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My deep and sincere appreciation to my wife Ofovwe, my children Ohiozoje, Aima, Morenike, Renuan, my business partner Herbert and all my colleagues at Access Bank. 

To God be the glory! 

FOREWORD

When the author Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede approached me to write the foreword to this book, I asked him if the content is one hundred per cent accurate; he responded in the affirmative. I went on to tell him that if so, he must have stepped on some toes, because every true story reveals the good, the bad and the ugly sides of life; it reveals our strengths and successes, weaknesses and failures as well as those of other parties we may encounter along the way. 

 Leaving the Tarmac is a frank account of Access Bank’s rapid rise from a position of insignificance in 2002 to one of national importance and regional leadership ten years later. It is not a coincidence that these successes were achieved during the author’s watch as MD/CEO, supported by his able deputy Herbert Wigwe. 

As President of Nigeria, I continuously sought the views and inputs of entrepreneurs and professionals within the private sector to ensure that our reform programme remained on the right track. Aig was an active participant during these interactions, he also stood out as a private sector leader who clearly understood my vision for Nigeria’s economic development. 

The book reveals how he strategically positioned his bank to benefit from our National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy agenda. 

Through NEEDS, I was determined to engineer the emergence of at least seven mega-banks who could compare favourably with the leading banks in South and North Africa in terms of relevance, capital, size and reach. Only then would the Nigerian banking sector be able to catalyse the growth of the real sector and

finance large infrastructure projects. In 2004, we raised the minimum of capital of banks from N2 billion to N25 billion, compelling them to consolidate. The consolidation strategy was a spectacular success and the industry grew exponentially during my second term (2003-2007). Our capitalisation policy also unleashed fierce competition and entrepreneurial activity within the banking sector, with Nigerian banks attracting huge investments and global recognition. 

Of course in any reform programme there are winners and losers. This book explains why Access Bank emerged as a winner and remains so today. 

My general opinion of banks and bankers has not always been positive, particularly when they display short termism and a narrow focus devoid of national interest. Access Bank, whilst not perfect, has been refreshingly different from the normal run, its commitment to sustainable business practices has seen the bank take the lead on issues of economic development, health, women empowerment, corporate governance and so on. For this reason, whenever they seek my support in their quest to become the world’s most respected African bank it is forthcoming. It is my fervent hope and prayer that the bank maintains its enviable track record long after Aig’s retirement as CEO. 

CHIEF OLUSEGUN OBASANJO, GCFR

INTRODUCTION

At the time of writing this I am stepping aside as chief executive of Access Bank. So much has happened in the last twelve years in Nigeria, in banking, in Access Bank itself and in my own life that I felt this would be a good time to write the story of Access Bank’s growth from the moment that my colleagues and I bought it in 2002 to the present day. 

I hope that the story I am about to tell will be an inspiration to other young entrepreneurs who are setting out with big dreams, great visions and high hopes. 

It is a story that shows how you can build a world-class business in a relatively short time if you lay the right foundations, have good core values and do the right things. It is also a snapshot of a decade in which an enormous amount has changed in the world of international finance, politics and power, particularly within Africa. 

I am always being asked how I have achieved what I have at such a relatively young age, and I have often been encouraged to write an autobiography. I think it is too early to write a book about my own life, but I want to answer many of the questions, such as ‘how’ and ‘why’ the success of Access Bank came about. 

In these pages I will give a very personal view of the business philosophies that I, and those close to me, have believed in so fervently from the beginning and that we feel have been vindicated by the success of the company. 

At the beginning of my career I was inspired by reading books about the success of great American and European bankers such as the Rothschilds and J.P. 

Morgan, and about companies like Sony, Apple and Hewlett Packard, books that were always readily available in airport bookstores. There has been very little, however, written about African companies or indeed Nigerian businesses, despite the fact that some of these organisations possess the most interesting

business stories of our times, and despite the fact that Nigeria has the potential to be one of the most successful economies in the world if the right business philosophies can be introduced and adopted by the big companies as well as by the politicians and others in positions of power. 

Historically the private sector in Nigerian business has not been strong on issues of emotional intelligence. A business community where the hard IQ issues of growth, expansion and profitability dominate so totally is bound to face difficulties in a modern world where a greater degree of sophisticated thinking is needed in order to tackle corporate issues such as risk and sustainability. In my view the world’s developed economies started out by putting an emphasis on leveraging the factors of production to the highest degree of efficiency with little consideration for environmental, social and other such issues. As their businesses matured they learned to act in a fashion that would ensure their long-term sustainability, particularly as regards their role and relevance to their host communities. 

The time has now come for Nigeria to mature in the same way, and it can do so quickly by learning from the many successful examples you find across the world. Already we have seen in Nigeria that the companies that developed strong core values, and have worked hard to maintain them, exhibit sturdy foundations upon which to grow, trade and begin to earn the respect of the world. Any budding entrepreneur wanting to emulate their success needs to study and understand how these foundations were laid. 

I believe that the story of Access Bank proves what is possible with strong corporate foundations, and I believe we must speak confidently about our story of transformation if we are to inspire others to achieve the same. 

Update May 2020

This book was ready for publication in 2015 but I chose to delay its launch for reasons I will disclose if and when I choose to write a book about my own life. 

Readers must note and appreciate that its content remains as written in 2015, with no alterations. 

If there is anything I have learned since completing Leaving the Tarmac, it is that the one constant in my life has been the Almighty, the unchangeable power behind my continuing story. 

AIGBOJE AIG-IMOUKHUEDE, MAY 2020

CHAPTER ONE

Entrepreneurial Juice

When I told my mother I was going to buy a bank she couldn’t understand what I was talking about. Only eighteen months before, she pointed out, quite rightly, we had attended a big party hosted by Chief Gbolahan Osibodu to celebrate my appointment as one of three executive directors at the Guaranty Trust Bank, a respected bank in the country, as renowned for its ethical values and good governance as it was for its enormous success. It had taken me just fourteen years from attaining my law degree at the University of Benin to becoming an executive director. 

‘Why would you want to give up such a good job when you have worked so hard to get it?’ she wanted to know. ‘You are the youngest executive director in the country, why can’t you be happy with that? And how are you going to buy a bank anyway?’

I am sure most mothers would prefer their sons to have secure careers with blue chip companies rather than risk everything by setting up businesses of their own. 

It is so much easier to explain to friends, family and acquaintances what your son does if the listener already knows and respects the name of his employer, so much more reassuring to know that your grandchildren have the protection of a steady salary coming in while they are young and vulnerable. There was also the question of the negative publicity that so many owners of banks had received over time. 

There was a general perception amongst the Nigerian public that a large proportion of the many banks then operating in the market were backed by wealthy individuals, known generally as ‘Ogas’ or ‘Godfathers’. In Europe or America the term ‘godfather’ would suggest senior figures in a criminal organisation, but in Nigeria it is closer to the original religious role of someone who provides support and protection to another of lesser standing. In Nigeria the

‘Godfather’ is like the traditional feudal barons of Europe, men of wealth and influence who extend their patronage to protect and assist others. 

Many of these godfathers would have amassed both their fortunes and their networks of contacts while serving in senior positions in the army and the government, or as contractors to the government. Having grown wealthy through their influence they would then use their banks to consolidate their positions within society. There was generally believed to be a godfather behind every bank and there was also a perception that without such a person it was not possible to even start, let alone build such a business. Inevitably, as political and military reputations waxed and waned, the fortunes of their various banks would follow suit. 

The assumption, therefore, was that such banks had not been founded for the good of their customers, but rather for the benefit of the godfathers and their friends and families, and that they were therefore not truly professionally run. In many cases these assumptions were well founded, although not in every case. 

‘The issuance of banking licences was abused,’ Seth Apati writes in his highly recommended book, The Nigerian Banking Sector Reforms,¹ ‘and became a

“smart” way of gaining access to foreign exchange at the official rate, which was then sold off at parallel market rates.’

Why, my mother was wondering, would I be even considering buying a bank when I had no such person to back me? 

‘You are a good professional,’ she said, ‘you have proved that, but if you have a

godfather you certainly have never told me about him. So how are you going to do it? How are you going to play the necessary political games to acquire a licence? Who will do the introductions for you? How are you going to survive in such a heavily regulated industry? Banks are not owned by professionals like you.’

I believe that God endows each of us with different skills and talents and you have to pray that you recognise these and are able to improve on them and work on them to the best of your ability. One thing that people who know me well tell me is that I have an ability to see a long way into the future, that I can spot things that other people miss. I can analyse a set of scenarios and project what the likely end result will be. It allows me to make decisions that sometimes appear very courageous to other people, but seem less courageous to me since I am pretty confident that I can predict the outcome. 

My mother was by no means unusual in her misgivings. I would imagine that at that stage about ninety-nine per cent of the population would not have been able to understand the concept of banks being owned by professional managers. But in fact she was wrong, because a number of other professionals were already changing the way banks were owned and operated and in so doing causing a revolution within the banking industry’s competitive dynamics. 

