice Chancellors; the erosion of the powers of Council as statutory employers and; the erosion the powers of the senate as the supreme organ in academic matters. The altering of the enabling laws of the universities in Nigeria especially in the area of appointment of Vice Chancellors, which has implications for other aspects of university autonomy, began in the Yakubu Gowon era. In 1975 when the Federal Government began to take over regional universities, it promulgated Decree No. 23, which among others vested the power to appoint and remove Vice Chancellors on the Head of the Federal Military Government, in contrast with the Joint Committee of Council and Senate that was exercising the responsibility on behalf of the Council in the universities. Thus far, the appointment of the Vice Chancellor had remained the primary responsibility of the university community as provided for in the enabling laws. With the above, however, Governing Councils of universities lost their power to appoint and remove Vice Chancellors.  Over time the position of the visitor became substantially altered from a largely ceremonial one to that in which empowered the visitor intervened in the routine administration of the universities.  As a result of this change Vice Chancellors over time became increasingly accountable to the Head of Government (Federal or State) instead of the university community, as expressed in such institutions as the congregation, senate and council. That was the situation in Nigerian universities until 1992 when the question of university autonomy became one of the major issues in the industrial action embarked upon by the academic staff union, ASUU, and which culminated in the promulgation of the University (Miscellaneous) Act of 1993 – the  that is now in dispute.

The Federal Military Government (FMG) in 1978 (under the General Obasanjo government) also made wholesome changes on matters relating to students’ welfare without reference to the university authorities. A nation wide students’ protest on fee related matters led to the setting up of the Mohammed Commission of Inquiry. Following the Commission’s report on the incident, the Federal Government on August 25, 1978 announced the dismissal of eight academic staff of Nigerian universities
. 

The erection of governmental power at the citadel of learning resulted in the systematic politicization and gross corruption of the university system particularly under military rule. In 1980, at the University of Lagos an internal dispute between the Vice Chancellor and about six professors led to all of them (and the registrar) being fired by the government, without due process. A similar event was to re-occur ten years later. In 1990, a Professor of History in the University of Ibadan, (Prof. Obaro Ikhime) was arrested and arbitrarily detained for statements he made on a church pulpit considered implicating by the government. On his release from detention, his appointment with the University of Ibadan was terminated without any formal charges brought against him. A Professor of Botany and a senior lecturer were similarly detained, and their appointment terminated at the Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, on similar counts. 


The arbitrary conduct of the Federal Military Government with regard to staff matters was replicated in several Nigerian universities as Vice Chancellors increasingly took laws into their hands provided they had the support of the government. This was most glaring at the University of Abuja with the Vice Chancellor, Professor Isa  Baba Mohammed’s arbitrary  employment,  suspension and  dismissal of staff (and students), disobedience of court orders, vandalization of  houses and property of staff  adjudged disloyal to the Vice Chancellor, forced oath  of allegiance on staff among others.
 Similar events were recorded at the Ogun State University
, where the Vice Chancellor among others to have dismissed  scores of  academic staff without due process. The victims were mainly those perceived to be critics of the Vice Chancellor, Professor O.Y. Oyeneye 

In the specific area of academic freedom, the Mohammed Commission vaguely acknowledged the existence of differing philosophies and views within the university set-up, but went ahead to imply that such views had to be supportive of the social order – in effect limiting the search for knowledge and its expression to aspects that are in coherence with the perspective of the government in power at a given time – irrespective of public interest. This informed the recommendation of the Commission for a re-definition and delimitation of the frontiers of academic freedom, in a bid to check the activities of “extremist organizations of students and staff” on university campuses, as well as the working out of a code of conduct for approval by the Federal Military Government – a recommendation which the government readily accepted. The academic staff union was to observe as follows: 
It is clearly improper for government to appoint Vice Chancellors and impose them on the academic communities in clear violation of one of the most cherished principles of university administration and its code of conduct. It is equally improper for government to appoint its own nominees to Councils of the Universities established under laws, whether decrees or edicts, enacted by it,  and then proceed to usurp the powers of these councils by arrogating to itself the right to discharge the legal responsibilities of the university councils in relation to the appointment, disciplining and removal of their staff. With this kind of bare-faced sabotage of its own laws, government has maneuvered the university communities into a paralytic state of insecurity and powerlessness in which any code of conduct, however high-handed is bound to become meaningless in execution (ASUNU 1979:21-22).

