FOUNDERS’ DAY LECTURE
CIVIC PARTICIPATION, RULE OF LAW,
AND ACCOUNTABLE GOVERNANCE IN

A DIGITAL ERA




FOUNDERS’ DAY LECTURE
CIVIC PARTICIPATION, RULE OF LAW,
AND ACCOUNTABLE GOVERNANCE IN

A DIGITAL ERA

Prof. Theodore Bala Maiyaki, SAN

THE NIGERIAN INSTITUTE OF ADVANCED
LEGAL STUDIES

i



NIALS Founders’ Day Lecture

@ Nigerian Institute of Advanced Legal Studies

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or
otherwise or stored in any retrieval system of any nature,
without the written permission of the copyright holder.

Published in 2026 by the

Nigerian Institute of Advanced Legal Studies,
Supreme Court Complex,

Three Arms Zone,

Abuja

University of Lagos,
Akoka, Yaba,
Lagos

E-mail: Info@nials.edu.ng
Tel: 08100363602, 07066638844

ISSN:

Printed by NIALS Press, Abuja

i


mailto:Info@nials.edu.ng

Table of Contents

Acknowledgement. ... \%
FOreword. ... ....oouieii i vi
Understanding the Core Concepts ........c.ccovvevveneennennnnnn. 10
Civil Participation ...........oovviiiiiiiiiiieieieeeeneeann, 10
Civil Participation in the Nigerian Context ..................... 12
The Way Forward ... 13
The Rule of Law in Nigeria ..........cccovvviviiiiiiineinnennnnn.. 16
Accountable GOVErnance .............cooeeviiiiiiiiniiiennn.. 23
The Digital Era: Transforming Governance and Citizenship 26
Building A Framework for the Future ........................... 31
A Call to ACHON «..eniiiieit e 34
COnNCIUSION . ...ttt 35

v



Acknowledgement

This publication is the product of a significant moment of
reflection and intellectual engagement: the Founders’ Day
Lecture of the Nigerian Institute of Advanced Legal Studies.
The Institute extends its profound gratitude to the distinguished
Guest Lecturer, Prof. Theodore Bala Maiyaki, SAN, for
delivering a lecture of such depth, insight, and contemporary
relevance. His masterful exploration of the intersection between
civic participation, the rule of law, and accountable governance
within the context of our rapidly digitising world has provided
an invaluable resource for scholars, practitioners, and
policymakers alike.

We are deeply appreciative of the Governing Council of the
Institute, under the esteemed Chairmanship of the Honourable
Chief Justice of Nigeria, for their unwavering support and
guidance.

The Institute also wishes to acknowledge the collective
contributions of its staff and partners, whose dedication ensured
the success of the Founders’ Day event and the meticulous
production of this work. It is our hope that this lecture, now
preserved in print, will continue to inspire critical thought and
meaningful action towards strengthening our democracy and
legal order for generations to come.



Foreword

The Founders’ Day celebration is more than a commemoration;
it is a call to revisit the foundational ideals upon which this
Institute was built. It challenges us to measure our progress
against the enduring values of excellence, integrity, and service
to the nation. This year, we are honoured to present the
Founder’s Day Lecture delivered by Professor Theodore Bala
Maiyaki, SAN, which takes on this challenge by engaging with
one of the most pressing questions of our time: how do we
safeguard the pillars of democracy, civic participation, the rule
of law, and accountable governance in an age of unprecedented
digital transformation?

In this lecture, Prof. Maiyaki, SAN, masterfully dissects the
dual-edged nature of the digital era. He illuminates how
technology, while offering powerful tools for transparency,
engagement, and accountability, simultaneously presents
profound risks of misinformation, surveillance, and the erosion
of democratic norms. His analysis moves beyond abstract theory
to grapple with the Nigerian context, examining our electoral
processes, the emergence of digital activism exemplified by
movements like #EndSARS, the critical role of our judiciary,
and the ongoing tensions between legal frameworks like the
Cybercrimes Act and constitutional guarantees of free speech.

The core message of this lecture is a clarion call to action. Prof.
Maiyaki, SAN, urges a critical demographic, the intelligentsia,
the professional class, and civic leaders, to move from being
passive observers to active participants in the democratic
process. He reminds us that democracy is not a spectator sport,
and that the quality of our governance is a direct reflection of
the quality of our civic engagement. His discussion on the
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missed opportunities in party congresses and the perils of
abdicating our civic responsibilities serves as a powerful wake-
up call.

This publication is therefore presented as both a scholarly
contribution and a practical guide. It lays out a strategic
framework for navigating the complexities of the digital age,
emphasising the need for digital civic education, robust legal
frameworks, institutional independence, inclusive access, and
ethical technology development. It is an essential read for
lawmakers, judges, academics, students, civil society actors,
and every citizen who seeks to understand and shape the future
of governance in Nigeria.

We commend this lecture to the public with the firm belief that
it will serve as a catalyst for deeper reflection and more
committed civic action. By engaging with the ideas within, we
collectively honour the vision of our founders and take a
decisive step towards securing a future where democracy,
justice, and human dignity are not only preserved but thrive in
our digital world.

Professor Abdulquadir Ibrahim Abikan
Director-General,
Nigerian Institute of Advanced Legal Studies
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FOUNDER'S DAY LECTURE
CIVIC PARTICIPATION, RULE OF LAW, AND
ACCOUNTABLE GOVERNANCE IN A DIGITAL ERA

By
Prof. Theodore Bala Maiyaki, SAN

It is both a privilege and a profound honour to stand before you
today to deliver this year’s Founder's Day Lecture on a subject
that lies at the very heart of our democratic development,
institutional integrity, and national transformation: “Civic
Participation, Rule of Law and Accountable Governance in a
Digital Era.”