Things had changed even in the fourteen years that I had been working in the industry. When I commenced my banking career in 1988 there were two main banking models that characterised the sector; Merchant Banking and Commercial Banking, the first also called wholesale banking involved providing corporate loans, debt/capital advisory services and other financial solutions to large corporate customers, the second commonly referred to as retail banking involved cheque/cash handling services, and other financial solutions to individuals and corporate customers. The leading Merchant Banks maintained technical partnerships with well-respected American Investment Banks and I recall that four Merchant Banks stood out namely Continental Merchant Bank, (Chase Manhattan Bank), International Merchant Bank (First Chicago), ICON

Merchant Bank (Morgan Guaranty) and NAL Merchant Bank (American Express Bank). The involvement of foreign technical partners influenced the strategies and cultures of these four banks to the extent that Merchant Banking in Nigeria took on the persona of America’s Wall Street. Embracing the ‘yuppie’

culture, the Merchant Banks recruited the best and brightest Nigerian graduates from local and foreign universities and exposed them to the best training. It is not surprising that many of the men and women who would go on to redefine Nigerian Banking earned their stripes in these four institutions. The Commercial Banks were dominated by the ‘Big Four’, namely First Bank (originally Standard Bank), Union Bank (originally Barclays Bank), United Bank for Africa (UBA), a joint venture led by the French bank BNP and Afribank, formerly the International Bank for West Africa (BIAO). All of them had been indigenised as public companies quoted on the Nigerian Stock Exchange; their ownership comprised the Nigerian Government as well as the general public. Employees of the big four started at the bottom rungs of the career ladder rising through the ranks as clerical officers into positions of management in a somewhat pseudo colonial working environment. Unlike their merchant banking counterparts, the older generation of commercial bankers had obtained their professional qualifications from the Chartered Institute of Bankers and only later in their careers did they obtain university degrees. It is not difficult to appreciate that while they existed side by side within the same banking industry these two models were in fact worlds apart. 

Around 1988, when I started my banking career, the military government led by General Ibrahim Babangida² had commenced the issuance of new banking licences as part of its economic liberalisation programme, ostensibly to support the country’s economic growth and development. You needed a minimum capital of three million naira, (US$600,000), for a merchant banking licence and six million naira (US$1.2 million) for a commercial banking licence. Most investors applied for merchant banking licences, believing that the ‘Big Four’ commercial banks were just too enormous to compete against. It was also much easier to raise three million than six million. The licence applications were typically sponsored by godfathers, who funded the licensing requirements. There was a great deal of political horse trading and lobbying required to obtain a banking licence. 

I chose to make my career in banking even though I grew up as the child of civil servants who had risen to senior positions in government. Herbert Wigwe, who came into Access Bank with me, grew up in very similar circumstances. Our fathers were career civil servants who had always displayed honesty, working hard throughout their careers and content to serve the nation for a remuneration which afforded them a comfortable standard of living and allowed them to send their children to good Nigerian schools. The damage done to the Nigerian economy in the early 80s, however, had decimated the living standard of such honest civil servants. 

It became hard if not impossible for our parents to maintain the standards of living that they had become accustomed to and it was impossible for children like us not to notice. We could also not help but notice that our peers, whose parents worked in the private sector for companies like United Africa Company (UAC) were not affected in the same way. The choice of career path seemed to be a no-brainer; once we graduated we were heading for the private sector. 

Immediately after law school I joined Continental Merchant Bank³, one of the yuppie merchant banks. I soon discovered that I enjoyed the practice of banking far more than functioning as a legal officer and decided that at the right time I would make a move to core banking, a decision I have never regretted. My three years as a legal officer, however, would prove invaluable throughout my banking career. Nothing is ever wasted when it comes to accruing knowledge, experience and skills. 

I found that many lawyers working in banks (at least at that time) did not see their jobs as going beyond the role of ensuring adherence with laws and regulation. I approached my responsibilities with a solutions mindset, always seeking ways of enabling core bankers to serve their customers better, and soon built a reputation as a lawyer to whom bankers could go for good counsel. I was consulted even by very senior bankers and I gave advice freely, taking full advantage of the opportunity to build high-level contacts within the industry. 

Some of these senior bankers must have noticed something promising about me

because within a year of joining Continental I was recruited to join a high-profile team of bankers, several of whom had worked in Continental Bank, to set up the new Prime Merchant Bank. 

Coincidentally, around the same time Herbert had started his banking career in another new merchant bank called Kapital Bank, after qualifying as a chartered accountant at Coopers & Lybrand. By 1991 over a hundred of these new banks had come into existence, bringing the total number of banks in Nigeria to approximately a hundred and forty. Within nine years, however, there would be less than ninety still in business and by 2005 just twenty-five. Throughout my career the Nigerian banking industry has witnessed a high rate of corporate mortality. 

It should be noted that despite its excellent start given its roster of star bankers, Prime Merchant Bank did not last for a very long time, and Kapital Bank suffered the same fate; Herbert and I had therefore been privileged to have front row seats from which to observe how not to run a bank and as we grew our careers we had the opportunity to avoid the many mistakes made by banks built on shaky foundations. 

The concept of the professional owner/managers in banking was first championed by Otunba Michael Subomi Balogun, the founder of First City Merchant Bank, (FCMB), and I must disclose a family connection as my younger sister is married to one of his sons, but I was already an admirer of his achievements before that union took place. A successful entrepreneur, he blazed the trail for professional managers within Nigerian banks, showing them that if they pooled their resources, even if those resources seemed relatively modest, invited investors to back them and went on to run good, professional banks, then they would prosper. Many others chose to follow his lead. 

The early stand-out successes in this new banking model were IBTC, founded by Atedo Peterside, Diamond Bank founded by Pascal Dozie, Guaranty Trust Bank

(GTB)⁴, where Herbert and I both went to work (avoiding the collapse of Prime and Kapital), which was co-founded by Fola Adeola and Tayo Adenirokun, and Zenith Bank founded by Jim Ovia. There were a few others but these names stand out for me. There was a fresh entrepreneurial dynamism driving these banks despite the constraints of the monetary and fiscal frameworks that Nigeria had adopted to deal with the macroeconomics challenges of the early 90s. 

The banks that stood out then still stand out today for their professionalism. 

Zenith and GTB in particular continue to be recognised as well-run institutions with enduring track records of performance. All of them have solid teams of professionals coupled with winning customer value propositions. Above all else, however, they all possess a shared vision that they have remained committed to. 

All of these banks have also, in one way or another, made successful transitions from their founding chief executives, a key step in the journey of corporate sustainability. 

The professional owners owned significant stakes in their banks at inception but also raised capital from others, typically high net worth individuals whose accounts they had managed in the past or institutional investors such as insurance companies and pension funds. From inception these entrepreneurs were under pressure to deliver returns in the form of dividends and appreciation in the value of their banks, even as private companies. The Annual General Meetings of these banks were quite sophisticated events even at that time of humble beginnings. 

The owner/managers were insulated from the need to depend on a godfather, free to express their entrepreneurial and managerial visions and they then worked hard to bring them to fruition. They were operating in a highly competitive environment, which benefited the banking public since fierce competition in any sector tends to lead to radical improvements in service and standards, something that will never happen in a stagnant, uncompetitive market. Because they were professional bankers they knew that the most important element of their business was the customer, which led to wave upon wave of customer service initiative

that had not previously existed. A revolution was underway, the results of which were immediately obvious to the man in the street. 

So, to those who understood the business, it was obvious that the best managed banks in Nigeria during the 1990s were those run by owner/managers. These were the people that I admired and wished to emulate, compete with and eventually best if possible. During the first ten years of the next millennium, however, some of the more traditionally-run banks also took note of the success of these up-and-coming owner/managers. The old school bankers could see that if they were not careful they were in danger of losing ground to these fast expanding newcomers, and they too set about improving their own services in order to compete more effectively for customers, seeking out modern managers to ensure that they continued to thrive in a fast changing marketplace and to do their best to compete with the skilful new arrivals as well as allowing better governance practices to permeate their banks. 

The other thing that my mother did not understand was that I had entrepreneurial juices running in my veins and there was nothing I could do about it. If, in your heart, you want to work for yourself then you will never be happy working for someone else, no matter how good the job or how highly respected your employer might be. That is a particularly difficult concept for someone with a civil service career mindset to understand. Entrepreneurs simply have to go out and create things for themselves; it is the way we are built. It wasn’t that the ten years I had spent at the GTB hadn’t been happy, because they had, and they had been invaluable too because they had taught me so much about how to run a good and successful bank and how to be an effective leader. They had also given me enormous opportunities to make a reputation for myself, both within the banking world and within government and business. I might still have been very young, but I was not inexperienced, not at all, and that was partly thanks to my employers at GTB. Now, however, I wanted to remove the safety net and test out the strength of my own wings. 

The final realisation that I wanted to own and run a bank of my own dawned on

me while I was attending an Executive Management Programme at Harvard Business School⁵ in Boston, USA. My brother in-law, Ovie Brume, had finished his MBA programme that year, just before I attended the Harvard PMD

programme in the autumn of 2000. He gave me a book titled Buyout: The Insider’s Guide to Buying Your Own Company by Rick Rickertsen and Robert E. Gunther, which proved to be seminal for me. The book is targeted at professionals, asking the question, ‘Do you want to work for other people, surviving on a salary and bonuses for ever? Or do you want to seize your own destiny? If so, then this is the way to do it.’

It was at that moment that I knew exactly what I wanted to do, what I had to do. 

The quote with which the author opened the first chapter was from James Bryant Conant: ‘Behold the turtle. He makes progress only when he sticks his neck out.’

That was what I knew I had to do. It would be all too easy to stay in the comfortable shell of a big and successful employer, but I would never get to where I truly wanted to be if I did not ‘stick my neck out’. 

The idea must have been fermenting at the back of my mind for some time, but away from the day-to-day responsibilities of my job and within the confines of the Harvard Business School campus environment, which has birthed many an entrepreneurial venture, I was able to focus on what I truly wanted from life and what I needed to do in order to get what I wanted. The image that kept coming into my mind was a memory of a small boy being left alone on a deserted strip of tarmac, watching a plane flying off into the distance without him. That small boy was me. 

