SPEECH DELIVERED BY CHIEF N.C. JIBUNOH, OON AT THE NATIONAL POETRY MONTH AND EARTH DAY ORGANISED BY THE PUBLIC AFFAIRS SECTION OF THE U.S. CONSULAR GENERAL IN LAGOS AT JAZZHOLE, 
168 AWOLOWO ROAD IKOYI ON FRIDAY APRIL 30, 2004

INTRODUCTION

My contribution at this event to mark the National Poetry Month/Earth Day is based on the topic of today’s celebration coupled with the research that I have conducted over the years on environment. Therefore, I would like to thank the Consular General of the United States Public Affairs Section for giving me the opportunity to be part of this wonderful gathering.

I have taken the title “The Environment: History and Legacy” a number of recent developments have contributed this title. 

Recently, I listened to a speech delivered by the British Prime Minister – Mr. Tony Blair on the expansion of the European Union and as you know Mr. Tony Blair is one of our great Orators of modern politics. In one of his remarks, he stated that there are three major threats to global developments and he listed those threats as:

1. Security

2.  Economy

3. Environment

He also went on to say that if nothing were done about these threats, history would not be kind to all of us.

History is about yesterday, today and tomorrow and no one can run away from it and that’s where leaving a legacy come to play, because the history of today is tomorrow’s legacy.  

MAIN SPEECH

Therefore my remarks today or if you like to call it poetry will focus on the three (3) most important ingredients for life.

1. The air that we breath

2. The water that we drink

3. The food that we eat.

In looking at these three important factors of life, you find that the environment controls them all. So let us go back even as far as evolution, you will find that the environment was there during evolution. The air that we breathe surrounded in its infinite mystery in the sense that it can neither be seen; neither be touched; and cannot be done without, because of that it has always been taken for granted. So why don’t we pause for a while and wonder what happens if we wake up and find that the air is no longer there for us to breathe. But at the same time how well have we done in conserving and protecting it, since we all know that it is a very important ingredient for life. 

Ironically, this is what informed the Kyoto protocol which has been ratified by so many countries except a few. Let us now go to water as one of the ingredient for life. There is an amount of water abuse that occurs amongst our waterways; rivers; Oceans and Seas. We keep taking and no one ever wonders about giving back to where we take from. During the ancient times, especially amongst the Countries of the continent of Africa, legends would have it that most gods of the African people lived amongst our rivers, oceans and seas. Huge sacrifices used to be offered to those gods on a lunar yearly basis and in accordance with the doctrines and dictates of the time. Even when human beings were demanded by the gods as sacrifices to prevent the wrath of the environment, it was given. And that became a way of preserving and protecting the ecology. Fishing was not permitted amongst some rivers and oceans for fear of the gods. At this point, I would like to tell a story that highlights the principles of conservation. “There was an Irish Reverend Father that was most curious about the reserved way of not permitting fishing in areas that were scattered along the banks of a particular region in Nigeria. In his curiosity, he decided to test the waters and paid the ultimate price with his life.”   The reason for this story is to illustrate the ironies of disobeying and provoking the Gods that offer protection and conservation of the river. 

Also, there were some evil forests that people were not permitted to hunt in, and even when fruits of labour were grown, people were not allowed to harvest them. Some of the best species of animal and birds lived in those forests. Even though we have introduced our own ways of conserving and protecting them, the Students of ancient history believe that we are not doing enough compared with that of the generations before us. And they continue to believe that the natural disasters such as tornadoes, earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, and droughts that we are experiencing today are a result of the modern world not doing enough to protect and conserve the environment.

I believe there still exist some ancient method of conserving and preserving our forests and rivers in some African Countries. Infact, the part of the country where I come from in Delta State, have some bushes referred to as “Ajofia” meaning the evil bushes, where people are not permitted to go in them without consulting the oracle. These bushes are today some of the best preserved and conserved forests in the country.

In most African Countries, the land is worshipped as a religion, because it is the land that provides the food that we eat and it is the same land we go to rest when we die. Most of the bloodiest tribal wars were fought because of the land. And the land derives energy and nutrients all controlled by the environment. A United Nations recent publication states that if nothing were done about land degradation and adequate land management, there would be an acute food shortage in the next 25years. The rainwater that is heavily polluted with acidic substances is affecting the diet of animals, general food production, and ultimately the general health of our people. 

Unknown to our generation, the environment will always find a way of punishing us because of the amount of abuse and neglect that is generated by so many habits that have gone out of control especially in our urban areas. It is criminal for us to continue blaming poverty, but one must bear in mind the fact that it is the poor that suffer most from environmental degradation and the continuous abuse of the land.

Finally, we must all put our heads together today to protect and preserve our environment for tomorrow and by so doing we will be leaving a legacy because failing to do that, history will not judge us well and there will be a heavy price to pay by all of us.

Thank you very much.
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