Typically, the hosting of a Founder’s Day lecture is not
merely a ceremonial event; it is a moment of reflection. It invites
us to revisit the vision, ideals, and enduring values upon which
this great institution was conceived and built by the founding
fathers. This lecture challenges us to examine how those values,
excellence, integrity, responsibility, and service, remain
relevant in a rapidly changing world. Today, that world is
increasingly defined not only by political and economic shifts,
but by an unprecedented digital revolution that is transforming
how we live, learn, communicate, govern, and even think.

The rise of digital technology and its unprecedented
penetration in our daily lives have fundamentally reshaped
societies across continents. The internet has collapsed
geographical barriers; social media platforms have altered the
architecture of public discourse; artificial intelligence is
redefining decision-making processes; blockchain technology is
challenging traditional financial and governance systems; and
digital public service platforms are transforming state-citizen
interactions. Governance is no longer confined to physical



offices and paper files; it now operates through servers,
algorithms, data centres, and mobile applications.

The digital era has introduced a new civic landscape. Citizens
no longer engage only through town hall meetings or ballot
boxes; they engage through tweets, hashtags, digital petitions,
online campaigns, and virtual communities. Information travels
at the speed of light. Public opinion is formed in seconds.
Governments communicate through dashboards, tweets, and
livestreams. Policies are debated in comment sections and online
forums.

Yet, while these technological advancements offer
enormous opportunities for deepening our democratic
experiences and the attendant benefits, greater transparency,
faster communication, and broader participation, they also
present serious risks. The same tools that enable participation
can spread misinformation. The same platforms that enhance
accountability can be used for surveillance and manipulation.
The same technologies that promise efficiency can concentrate
power in opaque systems beyond public scrutiny.

Thus, this realm of a new digital era confronts us with a
paradox: it can either strengthen democracy or weaken it; it can
either empower citizens or control them; it can either reinforce
the rule of law or undermine it. At the centre of this
transformation are three foundational pillars of any democratic
society: Civic Participation, the Rule of Law, and Accountable
Governance. These pillars are not abstract concepts reserved for
textbooks; they are the living architecture of freedom, justice,
and development. Without active citizen engagement,
governance becomes detached from the people. Without the
supremacy of law, power becomes arbitrary. Without
accountability, authority degenerates into impunity.
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Today’s lecture, therefore, seeks to examine how these
three pillars are being reshaped, challenged, and redefined by
the forces of digitisation. It invites us to reflect critically on the
responsibilities of governments, institutions, and citizens in the
digital era to ensure that technology serves democratic values
and good governance rather than erodes them.

As members of an academic community, scholars,
administrators, and especially students of power politics, we
stand at the forefront of this transformation. We are not merely
observers of the digital age; we are its architects and inheritors.
The question before us is not whether digitisation will influence
governance; it already does. The real question is whether we
will guide this transformation with wisdom, ethical
responsibility, and unwavering commitment to democratic
principles to gain us the legacies we desire for ourselves and
generations to come. It is within this context that we begin our
exploration of civic participation, rule of law, and accountable
governance in a digital era.

This lecture examines three interrelated pillars of our
democratic life:

1.Civic Participation
ii.Rule of Law
iii. Accountable Governance
and it explores how each is being reshaped by digital
transformation.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE CONCEPTS

Civic Participation

The concept of civic participation refers to the active
involvement of citizens in the political, social, and community
life of their society. It encompasses voting, community
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organising, advocacy, public debate, civil society engagement,
peaceful protest, free speech and assembly, volunteering, and
participation in public policy processes. At its core, civic
participation reflects the idea that governance is not the
exclusive domain of elected officials but a shared responsibility
between the state and its citizens.

In classical political thought, participation is central to
citizenship. Aristotle argued in politics that human beings are
“political animals,” naturally inclined to live in organised
communities where participation in public affairs defines good
citizenship. For Aristotle, the health of the society depended not
merely on rulers but on citizens who actively engaged in
deliberation and decision-making. Modern democratic theory
echoes this position. Democratic legitimacy flows not only from
periodic elections but from sustained engagement, critical
discourse, and public oversight.

Contemporary democratic theorists, including Robert Dahl,
emphasise participation as a cornerstone of “polyarchy,” a
system characterised by inclusive suffrage, freedom of
expression, and access to alternative sources of information.
Similarly, Jirgen Habermas highlights the importance of the
public sphere as ‘a communicative space’ where citizens
deliberate on matters of common concern. In this view, civic
participation is both a right and a duty; it sustains democratic
culture and guards against authoritarian drift.

In the digital era, civic participation has expanded beyond
physical town halls and polling units to digital platforms. Social
media, online forums, e-petitions, virtual hearings, and digital
campaigns now serve as arenas for political engagement.
Citizens mobilise support through hashtags, organise
crowdfunding initiatives, monitor elections through digital
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reporting tools, and engage directly with public officials online.
Digital platforms have reduced barriers to participation by
lowering the cost of communication and amplifying
marginalised voices.

However, digital participation also presents risks. Online
misinformation, echo chambers, and algorithmic manipulation
can distort public debate. The same technologies that empower
citizens can be weaponised to polarise societies. Therefore, civic
participation in the digital age requires not only access but
digital literacy, ethical engagement, and institutional safeguards.