I was born in Ibadan to parents who were both in the civil service. We moved to Lagos soon thereafter and since then Lagos has been home for me. At the age of ten I was privileged to attend one of Nigeria’s elite Unity Secondary Schools, the Federal Government College Kaduna, which was a thousand kilometres by road from Lagos. The two popular means of travel at the time for schoolchildren were trains or commercial aeroplanes. Apart from my maiden journey to Kaduna to attend the school for the first time, and another occasion when my mother was

attending a National Council of Women Society event in Kaduna, which happened to coincide with my travel date, on all my journeys to and from school I was unaccompanied. On this particular occasion I was flying alone to Lagos, just me and my small suitcase sitting in the departure lounge, waiting nervously for my flight to be called. I was flying Nigeria Airways, then the only way to fly commercially within Nigeria. The airline was a bloated state-owned monopoly that personified all that was bad about government running a business. It was bureaucratic, corrupt and provided an atrociously poor level of service; getting on board a flight required connections with the ground staff and a confirmed ticket never guaranteed you a seat on the plane. But in my innocence I did not know how it all worked. 

When the airport staff announced that the plane was ready for boarding there was suddenly a mad scramble as the more experienced passengers leapt to their feet and dashed out to get on board. As I struggled towards the plane with my suitcase I was elbowed out of the way by many people much bigger and stronger than me. By the time I reached the bottom of the steps to the plane the door at the top had been slammed shut, all the seats having been filled. As I stood with my suitcase, watching the plane take off without me, tears streamed down my face and I vowed that never again would I be left behind on the tarmac while everyone else was flying off. 

If I had taken advantage of the ‘godfather’ approach there was no way I would have been abandoned on that tarmac. I would have had people escorting me to the airport. Somebody would have spoken to the airport manager to guarantee me a smooth passage and the plane would not have gone if I was not on it. My guardian could have arranged for all that to happen, because of the position they occupied in Kaduna society, but that wasn’t our way of doing things; we believed that you should learn to fend for yourself and compete with others no matter what your status in life. 

I have told that story many times and as a result it has become a rallying call for everyone at Access Bank, and for many other Africans in various fields of

endeavour who want to make progress in life without the need to beholden to any godfather. 

In 1999 democracy returned to Nigeria with the civilian election of Chief Olusegun Obasanjo as President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. President Obasanjo liked to pick the brains of private sector people who he thought were smart, including Fola Adeola, my managing director at GTB. Because I was then overseeing the bank’s business in Abuja, I was sometimes privileged to participate in interactive sessions with the President, the Vice President or other senior members of government, so I had something of an inside track into the reform agenda that was being framed. In my own little way, even though I was still only in my early thirties, I was able to contribute to the process of policy formulation. 

Before becoming Minister of Finance in President Obasanjo’s  cabinet, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala⁷ put together a team which spearheaded negotiations with the Paris Club of Creditors that led to the cancellation of sixty per cent of Nigeria’s external debt. President Obasanjo established Ngozi as head of the Economic Management Team mandated to implement a series of macroeconomic and structural reforms. During sessions with the President I kept hearing phrases like

‘reform agenda’ and ‘private sector led growth’. People in government were talking about achieving double-digit annual growth over ten years, and they kept saying that the Nigerian banking industry was too small to support the sort of transformation that was needed. They believed that the banking industry was too fragmented and in need of consolidation. 

I could see that if this Economic team could achieve half of what they had put on the table this would mean the Nigerian economy would take off, pulling the banking sector along with it. 

By early 2000 I knew that if the banking industry took off without me in it as an owner I would be left standing on the tarmac, a very frustrated professional with

little hope of making my entrepreneurial vision a reality. In 2000, given the demographics of the banking industry, buying a bank was by no means an insurmountable challenge, but I could not see how I would be able to buy one once the economy took off and the banks had become far bigger. 

As the reform agenda began to take shape I was certain the banking industry would undergo rapid growth and transformation and the ‘family-owned’ bank model, which then characterised the banking sector, would become untenable. It would also then be almost impossible for a professional like me to emulate the path of the Adeola’s and Ovia’s. At that moment it was still possible for someone to buy a bank of their own, but as I listened to these powerful people talking I could see clearly that this opportunity would not last forever. If I did not take a positive entrepreneurial step very soon then the door would be slammed shut and I ran the risk of finding myself standing on the tarmac again. 

I chose, however, not to dream alone of owning my own bank. I made sure my professional colleague and friend Herbert Wigwe drank some of the same entrepreneurial juice and managed to get him thinking along similar lines. We were the same age, born just one month apart, and both of us had parents who were civil servants. We both went to Federal Government colleges, which were fiercely competitive and where you were taught how to be independent. Our colleges had also afforded us an understanding of Nigeria and the true meaning of federalism, given that Unity Colleges were melting pots of Nigeria’s many ethnic and tribal groups. We both understood the importance of forming alliances and making broad friendships. Herbert was a chartered accountant and economist and I had studied law. We had both chosen to get into the banking sector after qualifying and having met through mutual friends in 1989, we both ended up working at GTB in 1991. 

GTB had commenced operations in 1991, at the time when many new banks were setting up in Nigeria, and quickly grew to become one of the most respected and service-focused banks in the country. In 1996 it became a publicly quoted company. It had been a wonderful place for me to prepare myself for the

plunge that I was about to take. 

Herbert and I had worked well together at GTB, where he had managed the entire portfolio of corporate banking relationships. Between us we felt highly confident of succeeding in the gargantuan task we were taking on, although we could not possibly have predicted the financial turmoil which was to rock the world, including Africa, over the coming decade, and the enormous scale of the changes that would take place throughout the Nigerian banking system. 

Herbert attended the same three-month senior management programme at Harvard the year after me, by which time I had already planted the seeds in his mind about the possibility of us buying a bank together. He tested the idea against everything that he learned in the classroom in Harvard and returned to Nigeria at the end of the course feeling as certain as I was that this was indeed the right way to go. 

After many long discussions we decided to work side by side in the adventure of buying a bank and building it into a truly world-class institution and he agreed to come on the journey with me as my financial partner and deputy chief executive. 

He, like me, had spent ten years as an able disciple at GTB, proving himself to be an integral part of the team that had built it into one of the best banks in the country. I liked the idea of having a partner for this venture because I believed that this way we would have ‘four eyes’ of leadership instead of two, which is always a good idea in any situation, particularly one as complex as building a bank. I could also see it would mean we had a succession plan in place from the beginning. So often I had witnessed entrepreneurs failing to plan for a smooth transition after their own departure, so the first job I did was identify my own successor and establish a robust precedent. That was vital because I wanted to build a global financial institution that would outlast me by a long way. I planned my tenure as chief executive to be the first of many chapters in what would be a very long and distinguished corporate history of Access Bank and I wanted to know that I would have a safe pair of hands to pass the baton on to. 

In Chapter Two of Buyout, Rickertson and Gunther use the heading ‘No Guts, No Glory’. At Access we have given a great deal of thought to the subject of leadership and what it means in terms of banking. We believe that it means leading by example and leading with guts. We think it means being first, being the best, and sometimes being the only one. We believe it means having the courage to ‘be’ the change we want to see, setting the standard and challenging the status quo. We believe that business leaders need to be market makers, but they also need self-awareness in order to maintain a balanced assessment of the world around them and the costs incurred in the pursuit of leadership. All these beliefs would be put to the test in the coming years as we set out to buy our own bank and turn it into the best bank in Africa. 

CHAPTER TWO

Buying the Bank

So, once the decision to buy a bank was made, the next question was which one should we buy? I sat down with Herbert in my rented house at 10A Festival Road, on Victoria Island, Lagos⁸, and launched our venture by compiling a list of all the banks that were potentially available. Our bank acquisition venture was tagged ‘Project Festival’ by our team of advisers, coordinated by Albert Okumagba of BGL Securities. 

We spoke to different people within the industry and then we began to interact with key stakeholders and shareholders of our target list of institutions; we put together a team of advisers consisting of lawyers and investment bankers who were to support us in the process. We were fortunate to have strong relationships with committed advisers who were prepared to take on our mandate on the basis of a success fee. As we engaged the key stakeholders of our target institutions, we quickly found out that our preferred candidates, which were banks that were doing fairly well by industry standards, were too expensive for us to be able to afford. On the other hand those that were affordable were either in very bad financial condition and/or operated with values and philosophies which were inconsistent with those we believed in. ‘Project Festival’ was starting to look like a ‘Catch-22’ situation. 

Used to working, as we were, for one of the country’s most successful banks, we wanted our own bank to be of the same quality as GTB in as many ways as possible, particularly when it came to brand, culture and values. To assume that this would come ‘ready made’ was obviously naive of us and we soon realised that we would never find a candidate who already measured up to our

expectations. One thing we were not prepared to compromise, however, was our desire to build an institution that was founded on ethical values and professionalism. Whatever deal was entered into had to be structured to ensure this was not compromised. 

There were periods when Herbert and I despaired of ever finding a deal that would match all our criteria, but we kept on going, refusing to give up, which is quite possibly the most fundamental rule of true entrepreneurship. Our faith in our abilities to succeed was sorely tested. The idea that was first germinated in 2000 finally came to fruition late in 2001, when we set our sights on Access Bank. 

Access Bank had been enmeshed in on-going Central Bank investigations regarding widespread malpractices in foreign exchange, which involved a number of Nigerian Banks.  In an attempt to turn its fortunes around, Access had in 1999 recruited executives from GTB, engaged management consultants and taken all the typical steps of a company seeking to transform itself. Access was not the only bank to embark on this course of action. Many other industry laggards that escaped being liquidated in the mid-90s by the CBN and NDIC had embarked on corporate transformation programmes. Many of these programmes proved short-lived. The ability to sustain the change required to turn around a distressed bank depends more on the quality of its leadership and the strength of its values than the expertise of the management consultants who are engaged to try and put things right. 