The Senate has also experienced an erosion of its powers under the circumstance. In 1978, the Senate of the University of Ibadan was queried by the Federal Ministry of Education – to explain why so many students failed in the 1977/78 academic year – the names of the students having been published in Daily Times (Newspaper) notifying them to come for their re-sit examination (Adesina 1998). 

Another level of government’s interference has to do with the usurping the power of the Senate to assess the academic merit of the university teachers and the content of the programmes. This is achieved by the Government through the activity of the National University Commission (NUC). The NUC was established in 1962 following the recommendation of the Ashby Commission of 1952. The primary objectives were to ensure an orderly development of university education in Nigeria, maintain standards and ensure adequate funding. Since then however, the NUC has undergone major reconstructions that have expanded its scope of influence over the universities. With time the government arrogated wide supervisory powers to the Commission through which it perpetuated its interference. As part of the take over of regional universities in 1975, the NUC was reconstituted in 1974 through Decree No. 1 of 1974, as a statutory body with the added responsibility of receiving block grants from the Government for disbursement to the universities and inter-university organs. Decree 16 of 1985 promulgated by the Buhari/Idiagbon military regime led to a highly centralized university system that invariably gave the state agency power to dictate what to teach and the number of students to be admitted into Nigerian universities. With this the government insisted on a change in university laws with the Federal Ministry of Education calling the shots. The Decree (and its 1988 ammendment) dismantled what was left of university autonomy by expanding the function of the NUC. Section 10 of the Decree vested in the Commission, the “power to lay down minimum standards for all universities and other institutions of higher learning in the federation and the accreditation of  their degrees and other academic awards” - after obtaining prior approval through the Minister of Education from the Head of the Federal Military Government - Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces. The University of Ife Senate at the time, formally reacted to this development by viewing it as being in conflict with the law establishing the University. The Senate also accepted the Report of its Legal Review Committee, which stated inter alia:

The Committee was of the opinion that the National University Commission (NUC) might not be able to carry out its statutory assignment satisfactorily, under the Decree. It suspected that the NUC in its present set up, might be so overstretched and thus become inefficient and ineffective in the discharge of its functions under the Decree….  Senate might wish to make representations to Government on the matter by pointing out the conflict … And by proposing an ammendment to the Decree so as to designate the Committee of Vice Chancellors  (CVC) as the prescribed authority to lay down minimum standards for universities in the belief that CVC would have access to, and in fact, make use of the expertise available in the exercise of the powers under the Decree (ASUU, UNIFE 1987). 
The Joint Admission Matriculation Board (JAMB) also eroded the power of the universities to determine the level of student intake and the criteria for admission; the use of population size for the allocation of funds by the NUC rather than needs induced the institutions to increase student intake beyond the capacity of available infrastructure that could support quality teaching and learning. The academic staff union viewed the interference as:

a straightforward devise for reducing the universities to such sycophancy and toadyism as to make them a laughing stock in every quarter where there is still a modicum of respect for the cultivation of minds that are free, independent, and critical” (ASUNU 1979:22)  

In a similar light Ade-Ajayi (2001), observed that the integration of the universities into the civil service, which was achieved by the Udoji Commission, lowered the prestige, status and effectiveness of the universities. As Government parastatals, the Federal Ministry of Education sees itself as the supervisory Ministry. 


With the incremental expansion of the scope of operation of the National University Commission (NUC), the powers of the university Senate to regulate the content and structure of curricula have been usurped by the Commission. In several areas, universities have lost their power to develop new programmes, realign their courses, and the content of their curricular to match labour market requirements.  Changes in undergraduate programmes, introduction of new degree programmes and even changes in the names of university Departments must attract the approval of the NUC. Where the NUC’s position conflicts with that of the senate and experts in the field within the universities, the opinion of NUC will prevail – no matter how wrong or unappreciative of the rapid development in the field  (Adesina 1998, 2000). The foregoing is corroborated by Ade-Ajayi  (2001:5) who stated:

The Government refashioned the NUC as the weapon of its centralized control. The NUC was originally an Advisory Committee to act as consultant to the Government on university policy. To accord it necessary high profile, it was placed under any Ministry but in the Presidency and the Chairman operated like a Minister for Higher Education, with direct access to the Head of the Government then called the Prime Minister, the Government enacted a new NUC Decree in 1974-75, making the NUC initially, like the universities, an autonomous body. The aim was that the NUC should protect the autonomy of the universities by acting as the buffer between the universities and the government especially in matters of funding. But the manipulation started immediately…    

Akinkugbe (2001:3) similarly noted: 

The epidemic of amendments to erstwhile well-intentioned Decrees has wrecked havoc on the sanctity of academic freedom and institutional autonomy in many areas. Take the National University Commission Decree 1 of 1974, that took care to spell out the spirit and intent of the ideal intermediary between government and universities, but subsequent Ammendment as embodied in Decrees 49 of 1988 and 10 of 1993 consolidated its powers. The Minimum Standards and Establishment of Institutions Decree 16 of 1985 and a subsequent Ammendment of this in 1993 further empowered the NUC and eroded university autonomy. Then there is a classic case of the Academic Staff Union Of Universities (ASUU), (regarded through the 90s as a thorn in the flesh of government).  Decree 26 of 1988 proscribed it, Decree 36 of 1990 revoked that proscription and Decree  24 of 1992 again proscribed and forbade it from participating in  trade union activities.

The Government could not get itself to act in line with the above. Instead, pressures put on her by the university teachers’ union to relinquish its authoritarian tendencies as this relates to the  universities,  were often viewed as “insubordination” and hence, resisted:

Academic freedom and university autonomy, these two phrases seemed before 29 May 1999 to be an anathema to government, and to express them vigorously in the 90s was to attempt to throw the red rag to the bull (Akinkugbe 2001:2).  

An institution that lack the capacity to innovatively design its own curricular and syllabuses, does not deserve the title of a university. The senate of a university is capable of performing the duty without detracting from the status of a university or distorting its historic mission. The fear of ‘abuse’ that may result from academic freedom could be handled by the council of the universities within established laws (Akinkugbe 2001). The truism that every freedom goes with responsibility is applicable. 

Another by-product but more severe aspect of the integration of the universities into the Civil Service Structure was however, the wooing of the Visitor by university authorities and substituting him for the Chancellor as the Head of the university: 

It began in the 1970s with one or two universities inviting the Head of State as Visitor to attend every meeting of convocation. The universities concerned proceeded to adapt the Chancellor’s academic gown for military Heads of State to wear rather incongruously, on top of army uniform and the Heads of State in the absence of parliament, enjoyed using the convocation platform to address the nation…. This distortion in the status of the Visitor was given some legal backing in the 1966 ammendment to the University of Lagos Act, which introduced the notion of the Visitor’s court as part of the domestic arrangement of the university for resolving disputes that council fails to resolve. The Visitor was also authorized to set up Visitation Panel into the affairs of the University, at least once a year. That opened the floodgate to regular interference (Ade-Ajayi 2001:4)
By the early 1990s the interference crisis had reached an alarming proportion. Between 1992 and 1998, for instance, sole administrators were appointed for the following Nigerian Universities: Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) Zaria (retired General), University of Nigeria Nsukka (UNN), Federal University of Technology (FUT) Minna, University of Maiduguri, Ladoke Akintola University (LAUTECH) Ogbomosho, and Edo State University, Ekpoma.  The decrees that brought the sole administrators into power conferred upon them wide powers that, enabled them to combine the roles of the Senate, Council with that of the Vice Chancellor.

The fact that the knotty issue of university autonomy is far from settled is evident in the fact that university autonomy was one of the major issues in the 2002-3 ASUU strike that lasted about six months, as well as the current face off between the academic staff union and the Obasanjo government. The Union had sponsored a Bill for an Act to amend the University (Miscellaneous) Act of 1993, (hitherto Principal Act) which contained essential elements for the protection of university autonomy. The democratic implications  of the Principal Act may be illustrated by its provision for the selection of Vice Chancellors:  

When a Vice Chancellor position falls vacant, it is sometimes publicly advertised. Council sets up a search party presided over by the Chairman of the Council. The screening of applicants or potential candidates is done by a joint Council and Senate Committee which draws up a short list of possible candidates. This list is forwarded to the University Council which reduces it to three or four. Council then forwards this list, ranked in order of preference, to the Head of government for a decision. Although the first name on the list is usually selected, the choice of one of the other candidates is not likely to produce much dissent, since the list was produced by the university community  (Ade Ajayi 1996).