Civic Participation in the Nigerian Context

In Nigeria, civic participation has taken multiple forms since the
return to democratic rule in 1999. Electoral participation
remains a primary channel, with citizens voting in elections
organised by the Independent National Electoral Commission
(INEC). The introduction of technologies such as the Smart
Card Reader and the Bimodal Voter Accreditation System
(BVAS) has increased transparency and citizen confidence in
electoral processes. This was significantly traded with
vehemence during the recent debate as to whether or not the
2026 Electoral Act should contain provisions mandating that
INEC result viewing (IRev) portal should be a commanding and
mandatory medium for the transmission of the results of our
general elections. Beyond elections, civil society organisations
such as ‘Enough is Enough’ Nigeria and BudgIT have
empowered citizens to demand transparency in public finance
and governance. BudgIT’s “Tracka” initiative, for example,
enables citizens to monitor constituency projects and report
abandoned or poorly executed projects through digital
platforms.
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Digital activism has also reshaped Nigeria’s civic landscape.
The #EndSARS movement in 2020, amplified through platforms
like Twitter (now X), Instagram, and Facebook, mobilised
millions of young Nigerians against police brutality linked to the
Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS). The protests demonstrated
the power of digital tools in agenda-setting, fundraising, real-
time coordination, and global advocacy. While the movement
revealed the strength of youth engagement, it also highlighted
the tensions between digital mobilisation and state response. At
the subnational level, civic participation increasingly includes
community-based security initiatives, town hall meetings,
participatory budgeting efforts in states like Kaduna, and public
hearings in the National Assembly where citizens and advocacy
groups make submissions on bills affecting public interest.

The Way Forward

For civic participation to strengthen accountable governance in

Nigeria’s digital era, three elements are critical:

(1) Digital Literacy: Citizens must be equipped to critically
evaluate online information and resist misinformation.

(i1) Institutional Responsiveness: Government agencies must
respond transparently and promptly to citizen feedback to
build trust.

(ii1) Legal and Ethical Safeguards: Clear frameworks must
protect freedom of assembly and expression while
addressing harmful digital conduct.

Ultimately, civic participation, whether in village squares or
digital spaces, remains the lifeblood of every democracy. In
Nigeria’s evolving democratic journey, the digitised era offers
both unprecedented opportunities and profound challenges. The
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task before citizens, leaders, and institutions is to harness digital
innovation in ways that deepen inclusion, strengthen the rule of
law, and entrench accountable governance.

Let me dwell at this juncture on a special kind of civic
participation which patently serves as the missing link to the
enduring democratic culture that we all so desire. This is
mobilisation by the intelligentsia, the working class, and the
elite in our society for popular civic participation in our
democratic process. There is an unwritten and eternal
responsibility on this special class of persons who constitute the
most remarkable demography in our society having not just the
power to understand the difference between right and wrong,
the ability to mobilize the lower level of the society, influence
the leadership recruitment process by democratic means either
through contesting elections or presenting and supporting
credible candidates to contest elections, but are well equipped to
demand accountability from our leaders for the collective benefit
of all of us.

Most recently, the ruling party, the APC, including the
other opposition parties in Nigeria, have been conducting their
congresses at all levels of the democratic process. During this
exercise, the critical mass of our society was glaringly missing,
reminiscent of our experience on the eve of our nation’s return
to democracy in 1999, when those who could see developed cold
feet and lethargy, abdicated from the process, thereby handing
over the country into the hands of the blind, our second, third,
or even in some cases fourth eleven. The reality is that these
congresses signal the take-off of the process of our leadership
recruitment for the 2027 elections. With our elites,
intelligentsia, academia, and the working class clearly missing
from the ranks, it means yet another opportunity missed. In a
democracy, once you miss participating in the rudimentary
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stages, like the congresses, the process throws up candidates for
election that you will have to put up with, whether they suit your
expectations or not. This is the juncture where our participation
would have made a remarkable difference in ushering in the
change we all desire.

This culture of theorising about our reality without actual
civic participation and mobilisation by the °‘talkers’ in our
political space will yield little, if at all. When we sit back in the
comfort of our bedrooms, offices, or even social gatherings,
blabbing about how best things can get without participating or
mobilising civic participation, we risk even further gravitation
to the abyss. Those on the saddle who do not mean well for the
citizenry understand better how to hold onto the realm of power,
and to rid them of the stranglehold requires a bit more than talk,
but true civic participation by each of us in the critical
demography who know how best to get things moving, but are
not ‘walking the talk’.

Make no mistake, the situation is getting worse than you
think. The control of our shared destiny through leadership on
the plank of democracy has been hijacked by an army of persons
who see public office as a source of self-enrichment rather than
service. This ecosystem is crowded by persons who have little
or no commitment to the people and the country. The
contestation for political office has been handed down to persons
who have no primary business or professional accomplishments.
It is viewed as the quickest way to get rich by most, and the
alternative to those amongst us who are challenged with self-
actualisation.

The scenario where those responsible for the process are the
helpless and the impoverished, who do not know better, is, to
say the least, preposterous and appalling. The paradox for me is
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that those of us in the critical demography are actually there
waiting for change, and soon. I am not a pessimist, but I am
afraid that it’s a fantasy taken too far. It is incumbent upon us
to get involved one way or another through active participation
and mobilisation of ourselves and our people in our leadership
recruitment process through the democratic process. That way,
we can begin to build a sustainable architecture for governance
that can guarantee a future for our children and us.

The Rule of Law

The rule of law is the fundamental principle of law, which
speaks to the fact that no individual or institution is above the
law. Not rulers, not government agencies, and not citizens. It
commands equality before the law, due process, judicial
independence, transparency in legal procedures, and the
predictable and fair application of laws. It stands in opposition
to arbitrary governance and the abuse of discretionary power.
The classical articulation of the rule of law is associated with A.
V. Dicey, who emphasised three core elements in the principle
of the Rule of Law: the supremacy of law, equality before the
law, and the predominance of legal spirit in constitutional
governance. Dicey argued that government authority must be
exercised within clearly established legal frameworks, not
through discretionary or arbitrary power.