Successive management teams at Access were unable to marshal the necessary ingredients to put the bank on a sure footing and it continued to lurch from crisis to crisis. Somewhat ill-timed in 2001, the bank attempted to raise over N1billion through a public offer for subscription. Although the offer was underwritten by their issuing houses the public failed to respond positively to the offer and, as the closure date came closer and closer, the advisers became increasingly worried about finding a buyer. Despite the fact that we conducted no due diligence, doing little more than a ‘back of the envelope’ analysis, we found Access attractive for

a number of reasons. Firstly, its board of directors included men of integrity who were well-respected in business circles. Secondly, the bank was quoted on the Nigerian Stock Exchange¹ , which implied some minimum standards of governance, and thirdly, its financial safety indicators did not point to an institution that was on the verge of failure. While our decision to take up the unsubscribed shares was in effect a leap of faith (endorsed, I would like to point out, by the pastor of my church), it was our belief that since we would be controlling the management of the Bank we were recapitalising, the risk of losing our investment was almost entirely in our own hands. 

The first challenge which we needed to overcome was raising the necessary capital to purchase the shares. We needed a billion naira, (US$9-million), and Herbert and I had just two hundred million between us, comprising our shares in Guaranty Trust and the sum total of our savings. Therefore we needed to raise the balance of eight hundred million. We put together a list of investors comprising of friends and family who we believed would be willing to support us. We convinced them to place at our disposal landed properties and bank deposits on the strength of which we would be able to finance the acquisition. 

Once we had raised the money we then had to make sure that the recapitalisation complied with all relevant laws of the country. We ensured that every step we took in consummating the acquisition was consistent with legal requirements and would meet the expectations of the SEC, the CBN and the Nigerian Stock Exchange. 

Once the public offer was approved by the Securities and Exchange Commission rumours inevitably started to circulate in financial circles that Access Bank had been bought by two young guys from GTB. Eventually our bosses at GTB, namely Fola and Tayo, learned of the rumours as well. They demanded a face-to-face meeting at which they asked to know the truth. Without disclosing any details we let them know that indeed we were involved in a transaction whose aim was the acquisition of Access Bank. It was impossible for us to divulge details at that time because such information could and probably would be used to frustrate our plans. It was an emotional meeting for all concerned. They were mentors and friends and obviously felt betrayed that we would embark on a course of action which would see us depart from GTB without informing them. 

Realising that there was nothing they could do to get us to change our minds, an agreement was reached that we should resign our positions with immediate effect. We completely understood that they needed to clear the air with GTB’s community of stakeholders and address issues of succession and business continuity. 

Soon after that Fola Adeola, the founding chief executive officer/CEO, announced his own retirement, paving the way for Tayo Aderinokun¹¹, and a new executive management team to emerge at GTB. Without a doubt, Herbert and I and all the other people who we subsequently recruited from GTB owe an enormous amount to that institution and to its founders for the investments that they made in us and the guidance they gave us along the way. To this day, there are obvious similarities between the cultures of GTB and Access and we recognise GTB’s contribution to Access Bank’s success. 

I was extremely fortunate to have worked for bosses who chose to help me develop my leadership skills through mentoring, early delegation of authority and exposure to the highest echelons of the banking business and government. I did not relish my long distance travels with Fola; whenever we embarked on business journeys together my experience could be likened to that of a young martial arts apprentice serving under a famous master. Every moment of downtime was an opportunity for Fola to pepper me with questions regarding how I would handle a given leadership situation. He was always testing my level of development as a leader. It was during this period I believe we developed a mutual admiration for Sir Alex Ferguson, the now famous former manager of Manchester United Football Club. 

I was afforded valuable insights on leadership very early on in my career. My parents had also always taught me that there could be no gain without sweat; that you must work very hard if you want to achieve results. If you want to beat the next guy you have to study far longer than him each day. If you work half as hard as your competitor you can hardly complain when you earn half as much

profit. All these lessons had soaked into the fabric of my being. 

If we had hoped to be welcomed with open arms as Access Bank’s potential saviours, we were soon to be brought back down to earth. The board and management, though having realised what was happening, adopted a defensive posture. They did not buy into the idea of our approach at all, labelling our actions a hostile takeover. 

Buy-outs, takeovers and acquisitions had certainly happened in banks before we arrived on the scene, but these were of failing, near comatose banks. Unsolicited acquisitions were not understood and were viewed with great suspicion and apprehension. In the past most banks had only been acquired when they needed to be rescued from collapse due to mismanagement by their godfathers. In many cases they were already in the hands of the regulators, or were about to become so. In those situations the owners were so relieved to be offered any lifeline that they were not too concerned about who might be offering it or on what terms. 

There had also been occasions when two godfathers might come together and agree that a merger would be good for both of them, but never before had there been a case where ‘mere banking professionals’ could have the temerity to take on established captains of industry and buy their bank. It was unheard of. 

The successful takeover of United Bank of Africa by Hakeem Belo-Osagie was done through a privatisation process. This acquisition attached immense public interest but given the very fact that privatisations implied a handover of ownership, the UBA acquisition was a bit easier for the public to understand and come to terms with. Subsequently, Standard Trust Bank, led by Tony Elumelu, bought over Hakeem’s holdings in UBA, paving the way for STB to merge with UBA. 

We did face one regulatory challenge in our move to acquire Access Bank and this was the issue of control and management. This was an issue for the Central Bank of Nigeria to determine. The Central Bank (CBN) was going through its

own internal transformation process at that time, led by Dr Joseph Sanusi¹², who before becoming governor of the CBN in 1999 had been managing director of First Bank. 

‘His tenure at some of the “Big Four” banks,’ Seth Apati wrote correctly in his book, The Nigerian Banking Sector Reforms, ‘was instrumental to his understanding of the banking system and the inner workings of banks in Nigeria.’

Sanusi had brought in outsiders, highly respected former CEOs namely Ernest Ebi, Shamshudeen Usnan and Tunde Lemo to join his board of Governors at the CBN. This was very helpful to our cause since they knew Herbert and I well, but at the same time we still had to convince those below them that we were qualified to run a bank, including the Director of Banking Supervision, Ignatius Imala, who was known for his conservative thinking and a tendency to be very suspicious of young bankers. 

Members of the board of Governors at the CBN knew us personally and I believe they were all confident of our ability to run Access Bank. One of them had tried to hire me over the years, as his number two man. Banking is a fairly small world and so anyone with a good professional track record is soon known

– as are those who do not have such good track records. They knew our family backgrounds, which suggested that we would be hard-working and honest. 

Nonetheless, though I had acted as CEO of GTB in the absence of the MD and the DMD, even though both Herbert and I possessed strong professional track records, Mr Imala still had his doubts and refused to approve our appointment as MD and DMD. 

In colonial times there used to be a test to see if a child was old enough to go to school, which involved asking the child to put one hand over their head and touch the ear on the other side. No matter how intelligent they might be they could not go to school until they could pass that test. It always seemed to me that

Imala adopted a similar thought process when it came to deciding whether or not to approve our appointment. 

He stood alone against everyone else around him resolutely refusing to give an explanation for his decision and without his approval we would remain in limbo. 

Luckily for us he didn’t ask us not to run the bank, he simply said he would not

‘approve it’. Eventually, on 17th April 2003, over a year after we assumed control of the bank, he approved our appointments on an acting basis for two years. 

We were two young men with no godfather behind us and I think Imala found it hard to believe that we had managed to pull off the acquisition of Access Bank without some hidden power pulling the strings behind the scene on our behalf. 

He suspected there was a catch to this seemingly audacious acquisition and chose to take his time approving our appointments, assuming if there was a catch it would soon reveal itself. How wrong did we prove Imala to be. 

Despite this hitch we had become the owners of the bank in March 2002. At that time I was still only thirty-six years old, but I already had had ten years of senior management banking experience at GTB, where I had risen from being middle manager to working next to the managing director at the top of one of the best-run banks in the country and had been privileged to learn the secrets of building a highly successful business. My responsibilities had covered almost all the key functions in both profit and cost centres. I knew that I was ready to run my own bank, but the policies regarding regulatory approval for me to become chief executive were then rather obtuse and for over a year I ran Access without the stamp of the Central Bank’s formal blessing. 

After the approval on an acting basis of April 2003, I was not confirmed in the post until 2005, at the end of the two-year period. Although this delay was enormously frustrating at the time, it would eventually work to my advantage when the CBN changed the rules and announced that no one could run a bank as

CEO for more than ten years. Had I been approved and confirmed from the start in 2002 I would have moved aside in 2012, before seeing my plans come to full fruition. As it was, I had until 2015 to continue growing the bank and prepare for a smooth succession to Herbert. 

CHAPTER THREE

The Growth and Evolution of the Nigerian Banking Industry

One of Africa’s seemingly insurmountable obstacles is the challenge of corruption. It is the single most important constraint preventing African economies from moving to first world status from our current third world realities. To understand more about corruption in Nigeria I would urge you to read Daniel Jordan Smith’s book, A Culture of Corruption: Everyday Deception and Popular Discontent in Nigeria. Beyond bribes, leakages and theft of public funds, the truly debilitating consequence of corruption is the fact that in any nation where corruption is rife, merit cannot have its way. In a globalised world the ability of individuals, companies, industries and entire nations to grow and develop on a sustainable basis is a function of their competitiveness. Corruption has implanted the virus of mediocrity in several aspects of Nigerian life to the point where our performance in many fields of endeavour is much worse today than it was fifty years ago. 