The amendment of the Principal Act was however, to fine tune the Act to bring it in  line with the wider “democratic” governance. The Bill was passed by the National Assembly on the 3rd of July 2003 while President Olusegun Obasanjo on July 10, 2003 signed into law the University (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 2003 (as amended), which provided improved state of autonomy for the universities. The spirit of the new Act was among others to empower the internal elements of the university compared with the external elements, which have played major roles in university governance under the military dictatorship in Nigeria.   I highlight below, the essential provisions of the University (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2003. 

Section 2 that deals with university governance, was amended by the insertion of new sub-sections - that specified a four year tenure for Vice Chancellors, required the university council to exercise its powers as in strict compliance with the Laws and Statutes of each University and emphasized the freedom of the Governing Council of a university to discharge its functions and exercise its responsibilities for the good management, growth and development of the university. The major objective of the amendment of sections 3 and 4 relates to the transfer of administrative powers which have come to be usurped by the Visitor to the Council. This was accomplished by the substitution of the “President, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, with the “Governing Council” of the university. This is particularly important in the appointment and removal of the Vice-Chancellors and the Deputy Vice-Chancellors. The amendment also outlawed the imposition of sole administrators on Nigerian universities. Other aspects of the amendment were aimed among others, to limit the interference of statutory bodies such as the National University Commission (NUC) and the Joint Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB) in academic matters including the admission of students and curriculum matters; to enhance the power of the Senate in academic matters and that of professional bodies in relation to accreditation of degrees and academic programmes; and to involve students in university administration.  

A twist in the autonomy question took place when President Obasanjo took a new bill to the National Assembly in 2004, for an Act to repeal the Universities (Miscellaneous) Act with its 2003 amendments. That was less than one year after he signed the Act. More worrisome was the fact that the provisions of the Bill “The Bill for an Act to Provide for the Repeal of the Universities (Miscellaneous) Provisions Act And to Make New And Better Provisions For the Autonomy, Management, And Administration of Universities in Nigeria and Other related Matters Connected to It”, tended to revert the universities not just to their pre-2003 state, but also to the pre-1993 level. A highlight of some of the provisions of the government’s Bill is in order: arbitrary powers are to be conferred on the Vice Chancellor whose position is to be made superior to the senate, as the later is to act merely in an advisory capacity to the Vice Chancellor; the Vice Chancellor is also empowered to bye-pass Council and prepare and submit annual reports on, and audited accounts of the university, direct to the visitor; Council is to be dominated by external, un-elected members; the Vice Chancellor is also to be empowered to appoint and dismiss Heads of Department and nominate persons to be appointed Registrar and Liberian; government is to exercise the right to close down any university it adjudges as not meeting its standard.

The Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) has declared that it would not accept any other university autonomy bill except the one signed into law by President Olusegun Obasanjo in July 2003. Sule-Kano, the President of ASUU argued that the National Assembly in 2002 organized a public hearing on the proposed autonomy and later came up with a bill that was sent to Obasanjo who voluntarily and duly signed it into law on July 10, 2003. According to him, “An autonomy bill exists. The bill has not been allowed to operate before the talk of a new one. ASUU is using this medium to call on the Federal Government and managers of the universities to start implementing the bill (sic) before a new one can emerge” (The Guardian, Friday July 16, 2004).  He further argued that before the Act could be replaced, it has to be implemented for some time after which an amendment could be sent to the lawmakers for approval: 

Under the 1999 Constitution, before any law is amended or repealed, it has to be operational for sometime. But in this case, the Act has not even been implemented and the government wants to enact another law on university autonomy (The Guardian, Friday July 16, 2004).