Modern constitutional democracies institutionalise the rule
of law through independent judiciaries, constitutional
supremacy, and judicial review. Thinkers such as Montesquieu
reinforced the doctrine of separation of powers as a structural
safeguard against abuse. By dividing governmental authority
into legislative, executive, and judicial branches, the system
ensures checks and balances that protect citizens’ liberties.
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The Rule of Law in Nigeria

In Nigeria, the rule of law is constitutionally entrenched under
Section 1(1) and (2) of the Constitution of the Federal Republic
of Nigeria 1999 (as amended), which establishes constitutional
supremacy and provides that any law inconsistent with its
provisions shall be void to the extent of its inconsistency. The
Constitution further outlines fundamental human rights in its
Chapter IV, defines the powers of government institutions, and
provides mechanisms for judicial review.

The Nigerian judiciary, headed by the Supreme Court, is
expected to play a critical role in safeguarding our constitutional
order. This is guaranteed under section 6(6) of the 1999
Constitution as amended. Landmark decisions of the Supreme
Court of Nigeria have reinforced our shared federalism,
electoral accountability, and the limits of executive power. This
can be gleaned from the resolution of several and various
election disputes brought before our courts and tribunals. The
Courts have overturned and declared results where irregularities
were proven, demonstrating that electoral mandates must
conform to legal standards rather than political convenience.
Such judgments affirm that democratic power derives from
lawful processes. However, it must be acknowledged that
concerns sometimes arise regarding delays in judicial
proceedings, allegations of favouritism, corruption, executive
interference, or the enforcement of court orders. The true test
of the rule of law lies not only in judicial pronouncements but
in consistent compliance by all arms of government.

The rule of law requires that public officials be held
accountable for overreach or misconduct. Institutions such as
the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and
the Independent Corrupt Practices and Other Related Offences
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Commission (ICPC) were established to combat public-sector
corruption and financial crimes. High-profile prosecutions of
former governors, ministers, and senior civil servants signal an
effort to demonstrate that no office confers immunity beyond
constitutional limits. Critics often question whether anti-
corruption enforcement is applied consistently across political
divides. For the rule of law to command public confidence,
enforcement must be impartial, transparent, and free from
political selectivity.

In a recent press statement, former Vice President Atiku
Abubakar accused the Nigerian Government of running a
deliberate and coordinated campaign to crush opposition voices
and impose total political control ahead of the 2027 general
elections. He alleged that the sustained targeting of opposition
figures like former Governor Nasir El-Rufai and former
Attorney General of the Federation Abubakar Mallami, SAN, is
part of a strategy to coerce Nigerians into abandoning opposition
politics and falling in line with the ruling APC.

The screenshot shows an ongoing competition between
adherence to the rule of law on the one hand and the use of
executive arbitrariness on the other. Nigerians have been
battling to understand the distinction line between the use of the
ruling party to absolve alleged criminal liability and corruption
charges on the one hand, and the culpability and strict
application of the rule of law for those who have either refused
to fall in line or are members of the opposition parties. Where
then lies the application of these refined principles of the rule of
law, which pontificate equality before the law and that no one is
above the law? Your guess is as good as mine. This argument
was reinforced by the mass exodus of opposition state governors
and legislators to the ruling APC. Former Vice President Atiku
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Abubakar added that ‘When opposition is criminalised, and
dissent is punished, elections become a mere formality’.

The protection of fundamental rights such as freedom of
expression, assembly, personal liberty, and fair hearing is
central to the rule of law. Nigeria’s courts frequently adjudicate
cases involving unlawful detention, media freedom, and police
misconduct. The 2020 judicial panels of inquiry established
across states following the #EndSARS protests represented an
attempt to use legal processes to address allegations of human
rights violations by security agencies. While outcomes varied by
state, the initiative reflected the recognition that grievances must
be addressed within institutional and legal frameworks rather
than suppressed. Suffice it to say that as Nigeria’s civic
participation space continues to become increasingly digitised,
the rule of law must adapt to new governance realities.

Furthermore, with the expansion of digital banking,
biometric voter registration, biometric drivers’ licensing,
machine-readable International Passports, and national identity
databases managed by the National Identity Management
Commission (NIMC), vast amounts of citizens’ personal data
are collected and stored. The enactment of the Nigeria Data
Protection Act 2023 represents a significant step toward
regulating how personal data is processed, stored, and
transferred. The law establishes principles of consent,
accountability, and data security. In a digital society, protecting
citizens from unauthorised surveillance or data breaches
becomes a core element of the rule of law.

Nigeria’s Cybercrimes (Prohibition, Prevention, etc.) Act
2024 criminalises hacking, identity theft, cyberstalking, and
online fraud. While the Act strengthens cybersecurity and
protects digital transactions, its implementation has also sparked
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debate about balancing national security with the freedom of
expression. Ensuring that cybercrime laws are not misapplied to
silence critics is essential. Laws regulating online conduct must
be clear, proportionate, and consistent with constitutional
guarantees.

Technological innovations introduced by the Independent
National Electoral Commission, such as electronic transmission
of results and biometric accreditation systems, aim at enhancing
electoral integrity in Nigeria. However, disputes over
technological glitches or compliance with electoral guidelines,
such as inconsistencies in uploading results on the IRev portal,
have required judicial interpretation. The Supreme Court has
held in a plethora of cases that electronic transmission, as was
under the Electoral Act 2022, and I dare say, under the Electoral
Act 2026, is not a compulsory statutory requirement for the
transmission of election results during our general elections.