In an interview with BusinessDay I said: ‘Corruption is an extremely significant challenge for Nigeria’s economic growth and development. The financial costs aside, the definition of corruption is to make bad that which is good. To corrupt is to transform good into bad. Whenever institutions are weak, or fail, that inherent weakness of man, to make bad what is good, begins to take a larger and larger dimension in society.’ (I was referring, of course, to the Lucifer Effect theory, which argues that within all men lies an inherent capacity to do evil). 

‘Imagine there is a river. It’s in all of our interests that it remains pure, because from that river we get the water we drink, with which we cook, have our baths and our daily sustenance. An oil company, in pursuit of economic profit, wants a

licence to explore for oil. Let us say that we are ignorant, that we don’t know oil can pollute the river, that we didn’t say “don’t pollute the river”. If the economic profit is sufficient it may bring out the bad in the oil company. In other words, no one tells it to stop. 

‘For you to have strong institutions you need good leaders. Leaders with the intellect to know, for instance, that oil spoils rivers, that subsidies can be abused, that margin loans can go bad. These leaders must have the competence to come up with the framework to stop the good from becoming bad. Finally they must have the courage, because they operate in a political economic context, to withstand all the pressure that comes from making economic profit.’

Benefiting from a combination of strong institutional capacity and good leadership, the Nigerian Banking sector has emerged as a shining example of how great the country can become if we can overcome the challenges of corruption. 

In his book, The Nigerian Banking Sector Reforms, Seth Apati explains that tackling the interest rates alone during the 80s would not have had sufficient impact on the money supply problem due to the ‘large scale of black market money exchanges, money laundering, money trafficking, and a whole array of other economic crimes.’ Apati suggests that the only solution facing the government at that time was ‘wholesale reform of the financial sector, in particular the notorious banking sector.’ He goes on to point out that the financial sector had been growing at an average of forty-four per cent a year while the general economy was, on the whole, slowly collapsing. 

The Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) commenced operations on 1st July, 1959. Its major regulatory objectives were to maintain the external reserves of the country, promote monetary stability and a sound financial environment, and to act as a banker of last resort and financial adviser to the Federal Government. These last two roles would sometimes push the CBN into difficult regulatory areas but it

has now emerged as a powerful and acclaimed force in the banking world. After independence in 1960 the government wanted to become pro-active in the development of the economy and the CBN made a determined effort to supplement any shortfalls in credit allocations to the real sector. As a result it soon became involved in lending directly to consumers, which contravened its original intention to work through commercial banks in activities involving consumer lending. 

As the initial impetus of the oil boom had started to slow down, and the country’s foreign debts increased, the International Monetary Fund, (IMF), and the World Bank had put pressure on Nigeria’s military government to do something about ‘an inadequate number of licensed banks’. 

Our government was very keen to comply with all the suggestions that the IMF

and World Bank made, wanting to see Nigeria return to a position of respect within the international financial community. As a result of pressure from these two venerable institutions, the Nigerian government set off in pursuit of financial liberalisation without first ensuring that the regulators had the capacity to effectively supervise all the new players that then flooded into the banking market with a variety of different agendas. 

Following this radical change in government policy several new banks like Access opened up in Nigeria between 1988 and 1991, many of them based on distinctly shaky moral and financial foundations. Some were bound not to last in the unstable and corrupt political climate that prevailed in the country at the time, but their various intrepid founders pressed ahead regardless, some of them with backgrounds in business but others from the political and military worlds with little experience of the financial world beyond a wish to preserve and increase their own personal fortunes and those of their cronies and families. 

Access Bank was first issued with a banking license on 19th December, 1988, and was incorporated as a privately owned commercial bank on 8th February the

following year. The bank commenced operations at its Burma Road, Apapa Head Office on 11th May, 1989, in a building surrounded by customs clearing agents, not the most auspicious location for a bank. 

Despite the fact that things were now moving forward more swiftly, banking in Nigeria was still a long way behind more developed countries.¹³ Until that time there had been no ATMs in the country because the technological infrastructure wasn’t yet in place to support them. There were less than half a million telephone lines in Nigeria at that stage, serving a population of a hundred and twenty million people. This meant there was only about one telephone line for every two hundred and fifty people, one of the lowest ratios in the world at the time. Even if there had been telephone lines available, the power supplies were totally unreliable, with every company having to install its own generator if it wanted to keep the lights on throughout the hours of business. With no other option available, the customers of the various banks had no choice other than to join the long, slow queues and put up with unreliable opening hours and often uncooperative staff. 

The successful entrepreneurs, who had launched the owner-managed banks that we admired so much, all had an understanding of how technology could enable high levels of customer service, having seen how it had worked in other countries. The concept of on-line, real-time banking was finally live in Nigeria. 

Customers could now go to a bank such as Zenith or GTB, do a transaction and see it reflected in their accounts immediately. They could move money from one branch or one account to another within the same bank instantaneously. The introduction of technology also did away with the queues that had always been a problem. Traditionally a customer went to a teller to be given a tally number and then had to wait anything up to five hours for their number to be called out. The response from the middle and upper classes to these new levels of service was spontaneous and dramatic. They migrated in vast numbers from the old-fashioned banks. 

Both GTB and Zenith founded their cultures around this idea of customer

service, backed up with heavy advertising campaigns. The alignment of performance management systems and a focus on customer service, on top of an ongoing investment within the industry on training and most importantly a leadership style that showed that the CEOs were totally committed to the future of their organisations started to make these banks stand out in the marketplace. 

In the early 1990s a number of finance houses¹⁴ also appeared in all the major cities, offering mouth-wateringly juicy interest rates of anything up to ten per cent flat monthly and Nigerians flocked to take advantage of their offers, even those who should have known better, including bankers. These finance houses were nothing more than pyramid schemes and collapsed like packs of cards in the mid-90s, leading to a widespread crisis of confidence in all deposit taking institutions. 

There was also a generally held belief that Nigeria was a vital transit point for the international drug cartels to launder their profits. It was believed that the owning of a banking licence provided such people with a way around the money-laundering laws. Many still viewed the Nigerian banking system as being somewhat feudal, with a few bank chiefs personally making vast amounts of money from the dual exchange rate system, inflating import invoices on cheap imported goods or actually falsifying documents and not importing anything at all. Although many of these suspicions were well founded, some of the bankers resisted the temptations to line their pockets and utilised the extraordinary profits generated during this period building strong and ethically sound businesses. 

Although the foundations of many banks rested on the strength of senior military officers and government officials, a few exceptional owner-managers were able to transform their organisations into highly successful and respectable banks over the years to come. 

Despite its problems, Access Bank was one of the ones that managed to survive through this troubled period and became a Public Limited Liability Company on 24th March 1998, nearly ten years after its birth. On 18th November of that same year the bank was listed on the Nigeria Stock Exchange and on 5th February

2001 it obtained a universal banking license from the Central Bank of Nigeria. 

Access was now licensed to carry out commercial banking services, providing a comprehensive assortment of financial and non-financial services to both individual and corporate customers in the major sectors of the Nigerian and sub-Saharan African economy, but it lacked the necessary capital to back these services up. 

By 2001 GSM¹⁵ (Global System for Mobile Communications) had come to Nigeria and people had access to widespread mobile telecommunications for the first time, transforming overnight the way the entire population could communicate and providing a whole new set of business opportunities, both for the banks themselves and for their customers. We were also entering a period of sustained democratic government, with far less political unrest, leading to a general feeling of optimism, aided by the money still flowing in from the oil fields of the Delta region. 

Nigeria was then the second largest economy in Africa, after South Africa, but over ninety per cent of the country’s foreign currency earnings accrues from oil, a product that came to us more by dint of geographical good luck than by diligence or innovation. We did not, in other words, earn it and we have not always used this stroke of good fortune wisely. We were now, however, in a better position to be able to turn things around and put Nigeria back on track as one of the fastest growing countries in the world, but to do that we needed a strong and respected banking system to underpin the economic and business expansion. 

That was the stage that the Nigerian banking industry had reached as we joined Access Bank in 2002. 

CHAPTER FOUR

Business Model

On 22nd March 2002, we arrived at our new place of employment at Plot 1669, Oyin Jolayemi Street, Victoria Island, Lagos, as managing director and deputy managing director of Access Bank, only about five buildings down from the head office of our previous employer, GTB. The appointments had been finalised the night before as the concluding decision of a marathon board meeting of Access Bank, held for reasons of confidentiality at a small hotel in a discreet location in Ikoyi, Lagos. The proceedings of that meeting read like a film script, involving senior lawyers known for their courtroom skills, who had come, prepared for battle, straight from the courts. 

Gbenga Oyebode was at his best countering legal argument after legal argument raised to oppose our proposal. Cosmas Maduka made passionate arguments in our favour and ended up having to drive at midnight from Lagos to the Eastern part of Nigeria because the meeting lasted nearly twelve hours. 

I did not speak until the last hour, when the board¹  members asked what our game plan was, should we be given a chance. Supported by Herbert, I stood up and gave it my very best. Years of making presentations and slides to clients, investors, regulators and other stakeholders were brought to bear. It’s a wonder where we got the energy to speak passionately about our plans as we had hardly slept all week, living on adrenaline as we took steps to close the transaction that would transform our lives. The decision as to whether or not to appoint us came down to the Enterprise Transformation Agenda that we shared with the board, the key highlight of which was our plan to take Access Bank from the seventieth position to rank amongst Nigeria’s Top Ten Banks in five years. As I made my

presentation I could sense the mood of the room changing, no right thinking investor could resist the allure of our compelling proposition. Eventually our proposals were endorsed wholeheartedly by all the board members. 