Ideological Framework of Conflicts on Autonomy and Union Contestation

The erosion of university autonomy under the military era in Nigeria is clearly explicable by the centralized tendency of the military. Such tendencies are expected to be substantially modified if not sidestepped with democratic governance.  Under the “democratic” era in Nigeria, however, the Obasanjo administration has exhibited the knack for deregulation and market reforms informed by a neo-liberal ideology promoted by the IMF and the World Bank. The reform agenda has continued to bring the government into severe conflict with civil society organizations led by the labour movement. The neo-liberal ideological underpinning of the educational policy under the Obasanjo administration marginalizes higher education, in line with the Bank’s view that education is an economically and socially productive investment;  the relatively less socially efficient educational investment in the case of developing countries being higher education; it not only brings meager social returns compared to investment in primary and secondary schools but also magnifies income inequality (World Bank 1986). 

Authoritarian tendencies are historically associated with the implementation of neo-liberal reforms in Africa, and the educational sector is not immune to this. The Obasanjo administration’s reform agenda has opened up the higher educational sector for private investment with a cost recovery agenda which has manifested in the governments bid to relinquish residential accommodation on campuses. The authoritarian powers sought for the government and Vice Chancellors via the repeal of the Principal Act and its replacement can only be understood as a medium for re-capturing the university terrain, but this time not only for the hegemonic projects of the President
 as was the case under the military, but also to afford the ruling class the legal framework for an unchallenged implementation of the market reforms in the educational sector. Part of the paradigmatic shift in official policy - the liberalization of university ownership has resulted in private universities being promoted as a model for the Obasanjo government’s deregulation policy - competitors with state owned universities rather than complement. However, African experience with neo-liberalism typified by the structural adjustment programmes implemented since the 1980s indicates that its uncritical execution is often accompanied by institutional demise (Onimode 1989; Onyeonoru 2003). 

The autonomy issue is once again threatening the stability of the university system in Nigeria as ASUU has indicated its resolve to fight the bill which it has described as an incurable bad bill, that should be set aside.  This is based on the observation of the Union that: the provisions of the bill which express a super-Vice Chancellor image of a university would undermine university autonomy and vitiate the essence of the university; it assaults the principle and practice of democratic governance and academic freedom, and promotes authoritarianism in universities. The union further contends that some provisions of the Bill have the potentials of generating instability in the university system; it contains certain clauses that are in breach of the Nigerian constitution, the laws of the land and international conventions; the bill is premised on erroneous and pedestrian view and distorted notion of the university which put the nation to ridicule in the international community; the bill violates the Federal government /ASUU Agreements of 1983, 1992, 1999 and 2001; and that aspects of the bill have the potentials of under-developing Nigeria. 

Another major problem with the deregulation of university ownership is the integral contradiction of centralized university union (ASUU) vis-à-vis public and private funding and the implications for wage disputes. Hitherto, academic staff in public universities (federal and state government owned) enjoy conditions of service, centrally negotiated with the Union. The fact that private universities are seeking to operate under a “no union clause” introduces another potential conflict area to higher education in the country.  

Conclusion


The challenge of development in contemporary times suggests that higher education, with particular reference to the university has a crucial role to play in lifting the developing world to a potential stage of competitiveness with its counterparts elsewhere. This is why it is cheering to note that, the Task Force on Higher Education and Society convened by the World Bank and UNESCO,  which brought together experts from 13 countries for the purpose of exploring the future of higher education in the developing countries, expressed  views that are contrary to that of the Bank. The Task force among others observed, that as knowledge becomes more important, so does higher education. Countries, it stated, need to  educate more of their young people to a higher standard as a degree has become a basic qualification for many skilled jobs. More importantly, the body emphasized that knowledge generated within higher education institutions, and its availability to the wider economy, is becoming increasingly critical to national competitiveness (World Bank 2000). One cannot but agree with this conclusion. 
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� The name of the Union was later changed to the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU).


� Out of these five were from the University Ibadan, namely Dr. Bade Onimode, Wale Adeniran, Dr. Amafume Onoge, Dr. Akin Ojo, and Comrade Ola Oni


� Chilling accounts of the  dictatorial activities of the Vice Chancellor are documented in  a publication, by ASUU titled the “Destruction of the University of Abuja”.





� The University has been renamed Olabisi Onabanjo University.


� President Obasanjo and his Vice, Atiku Abubakar are currently floating private universities of their own – even while in office.
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