The events in the country leading to the amendment of the
Electoral Act, and those that followed the assent of the Electoral
Act 2026 by the President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria,
left many pundits wondering. Generally, protestations were
recorded across board, ranging from civil society organisations
to election advocacy groups, including legislative watchdogs,
calling for clearer safeguards and warning that discretionary
clauses contained in the electoral act would compromise
transparency and dent our electoral credibility in the eyes of the
world.

Not surprisingly, the dust over the passage of the Electoral
Act 2026 is still hanging with some political parties and
watchdogs threatening action and even possible boycott of the
2027 general elections. This matter is a typology of the
participation of the citizenry in the process of policy and law-
making. Whose voice is being heard here? Is it law according
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to the voice of the people or law according to the voice of the
establishment? This clear and present disconnect portends a
major gulf in our mobilisation approach and engagement,
excluding the voice of those who matter.

Let me observe at this point that the power of a strong,
sustainable, and unimpeachable electoral legal framework is a
sine qua non to a perfect electoral system, but democratic
integrity, clarity of purpose, and national commitment all
depend on the indispensable political will and civic
responsibility of leadership. One cannot replace the other. It
goes without saying, therefore, that to achieve our desired
outcomes, systems and institutions responsible for safeguarding
our democracy must inevitably command the respect and
confidence of the citizens and the electorate. The preponderance
of the trust deficit between the leadership and the governed is a
matter of concern. Not much can be achieved when everything
is viewed through the lens of suspicion and skepticism. This
subject of trust must be built into the framework for change and
transformation for change to be legitimate and sustainable.

Governments worldwide deploy digital surveillance tools to
combat terrorism and organised crime. In Nigeria, security
agencies utilise telecommunications monitoring and digital
intelligence systems. While national security is a legitimate state
interest, the rule of law demands that surveillance activities
operate within statutory limits and be subject to oversight.
Unchecked digital surveillance risks infringing on privacy rights
and chilling political dissent. Legal clarity and judicial
authorisation mechanisms are, therefore, crucial.

Beyond the philosophical pontification of the principle of
the rule of law. To my mind, the principle connotes the
expectation of good and civilised governance. Regrettably, this
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principle largely remains elitist without any impactful meaning
to the citizenry. The common man expects that the principle
should simply translate into good lives for our people and
transform them from where they are currently to where they
should be. To a common man, the rule of law should mean good
food on their tables, functional schools, modern and well-
equipped hospitals, and the provision of basic amenities like
water, roads, jobs, telecommunications, and many others.
While these expectations are valid demands, the state continues
to grapple with scarce resources.

This is an opportunity to use the schism of civic
participation and the need for a new meaning for the principle
of the rule of law to make it people-centric. It must gravitate
towards changing society to become better and connect directly
with the people. The degree of degeneration of the most
important indices of our lives is at an alarming rate. It goes on
unnoticed and therefore undiagnosed. In some cases, it goes on
with impunity and a complete lack of emotion. How do we
explain the scenario where the children of government
functionaries shy away from public schools and send their
children to private schools or even abroad to study, ignoring our
dilapidated schools in shambles? It’s even worse when it
involves the children of commissioners, ministers, or education
functionaries. The same applies to healthcare, transportation,
electricity, and other relevant ecosystems. Rather than fix the
problems for the collective benefit of all, they find individual
solutions that benefit them alone and not the nation. This
approach to governance and the rule of law is perverse and
unacceptable. The call is therefore for the principle of
volunteerism to mobilise the presence and the mind of the people
for civic participation. The rule of rule cannot thrive in isolation
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or in an environment of lack and deprivation. It will fade into
obscurity and largely remain academic.

ACCOUNTABLE GOVERNANCE

Accountable governance refers to a system of public
administration in which those entrusted with political authority
are required to explain, justify, and take responsibility for their
decisions and actions. It implies that public office is not a
personal privilege, but a public trust exercised on behalf of the
people. In such a system, power is neither absolute nor immune
from scrutiny; rather, it is exercised within constitutional and
legal boundaries, and officials are subject to sanctions when they
act contrary to the public interest. Accountability, therefore,
serves as a safeguard against arbitrariness, corruption, abuse of
office, and misuse of public resources. It reinforces
transparency, strengthens institutional integrity, and builds
public confidence in government.

At its core, accountable governance is rooted in the
principle that sovereignty ultimately resides in the people.
Public officials, whether elected representatives, appointed
administrators, or judicial officers, derive their authority from
the constitution and the consent of the governed. Consequently,
they must be prepared to provide reasons for their actions and
accept consequences where misconduct, negligence, or
incompetence is established. Without accountability, democratic
institutions become hollow, and governance degenerates into
impunity.

One of the primary mechanisms of accountability is the
conduct of free and fair elections. Elections provide citizens
with the opportunity to reward good performance or sanction
poor leadership by voting leaders in or out of office. Through
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periodic elections conducted under transparent and credible
conditions, political authority is renewed, and legitimacy is
maintained. However, elections alone are insufficient; they must
be accompanied by continuous oversight between electoral
cycles to ensure that public officials remain responsive and
responsible.

Legislative oversight constitutes another critical instrument
of accountability. In constitutional democracies, the legislature
is empowered to scrutinise the actions of the executive branch
through hearings, budget approvals, investigative committees,
and motions of inquiry. By examining public expenditure,
reviewing policy implementation, and summoning officials to
explain administrative decisions, the legislature ensures that
governance remains aligned with the law and national priorities.
Effective oversight discourages financial mismanagement and
strengthens democratic checks and balances.