Herbert and I sat down in my new office and just looked at each other, both of us thinking the same thing. Now we had a bank to run, what were we going to do next? How were we going to turn Access around? What was our ‘go to market’

strategy going to be? 

The first question we needed to ask ourselves was what were our strengths? 

What were our discriminating competencies? 

This was no time for false modesty; we had to be brutally honest with ourselves. 

However exhausted we might feel now was the moment when the really hard work was going to begin. We started to make a list of our strengths. We knew that we possessed very strong treasury skills. We had very strong corporate banking skills, which involved a lot of client relationship management work. We had extensive trade finance and corporate cash management knowledge. 

Between both of us we were very confident of our abilities when it came to these areas of banking. We also felt very comfortable about being able to build a team of professionals who would deliver value to customers using our skills in these areas. 

We knew that chief executive officers, chief financial officers and treasurers of several large companies, both local and multinational, had a great deal of confidence in our personal abilities as professionals. We did not think, however, that this would be compelling enough for them to go to their boards of directors and suggest that they move their banking business from GTB, Citibank, Zenith or any of the other banks which were doing a perfectly good job for them to an unknown quantity like Access. 

These other banks had grown successful by identifying certain aspects of banking that were critical to the large corporate customer segment, particularly in the areas of trade finance, foreign exchange and cash management. They had consequently built strong expertise in delivering these services in a much more sophisticated way than the traditional banks like First Bank and Union Bank were able to. Over the years this had lead to a massive migration of big corporate accounts to the likes of Zenith and GTB and accounted for the success of these institutions during their first decade. 

These banks continued to do a good job for their clients and had built up strong institutional relationships, so why would the clients even consider such a major upheaval as moving to a new and untested bank simply because Herbert and I now worked there? We knew that our personal relationships would not be sufficient reason for a major corporate to move its business to Access Bank. We needed to offer them much more. 

All the fatigue disappeared as the adrenaline started to pump through our veins once more. We locked the office door to ensure we were not disturbed and sat down to produce a value proposition. What were we going to offer to these CEOs when we walked into their offices that would make it worth their while moving their banking business to Access? Obviously we had to promise things that we were confident we could deliver, but we also had to bring things that were not being done by anybody else. We had to devise a unique selling proposition that would be too compelling for them to resist. 

We were also very conscious that we had limited resources with which we could deploy our value proposition and that we had to play to our strengths. We had to stand out in the way in which we built, managed and sustained relationships with these customers. At the same time we knew that some of the successful banks had grown a little complacent in recent years and were mostly doing more or less the same things for their clients that they had been doing for ten years or more. 

They had not needed to seek any further game-changing value propositions because there was so much blue sky between them and the rest of the banking

industry. 

This meant that we had a chance if we were able to offer prospective clients something out of the ordinary. When we went in to pitch to the corporate giants we couldn’t hope to win their loyalty by offering them large loans because we didn’t yet have the necessary balance sheet to support this approach. We could not undercut our competitors’ prices because our cost structure was much higher than that of the larger Banks. So the only thing we could offer them was our intellect and knowledge. 

As we talked we realised that what we needed to do was deconstruct the entire corporate value-chain in just the same manner as management consultants like Accenture and McKinsey would do. We needed to identify all the points of weakness in our customers’ value-chains, and think of addressing those weaknesses through the delivery of products and services, not necessarily limiting ourselves to the domain of finance. To make a success of this, we would need an intimate knowledge of each customer’s business, almost getting to know them as well as they knew themselves. We needed to identify ways in which the corporate in question could either change its behaviour, or use different products or services that would reduce its costs of operations or increase its revenues. We believed that if we could demonstrate to them the benefit of our value chain strategy, then they would feel sufficiently compelled to commence a banking relationship with us. 

‘We want the privilege of banking your entire value-chain,’ we would tell them, 

‘but we can only do so if we are able to add value. We can do this in two ways; either by increasing your revenues or by reducing your costs. If we are not able to demonstrate how we can do one or both of those things then don’t give us your business.’

We knew from our time with GTB that this was not a service that other banks were offering and we also knew that it would put physical and mental demands

on us and our colleagues at a level beyond anything we had experienced before. 

Not only were we going to have to have the necessary expertise to conduct deep dives in understanding the issues and problems peculiar to a number of economic sectors, we also needed to be savvy enough to find the appropriate products and services to address the problems that we identified. On top of that we needed to be able to design solutions that consisted of an integrated set of products and services that worked together seamlessly. Finally, and of course most importantly, we then had to deliver on our promise of adding value to our customers’ businesses. 

Our value-chain strategy has become a source of competitive advantage and is still as relevant today as it was in 2002, when we had to come up with a plan to differentiate Access Bank from our competitors. Initially rating and equity analysts, who sought to understand our go-to-market strategy, raised questions as to its sustainability, given their belief that we could not continue to function at this highly cerebral level of customer engagement while at the same time maintaining a high level of service. We knew they were correct to conclude that it would be hard to sustain, but we intended to do exactly that. We were just going to have to ask more of ourselves and of everyone else who came to work at Access, and ensure that we had the skills and capacity to do what was asked of us. 

We are often described as an organisation that asks a lot of its employees. It is true that in our first ten years we asked a great deal of anyone who signed on to the Access way of doing things, but this was the only way of ensuring that we were not ‘left on the tarmac’. There are times in the life cycle of companies, industries or even countries when you face circumstances that may require a much higher level of sacrifice from stakeholders in order to achieve the desired goals and objectives. Our transformation was to take us from being a small bank with big dreams to being a very strong, highly respected one. The workload was bound to be harder than it would be for those who would remain on the tarmac. 

We grappled with the challenges of shrinking time frames and increasing competition and to overcome these forces we had to keep leap-frogging all the time. 

To put things in their right perspective; in 2002 the combined size of all the banks in Nigeria did not add up to the fourth largest bank in South Africa.¹⁷

Today, as I write this story, Access Bank alone is almost the size of all Nigerian Banks combined in 2002. Every sector has a period of rapid growth before it matures and it’s always tough for those having to ride steep growth curves. It was hardest of all for Access Bank employees because we would grow at the fastest rate of any African Bank. 

I once asked the CEO of the IMF, Christine Lagarde, when she visited Nigeria, what her views were on balancing work and family life. ‘I would like to spend more time with my family, of course,’ she replied, ‘but when there is a sacrifice that has to be made you have to make a choice.’ I shared similar views with my colleagues whenever I had the opportunity to do so. I told them greatness can only ever come at a cost, and that we would have to make this sacrifice for the building of a great organisation. 

The strategy that we devised that first day in my office proved to be a great success and corporates who responded would then invite us to go through their businesses and look for ways to improve efficiencies. I must confess that it helped to have the confidence of key chief executives in Nigeria’s private sector, who chose to open their doors when we came calling. We are particularly grateful to Alhaji Aliko Dangote¹⁸, founder of the renowned Dangote Group of Companies, who gave us the chance to become one of their bankers at a time when Access Bank’s foreign currency balance sheet was less than the size of his credit card limit. 

Initially, Herbert and I would go in personally, given that we already knew the clients from our years at GT Bank. Once we were able to identify the areas that we could be of value we were then able to make concrete proposals that typically involved setting up a joint project team to implement our solution. 

Herbert and I couldn’t, of course, do it all ourselves. We had to build a team and do so fast. We very quickly needed to hire highly experienced people with the abilities required to deliver our value-chain strategy. Knowing that it would be a tall order to find a pool of readymade experienced bankers to support this strategy there and then, I contacted Neka Udezue, a colleague who had worked with me at Continental, Prime and GTB, and who left Access Bank as a fallout of the intrigues and tensions during our takeover. I asked her to help us set up and run the Access Bank School of Banking Excellence.¹  In twelve months we wanted to recruit and train at least two hundred fresh graduates and develop within them the right knowledge and attributes needed to execute and deliver our value-chain strategy. We laid down our minimum entry requirements as a second-class upper University degree in any discipline. We were looking for people of strong intellectual ability who could cope with the cerebral demands of the Access way of doing things. 

That first day we also set about recruiting our core leadership team. We wanted a team that combined the world-class banking experience of Citibank with the entrepreneurial mindset of a GTB person. We needed them to show the discipline and rigour of consultants and auditors from KPMG or PWC with the passion for service that typified Zenith employees. 

Nigeria International Bank (NIB) was owned, controlled and managed by Citibank and had made its Nigerian shareholders very rich by consistently delivering high returns on shareholders. Citibank had a knack of developing Africans into very proficient bankers who were extremely productive when compared to their counterparts in other banks. We wanted to learn how Citibank was able to sustain the process of developing banking professionals; we also wanted to model our service delivery and back office operations on the Citibank way of doing things. 

Once it became known that we were aggressively recruiting their people, Citibank became more interested in our activities. My wife, Ofovwe, was working in cash management at Citibank at the time, following her MBA at

Cambridge University, and she started getting funny looks at work whenever the name of Access Bank came up in conversation. It was obvious that to avoid any conflict of interest she would have to leave the bank. 

To be honest, given the fact that I was now working eighteen hours a day, seven days a week and very much the absentee father, she made a great sacrifice, putting her professional career on hold in order to support me in making my dreams a reality. For the next eleven years she became both mother and father to our four children and ensured that the other aspects of my life aside from work were given the needed and requisite levels of attention. 

Even before we moved to Access Bank, we knew all about Citibank’s management performance reporting system (MPR), which aligned the corporate objectives of the bank with the objectives of its employees. This performance management system had been emulated and adopted by a number of other Nigerian banks, including GTB, where we worked; but Citibank had been able to extend this performance management system to bring out the best in not only their profit centre employees but also their operations and service delivery people. This enabled them to develop a pool of highly respected operations personnel who were outstanding in the area of trade finance and cash management, two important aspects of our value-chain model. 

We had already started to bring in our people from GTB, men and women who had worked with us closely during our time there. Recruiting from Citibank, however, was proving a bit more difficult. We approached a friend of mine, Cyril Chukwumah, an ex Citibanker, who was then running his own boutique consultancy, asking him to assist us with recruitment. We knew he was respected and trusted within NIB and he would be able to help us reach our recruitment targets faster than we could on our own. 

He identified Taukeme Koroye, ‘Tek’, a PWC-trained chartered accountant with a track record of performance in several roles within NIB. We spent two months

helping Tek overcome his concerns at the idea of leaving Citibank for Access Bank. (It was much easier to convince our people from GTB to take the blind leap of faith!) Tek subsequently brought in several other good people with Citibank experience, enabling us to build a world-class back office operation. 

Our corporate customers, particularly the multinationals, soon realised that we had a pool of strong operations people within the Bank, which gave them confidence that we would be able to deliver the products and services which our value-chain proposition promised. 

Over the years GTB has evolved away from its entrepreneurial beginnings, which has altered the emotional connection that some of its employees shared with the institution. The Access Bank recruitment proposition appealed to these entrepreneurially minded professionals. They said Access Bank was reminiscent of the atmosphere that had pervaded GTB when many of them first joined. I remember the first three recruits from GTB being Okey Nwuke, Obinna Nwosu and Roosevelt Ogbonna (all of whom rose to executive director positions in Access Bank). Over the following years they crossed over in large numbers, and today number in their hundreds. That is not to say all our good people came from outside the organisation, there were some outstanding people who had joined Access Bank before our coming. Iyabo Soji-Okusanya, for example, stands out. 

As the team took shape we approached our target customers with our value-chain proposition. We told each prospective customer that our focus was on them as well as other stakeholders within their value chain, who were key to their success. It was refreshing to see CEOs and CFOs come alive when we spoke about adding value to their suppliers and distributors. They could see almost immediately that by strengthening their stakeholders we would ultimately make them much stronger. 

We were conscious of our limited resources vis-à-vis the leading banks, who had more staff, more branches and infinitely greater financing capacity. We could not be all things to all people, even within our chosen value chains; we therefore chose to tie our growth to the growth of the large corporations, using our value-

chain solution to satisfy as many stakeholders as possible. 

Focusing on the large corporate players in the value chain afforded us a number of key business benefits. It provided a clear path through which to pursue our expansion across Nigeria. It provided a cost-efficient means of banking for an entire sectorial value chain once a relationship had been secured with a key corporate stakeholder. The decision makers of these large corporates turned out to be super advocates for the Access brand. As we succeeded in delivering value to them they influenced their stakeholders to also bank with us. 

We identified the Cement, Beverages, Telecommunications, and Oil & Gas sectors of the Nigerian economy as our initial points of focus. 

Most sectorial value chains follow a similar structure. You have the large corporate organisations which are pivotal to the sector. They are typically multinationals or well-structured indigenous operators with annual turnovers running into several billions of naira. They are served by distributors, who market and sell their commodities, products or services. They get their raw materials from suppliers, who provide goods or services to them on commercial terms. Ultimately the value-chain ends with the consumers of the resulting products or services. On top of that there are the employees and shareholders of the corporate and government agencies or parastatals, which interact with the large corporates in a regulatory capacity or to collect taxes. We could leverage these multi stakeholder relationships in many ways. For example, institutional clients could be encouraged to assist us in building banking relationships for the convenience of collecting their sales revenue or to avoid hefty bank charges which might be incurred when payments are transferred from one bank to another. 

Our aim was to identify, analyse and serve each of these value-chain model customers, developing products to meet their needs. The model would then be brought to life by the interaction and coordination of our market facing profit

centre units, working in tandem with their cost centre product delivery counterparts in serving these large institutional customers and their stakeholders. 

The profit centres and cost centres all had roles to play in ensuring that the specialised needs of each customer segment in the value-chain were met. 

To deliver the benefits of the value-chain model, we needed to ensure collaboration between the profit centres and cost centres in order to meet the needs of respective customer segments. We needed to deliver customer satisfaction through the most cost effective and fastest routes possible, which meant that processes needed to be lean, resources shared and throughput speeded up, particularly for high-value customers. 

Once we had determined our go-to-market strategy and the organisational resources required to support its deployment we set about establishing our operating model. Sales and relationship management would be handled by three groups that we named Corporate Banking, Commercial Banking and Investment Banking. Corporate Banking would be responsible for handling large corporate customers. Relationship management is the key differentiator and we had to ensure we provided sales and client management services at an international standard through highly professional relationship managers who were knowledgeable about their clients. We expected our relationship managers to be proactive, problem-solving professionals, able to use their knowledge of each client’s business to identify opportunities for value creation and to tailor unique and innovative financial solutions that would deliver value. 

We positioned the Investment Banking SBU to collaborate with the Corporate Banking group in providing innovative funding solutions such as equity, debt and structured financial advisory services. 

The distributors, suppliers, shareholders and government stakeholders in the value-chain are served by the Commercial Banking group. Distributors would be offered credit facilities to finance stocks of goods purchased from the large

corporate at an agreed interest rate in exchange for Access Bank’s exclusive rights to collect the sales proceeds. While the Corporate Bank would agree to the framework for the credit programmes with the large corporate, the Commercial Bank would grant the credit facilities to distributors, following up on cash collections which are passed into the large corporate accounts. 

One of our outstanding successes as a bank has been our dominant market position in Nigeria’s telecommunications sector and we owe this to the power of our value-chain strategy. One of our key partners is MTN, a leading telecommunications service provider. A multinational group, MTN operates in twenty-one countries including Nigeria, where their total investment since the GSM liberalisation in 2001 is over five billion US dollars. 

Our relationship with the client began with our participation as one of the smallest lenders in a syndicated financing led by Citibank. We went in to see their management team and told them our value-chain story. They gave us the opportunity to look at their own value-chain and guided us on the areas where they felt we could be of value. We could see that the business of providing airtime that carries voice and data would change the way Nigerians lived their lives. For the value chain to work, it required the GSM companies to overcome the challenge of getting this airtime into the hands of millions of potential consumers.²

It requires massive infrastructure to roll out a national GSM network for a country as large as Nigeria and we made sure that we understood the telecommunications value chain better than any other bank. We were able to use our Commercial Bank to develop dealers who distributed GSM airtime across the nation. We supported these entrepreneurs with the training and exposure necessary for them to operate their businesses and take on credit facilities in tens and hundreds of million naira given the volume of airtime sales they would handle over time. We were creating dealers where none existed before. In partnership with MTN we identified Nigerians with the potential to be wholesale dealers of airtime. We looked for certain qualities. We preferred University and

Polytechnic graduates and trained them. We then came up with a dealer’s credit plan, as well as a cash management system to mop up airtime sales proceeds and get it to MTN as quickly as possible. 

Selling airtime was one thing, but rolling out the infrastructure required to support a national GSM network was another thing altogether. We created an inventory management system that we called a ‘cell site in a warehouse’. 

Through well-coordinated, just-in-time inventory management we arranged for all the equipment required for cell site, e.g. generators, masts, etc., to be available for deployment under one roof. Equipment came in from as far afield as South Africa, China and Germany to support the massive roll out of base stations. We identified local players whose local knowledge enabled them to deal with community issues and other demographic issues. We put together the appropriate financing structures they needed to become dependable providers of telecoms infrastructure. 

Success, they say, begets success and the track record we established with MTN

has enabled us to emerge as the go-to provider of solutions for all segments of Nigeria’s telecoms sector, such that today we are the country’s largest telecoms bank. We also achieved this feat in other sectors of the Nigerian economy, such as cement, oil and gas, etc., enabling us to grow at a triple digit growth rate in our first five years. As we became more successful, we found that there was a limit to how much organic growth we could achieve due to our relatively small branch network and employee base. It was obvious that we would need to take an inorganic growth step to leapfrog over our resource constraints. 

By the end of 2002 our Executive Leadership Team was in place. Herbert had responsibility for all our Profit Centre businesses, namely Corporate Banking, Commercial Banking and Investment Banking. Okey Nwuke supervised the Corporate Bank, Obeahon Ohiwerei the Commercial Bank and later, Ebenezer Olufowoshe joined to run the Investment Bank. Tek supervised the Operations and IT functions. 

The Commercial Bank also serves the suppliers to large corporates within the Bank’s books. One scheme employed to achieve this was to invoice discounting credit programmes that provide working capital finance for contracts performed or services rendered to large corporate clients. Suppliers get value for invoices yet to be settled, based on the established integrity of the debtor, who is our large corporate client. This improves the supplier’s cash flow, enabling him to do more business. 

Retail Banking caters to the end users, consumers of the commodity produced by the value chain as well as all employees within the value chain. Given our resource constraints in those early days of our transformation process, we chose not to pursue a retail banking strategy and limited our services to employees in the value-chain. One of the imperatives for our eventual acquisition of Intercontinental Bank, which comes later in this story, was to scale up our resources in order to be a retail bank. 

The Operations and Technology group was charged with the responsibility for ensuring that all the promises made by the sales and relationship managers were delivered to the clients with efficiency and a high level of service quality. 

We started to market our capabilities to Nigeria’s leading corporates. Early successes like our breakthrough with the Dangote Group served to motivate us to overcome the resistance of those who were proving more difficult to convince. 