Judicial review further reinforces accountable governance
by empowering courts to assess the legality and constitutionality
of governmental actions. An independent judiciary acts as a
guardian of the constitution, ensuring that executive and
legislative decisions comply with established legal norms. When
government policies infringe on fundamental rights or exceed
constitutional limits, courts may invalidate them. This legal
scrutiny prevents the concentration of power and protects
citizens from abuse.

Anti-corruption institutions also play a pivotal role in
promoting accountability. Agencies tasked with investigating
and prosecuting corruption help to deter misconduct and recover
misappropriated public funds. Their effectiveness depends on
operational independence, adequate funding, and protection
from political interference. Where such institutions function
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credibly, they enhance public trust and demonstrate that no
individual is above the law.

In addition, independent media serve as watchdogs of
society. Through investigative journalism, public reporting, and
critical analysis, the media expose wrongdoing, inform citizens,
and stimulate public debate. A free press amplifies citizens’
voices and compels leaders to respond to public concerns. In the
digital age, online media platforms and citizen journalism have
expanded this oversight function, enabling rapid dissemination
of information and real-time scrutiny of government actions.

Civil society organisations complement these mechanisms
by mobilising citizens, advocating for reforms, monitoring
public projects, and engaging in policy dialogue. Through
advocacy campaigns, public interest litigation, and grassroots
engagement, civil society actors bridge the gap between the state
and the populace. Their participation strengthens participatory
democracy and ensures that governance reflects societal needs
and aspirations.

Collectively, these mechanisms create a web of
accountability that constrains the misuse of power and fosters
responsible leadership. Accountable governance is therefore not
a single institutional arrangement but a dynamic system of
checks, balances, and civic engagement. In a digital era, these
mechanisms are increasingly supported by technology through
open data initiatives, digital audits, and online public
engagement platforms, yet they must remain anchored in
constitutional principles and democratic values. Ultimately,
accountable governance 1is indispensable for sustainable
development, social stability, and the preservation of democratic
order.
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Political philosophers such as John Locke argued that
government exists by the consent of the governed and may be
challenged when it breaches public trust. Accountability, in this
sense, is intrinsic to the social contract. Public office is not a
privilege but a fiduciary responsibility. Digital technologies
have transformed accountability practices. Open data portals,
real-time budget tracking, digital whistleblowing platforms, and
online investigative journalism have strengthened transparency.
Citizens can now monitor procurement processes, track
legislative voting patterns, and expose corruption through digital
evidence.

Yet digital governance also introduces opacity. Algorithmic
decision-making systems, opaque data practices, and
surveillance technologies can shield authorities from scrutiny.
Artificial intelligence tools used in public administration may
lack transparency, raising concerns about fairness and bias.
Thus, digital innovation must be accompanied by regulatory
safeguards to ensure that accountability remains robust.

THE DIGITAL ERA: TRANSFORMING GOVERNANCE
AND CITIZENSHIP

We live in a period widely described by scholars and policy
analysts as the Fourth Industrial Revolution, a transformative
era characterised by the fusion of digital, biological, and
physical technologies. This phase of technological advancement,
popularised by Klaus Schwab, is marked by artificial
intelligence, big data analytics, blockchain systems, cloud
computing, robotics, and the Internet of Things. Unlike
previous industrial revolutions that primarily mechanised
production or expanded electricity and computing, the current
revolution fundamentally reshapes how societies are organised,
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how governments function, and how citizens interact with public
authority.

Digital technologies are redefining governance structures
worldwide. Governments increasingly rely on e-government
portals to deliver public services efficiently and transparently.
Through these platforms, citizens can apply for licenses,
register businesses, access public records, and submit
complaints without physically visiting government offices.
Digital identity systems have streamlined citizen authentication,
enabling secure access to services and financial systems while
enhancing administrative efficiency. Online tax systems allow
individuals and corporations to file returns electronically,
improving revenue collection and reducing bureaucratic
bottlenecks.

Open data initiatives represent another hallmark of the
digitised era. By publishing government datasets ranging from
budget allocations to procurement records, states promote
transparency and invite public scrutiny. Such initiatives
empower researchers, journalists, and civil society
organisations to analyse policy outcomes and hold officials
accountable. Similarly, social media platforms have become
dynamic spaces for communication between leaders and
citizens. Political representatives now address constituents
directly, announce policy decisions in real time, and respond to
public concerns through digital channels. This immediacy has
transformed the tempo of governance and public discourse.

Artificial intelligence-assisted decision-making further
illustrates the depth of digital transformation. Governments
increasingly deploy Al tools in areas such as predictive policing,
public health analytics, social welfare targeting, and traffic
management. Data-driven governance promises efficiency,
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objectivity, and speed in administrative processes. Algorithms
can process vast amounts of information beyond human
capacity, potentially improving policy precision and service
delivery.

Yet digitisation is not merely technological; it is structural
and political. It alters the architecture of power. Information,
once monopolised by state institutions, is now widely accessible.
Citizens can document government misconduct through
smartphones, organise collective action online, and influence
national debates from remote locations. At the same time,
governments possess unprecedented surveillance capabilities
through digital tracking systems, facial recognition
technologies, and metadata analysis. The digital state can
monitor populations at a scale unimaginable in earlier eras.

Thus, digitisation reshapes the balance between authority
and liberty. It can decentralise power by amplifying citizen
voices and expanding access to information. Conversely, it can
centralise power by enabling intrusive surveillance, data
manipulation, and algorithmic governance shielded from public
scrutiny. Digital platforms may foster inclusive dialogue, but
they can also generate misinformation, polarisation, and foreign
interference in democratic processes.

The critical question, therefore, is whether digitisation
strengthens democracy or weakens it. The answer is neither
automatic nor predetermined. Technology itself is neutral; its
democratic or authoritarian impact depends on governance
frameworks, legal safeguards, institutional integrity, and civic
culture. Where a robust rule of law exists, digital tools can
enhance transparency, efficiency, and participation. Where
institutions are weak, the same tools may entrench corruption,
suppress dissent, or manipulate public opinion.
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The intersection of technology, law, and civic values is
therefore decisive. Effective data protection laws, independent
oversight bodies, digital literacy programs, and transparent
algorithmic standards can ensure that innovation aligns with
democratic principles. Civic culture also matters. A digitally
empowered but politically apathetic population may not translate
technological access into meaningful participation. Conversely,
an engaged and informed citizenry can harness digital tools to
demand accountability and strengthen governance.

In essence, the digitised era presents both promise and peril.
It offers opportunities for more responsive, inclusive, and
transparent governance. At the same time, it raises profound
ethical and political questions about privacy, autonomy,
equality, and the concentration of power. The trajectory of
democracy in the digital age will ultimately depend on how
societies design institutions, regulate technology, and nurture a
culture of responsible civic engagement.

The freedom of expression and assembly are fundamental
rights embedded in the core principle of democracy. In pursuit
of this important democratic command, Section 39 of the 1999
Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as amended)
guaranteed the right to freedom of expression and the Press. On
the other hand, Sections 1, 2, and 3 of the Freedom of
Information Act, 2011 guaranteed the right of access to public
sector records. These laws seemed to have established the legal
frameworks for the exercise of this critical human right. On the
flip side of the coin, Sections 24, 45-49 of the Cybercrimes
(Prohibition, Prevention, etc.) Act 2015, appeared to have
curtailed, abridged, and emasculated the refined guarantees of
the constitution cited above in relation to the freedom of speech
in our democracy.
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Expectedly, the National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC) raised concerns about the Cybercrimes (Prohibition,
Prevention, etc.) Act 2015, the amendments made to it in 2024,
and the Act’s impact on the freedom of expression. The thrust
of the concerns raised centres on the penchant for security agents
in the country to rely on its provisions to suppress dissent and
political opposition. The NHRC observed that these provisions
have great ‘potential for abuse, particularly with respect to
arrest and prosecution of activists, journalists, bloggers, and the
ordinary social media users.” Further to the foregoing, the
ECOWAS Community Court of Justice (ECCJ) had in 2022
ruled that the Cybercrimes (Prohibition, Prevention, etc.) Act
2015 was not in conformity with the country’s obligation related
to freedom of expression under the African Charter for Human
and Peoples’ Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights.

Dele Farotimi, a renowned journalist, was charged with 12
counts of cybercrime after he reported alleged corruption in the
judiciary in a book and on a podcast. He was detained in Lagos,
arraigned in Ekiti, and brought to court in handcuffs. Although
the charges were withdrawn, the aftermath of that development
was troubling to the media community, which views the Act as
a ready weapon for suppressing free speech in blatant violation
of the provisions of the 1999 Constitution.

Although the Act contains commendable provisions that aim
at sanitising the use of cyberspace against fraud and attacks, and
for predictability in a democratic environment, it is concerning
that, when unguarded, the Act has the great potential to breed
anarchy. The Act emboldens security agents to harass and
intimidate free citizens, especially the media, in the age of social
media, where every citizen who carries an Android phone is a
‘journalist’. There has not been a better time for the citizens to
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enjoy the freedom of expression than now, but the Act stands in
the way and truncates the enjoyment of this right. Many a
journalist has been attacked, dehumanized, and confronted by
security agents under the guise of this law. The time is now for
us to redefine the dividing line between the freedom of speech
and the need to protect society in an evolving world.

BUILDING A FRAMEWORK FOR THE FUTURE

As societies navigate the complexities of a digitised era, there is
a pressing need to build a strategic framework that strengthens
civic participation, upholds the rule of law, and ensures
accountable governance. While digital technologies offer
unprecedented opportunities for engagement and oversight, they
also pose new risks, including algorithmic bias, disinformation,
and the concentration of digital power in private hands. To
harness the benefits of digitisation while mitigating its
challenges, governments, civil society, and educational
institutions must pursue a multi-pronged strategy grounded in
five key priorities.

1. Strengthen Digital Civic Education: A foundational step in
building a robust democratic society is equipping citizens with
the knowledge and skills to engage responsibly in digital spaces.
Digital civic education should go beyond traditional civics
instruction to include media literacy, digital ethics, online rights
and responsibilities, and critical thinking. Citizens must
understand how their actions online/offline, from social media
activism to participation in e-petitions, affect governance, public
accountability, and social cohesion. Schools, universities, and
civil society organizations, media, and citizens who are the
working class, intelligentsia, and the elites should play an active
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role in designing purposeful civic engagement, participatory
democracy, and direct involvement in our educational
programs, workshops, mobilisation, and online/offline modules
that empower citizens to become informed, digitally literate
purposeful and productive participants in civic our life.

2. Enact Robust Legal Frameworks: The rule of law must
adapt to the evolving digital environment. This requires
comprehensive legal frameworks covering data protection,
cybersecurity, digital rights, AI regulation, and cybercrime.
Laws should be designed to protect personal privacy, safeguard
freedom of expression, prevent digital financial crimes, and
regulate emerging technologies responsibly. Importantly,
legislation must be complemented by effective enforcement
mechanisms, judicial oversight, and transparent processes that
ensure accountability. A strong legal infrastructure guarantees
that both public authorities and private actors operate within
clear rules, thus fostering trust in digital governance systems
and encouraging unimpeded freedom of speech and assembly in
our emerging democracy.

3. Ensure Institutional Independence: Democratic governance
and accountability depend on strong, independent institutions.
Judiciaries, anti-corruption agencies, electoral commissions,
and regulatory bodies must remain free from political
interference to execute their mandates effectively. Institutional
independence ensures that decisions affecting governance,
resource allocation, and citizens’ rights are made based on law
and evidence rather than political expediency. Digital tools such
as open reporting platforms, online judicial portals, and e-
governance systems can enhance transparency, but their
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effectiveness is contingent upon the impartiality and credibility
of the institutions that administer them.

4. Promote Inclusive Digital Access: Digital technologies have
the potential to expand civic participation, but access remains
uneven. Digital divides based on income, geography, gender,
age, or disability can exclude large segments of the population
from meaningful engagement. Policies aimed at universal
internet access, affordable devices, and adaptive technologies
for people with disabilities are essential to creating an inclusive
digital public sphere. Inclusion ensures that civic participation
is not limited to a privileged few and that accountability
mechanisms reflect the voices of all citizens, particularly
marginalised groups.

5. Foster Ethical Technology Development: Finally,
technology must be developed and deployed in ways that
reinforce democratic values, human dignity, and social justice.
Ethical frameworks for AI, algorithmic transparency,
responsible data use, and human-centred design are essential to
prevent digital systems from becoming instruments of control,
bias, or exclusion. Policymakers, private sector actors, and civil
society must collaborate to ensure that technological innovation
supports civic empowerment rather than undermining it. By
embedding ethical principles into the design, implementation,
and regulation of digital tools, societies can ensure that
technology strengthens rather than diminishes accountable
governance.

Building a framework for the future requires a holistic
approach that integrates education, law, institutional integrity,
inclusivity, and ethical technology. Such a framework
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empowers citizens to participate actively and responsibly,
reinforces the rule of law in both physical and digital spaces,
and ensures that governance remains transparent, accountable,
and responsive to the public interest. By committing to these
strategic priorities, societies can transform the challenges of
digitisation into opportunities for deepening democracy and
fostering resilient, informed, and engaged citizenry.

A CALL TO ACTION

Distinguished guests, as we stand at the crossroads of
technological innovation and democratic governance, it is
imperative to recognise that the digital era is not an immutable
destiny; it is a design shaped by human choices. Every line of
code, every algorithm, every digital platform reflects decisions
made by people, and these decisions have profound implications
for civic life, governance, and the rule of law. The tools of the
digital age are neutral in themselves, but their impact, positive
or negative, depends on how we wield them.

If citizens, particularly the active group, disengage from
civic life, digital spaces risk becoming arenas for manipulation,
misinformation, and polarisation. Social media campaigns may
replace substantive debate, online algorithms may reinforce
echo chambers, and digital platforms may be exploited to
undermine democratic norms. Likewise, if the rule of law is
weakened, the very tools that could promote transparency and
justice can instead be weaponised for surveillance, oppression,
or arbitrary decision-making. Legal protections, judicial
oversight, and enforceable regulations are the guardrails that
prevent technology from being turned against the public good.
Without vigilant citizens, independent institutions, and
mechanisms for oversight, technology can amplify corruption
rather than curb it. Automated decision-making, opaque
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algorithms, and poorly regulated digital systems can hide
misconduct, erode public trust, and weaken the social contract.
Conversely, when governance is transparent, responsive, and
accountable, digital tools become powerful instruments for
public engagement, oversight, and societal progress.
Therefore, we must not be passive spectators of the digital
revolution. Citizens, particularly the critical mass, must
participate actively in online and offline civic mobilisation;
educators must equip young people with the skills to navigate
digital spaces responsibly; policymakers must craft robust legal
frameworks; and institutions must embrace transparency and
accountability in all digital initiatives. Only through this
collective commitment can digitisation serve the public interest,
deepen democracy, and strengthen the principles of civic
participation, rule of law, and accountable governance.
In essence, the future of democracy in a digital era is not
preordained. It is co-created every day by the choices we make,
the laws we enforce, the institutions we strengthen, and the
citizens we empower. Let us choose wisely, act decisively, and
build a society where technology uplifts civic life, protects
freedoms, and ensures that power remains accountable to the
people.

CONCLUSION

As we gather to celebrate this Founders’ Day, we are reminded
not only of the vision and courage of those who established this
institution, but also of the enduring responsibility that comes
with that legacy. The founders understood that education is a
transformative force, capable of shaping minds, values, and
societies. Today, that transformation is increasingly digital.
Technology pervades every aspect of governance, civic life, and
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social interaction. It is no longer a distant influence; it is an
immediate reality.

The future of democratic governance in a digital era depends
not only on innovation but on integrity; not only on connectivity
but on responsibility; not only on data but on dignity. It requires
that citizens remain engaged and informed, that institutions
uphold the rule of law, and that leaders are held accountable for
their actions, whether online or offline.

Let this Founders’ Day serve as a moment of reflection and
resolve. Let us, as educators, policymakers, and active citizens,
commit ourselves to building a society where civic participation
is not just encouraged but celebrated, where the rule of law is
not merely an ideal but a lived reality, and where governance,
whether in the digital sphere or beyond, is truly accountable. By
doing so, we honour the vision of our founders and secure a
future in which democracy, justice, and human dignity thrive in
the rapidly evolving digital world.

Thank you.
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