We focused on companies where we had strong personal relationships with people who were likely to give us the benefit of the doubt with respect to our delivery capabilities, overlooking the perception of Access Bank as a weak institution. All we had to do was convince them that the Bank would have the necessary capacity to deliver what we were promising. 

Products can always be imitated by competitors but service delivery cannot. 

Service, therefore, was inevitably the battleground for increasing our market share and we had to ensure that we continuously redefined our service standards

to attract and retain our target customers. While we were able to deliver an extremely high level of service in our first five years, the challenges of rapid expansion and inorganic growth became a major issue and we struggled to maintain high standards of service across the entire value chain following the acquisition of Intercontinental in 2011. 

CHAPTER FIVE

The Challenge

At the time of our entry into Access Bank, Herbert and I were used to being identified with the GTB success story. We knew what it felt like to be considered

‘winners’ in the banking industry and enjoyed the sense of professional accomplishment that came from working for an industry leader. We were confident that we could achieve the same level of success through another banking platform and felt ready to take the step from being the next generation leaders to becoming the leaders of today. 

We had the humility to recognise that the banking industry’s phenomenal growth owed as much to the economic renaissance that was taking place under President Obasanjo’s democratic government as it did to the talent and capacity of the industry’s leaders. We knew that this economic renaissance would not last forever without experiencing at least some hiccups and we understood that it was important to make hay while the sun was shining. We could also see that the banking industry was eventually going to consolidate, with fewer banks controlling a larger share of the market. Soon the cost of entry into the market would become so high it would certainly be beyond the reach of individuals like us, who chose to do things without the backing of godfathers. As professional managers we knew that youth was very much in our favour. We did not believe that the levels of energy and commitment that would be required for the journey on which we were now embarking would be available to anyone who did not have age on their side and we were well aware that we were going to be putting in many long days of work for many years to come. 

Access Bank had some positive attributes when we arrived. It was the first

Nigerian Bank to deploy Flexcube²¹ (the banking automation software) even though it had not been properly implemented. The bank’s listing on the Nigerian Stock Exchange was also a plus, and its board of directors included many well-respected personalities who could add value to the business. On the downside its negatives ranged from the quality of personnel and culture to its poor market share and inability to generate profits. 

Turning around such an operation posed a huge challenge. To make matters worse, the bank was one of several to have engaged in the sort of foreign exchange malpractices which the Central Bank Governor, Joseph Sanusi, was determined to stamp out through the imposition of severe sanctions on those found culpable.²² As Tayo Aderinokun had put it, if our arrival was greeted by severe sanctions from the CBN, our newborn baby stood the risk of being ‘dead on arrival’. We could not afford to be distracted or discouraged by the enormity of challenges facing us as we took on the positions of managing director and deputy managing director. We had been given the enabling authority to face the challenges head on and success could only be achieved through focused, courageous and decisive leadership. 

We set about doing exactly the things we had shared with the board at the board meeting on 21st March 2002. We introduced a reward and compensation structure that enabled us to attract the Teks of Citibank and our colleagues from GTB. We established an entry-level training programme designed for the best graduates from leading universities. We leveraged on our value-chain strategy to migrate our ‘portfolio’ of loyal customers from GTB to Access Bank. We played to our strengths, applying our strong skills in treasury and financial management to restructure the Bank’s balance sheet and transformed it from generating negative returns to profitability in just two months. From the day we arrived it was clear that the days of Access Bank being just another new generation bank, lacking relevance and any distinguishing attributes, had to be over. 

We made it clear that we planned to introduce a culture of excellence founded on professionalism and integrity, high ethical standards and full regulatory

compliance. We were also going to enlarge the Bank’s shareholder base, attracting local and international institutional investors, shareholders of good standing with the capacity to support the Bank as the industry went through the process of consolidation. The existing shareholders and directors who had dominated the affairs of the institution would have to embrace the new way of doing things at Access Bank. 

It was important to create a customer-focused organisational structure by ensuring greater accountability amongst our employees and ensuring there was

‘nowhere to hide’. We would implement effective systems for the tracking of individual performance to drive better customer service delivery; we would identify and empower staff who would act as quality champions and spearhead our bank-wide change management programme, with the objective of providing excellent service delivery. A key determinant of success in banking is the cost of funds for which deposits are generated; the lower your cost of funds, the better you are able to compete. Because of its many weaknesses Access Bank’s cost of funds in March 2002 was almost ten percentage points higher than GTB. More often than not a weak bank compensates by offering higher deposit rates than stronger banks. As you can imagine this strategy is rarely sustainable; a successful bank must possess a customer value proposition that enables it to attract deposits at the same rate as other successful banks. We came up with a plan to reposition our brand in the market and exit all high-cost, deposit taking relationships. Within six months we had reduced our cost of funds from almost twenty per cent to single digits. 

I have always believed in maintaining excellent relations with your regulator under any circumstances. For me this is achieved by conducting your business as a bank professionally, ethically and with a culture of regulatory compliance. This will inevitably earn you the respect and confidence of your regulator. I have always found it hard to understand why banks fail to adhere to this simple formula of maintaining good relationships with their regulators, particularly in the case of the Central Bank of Nigeria, whose powers are extensive and far-reaching. 

One of the first steps we took within our first month of duty was to complete an investigation into the Bank’s foreign exchange malpractices, documenting our findings and taking action against everyone involved. Without regulatory prompting we provided full disclosure to the Central Bank of our findings and sanctions. There is a saying that fortune smiles on the brave. On the strength of our coming clean in this manner, the sanctions imposed on the Bank for these malpractices were limited to the period prior to March 2002 and the Bank’s licence to engage in the foreign exchange markets was preserved. Forty other banks were not so fortunate, however, and they felt the full brunt of the CBN’s hammer, finding themselves suspended from foreign exchange dealings for a full year. 

It was a good time to shake the industry up again. Even while we were still at GTB we had been able to see that the banking industry in Nigeria was in the early stages of becoming an oligopoly. The players were settling into a period of complacency and self-satisfaction, with around ten players emerging from a field of just under a hundred banks to control the industry. 

It was a pattern that had happened before in other countries. That complacency would last until some of those leaders started moving towards the next stage of their development, which would not lead to a monopoly situation, but would certainly witness more consolidation. We could see that the industry was up for the same sort of transformation that had occurred in the early 90s, when the new generation of banks burst onto the scene. We understood, however, that we would need to bring something fresh to the market if we wanted to stand out amongst industry players, and we knew that if we could do that it would provide us with a huge opportunity to make a major impact on the banking industry. 

Looking around the market we could see that there were a number of upstarts like ourselves, who were making moves to make a difference, and also one or two banks amongst the top ten that appeared poised to make a big move at any moment. 

It was our belief that there was going to be a set of winners emerging from the crowd through organic growth. They would achieve this with winning customer service strategies, new products or by pioneering new market segments. There would also be others who would rise through inorganic moves such as buying other banks or merging with them. 

Our professional careers had spanned institution that had mainly pursued organic growth strategies, but by acquiring Access we had set in motion an inorganic phase in our own careers. We believed that this gave us the best of both worlds. 

Some banks were wary of mergers and acquisitions simply because they had no experience of them, but through this acquisition we now had the necessary experience not to be intimidated by the prospect of doing the same again, should we need to or should an opportunity arise that was too good to miss, and this served to position us well for developments that were to come later. 

Our mandate was clear from the moment we took control of the ailing bank; the set task was to reposition it to become one of Nigeria’s ten leading financial institutions within five years of our arrival. Five years is not long in the life of a big institution, but every journey has to start with the first few steps and quite frankly, we did not think it was important to stop and try to predict our future before we started running. 

At the time of our arrival, Access Bank was ranked in the last quartile of a field of ninety or so banks. It was virtually invisible outside the borders of Nigeria. 

This was a long way from where we wanted to be. It had eleven billion naira in total assets and only fourteen branches. In the year ended March 2002 it recorded losses of seventeen million naira (just over US$160,000). Our mandate required us to devise a high-growth strategy as well as prepare to seize inorganic opportunities as and when they arose. 

Many believed that Herbert and I were crazy to take on such a challenge, that it would be an impossible task given the precarious situation that the bank was in

and the uncertainties that faced Nigerian Banks due to the pace of regulatory intervention taking place both within and outside Nigeria. Under these circumstances it looked as if only those with strong foundations would survive and at that moment Access looked very far from strong. 

Our goals undoubtedly were ambitious, but we were confident that it was possible to build a successful bank by doing the right things. It simply required hard work, imagination and strong leadership. Perhaps we were guilty of youthful exuberance, but we believed that with our experience at GTB behind us we could do it, and you need that initial self-belief if you are going to succeed in any venture in life. We also knew that we were willing and able to work very, very hard. I’m a firm believer in God and His power to make all things possible. 

I know that He had looked at these two young men, listened to their plans and chose to make them a reality. I say this knowing as I do that while we are very capable, several of the milestones that you will read about in this book did not happen of our making. There are too many unexplained coincidences, accidents of timing, events of chance that can only be attributed to the Almighty. 

Success like this helped to accelerate the rate at which we gained the trust and confidence of the board members who were in place at the time of our entry. 

This trust and confidence was further tested when, in 2002, I took the bold step of effecting a major staff rationalisation exercise, designed to exit employees who did not have the capacity or willingness to support the transformation programme. I use the word ‘bold’ because we took the risk of implementing the rationalisation decisions without first obtaining the approval of the board. 

You might ask why we would do this since it goes against the tenets of corporate governance. Several of the employees affected by the rationalisation exercise, however, were closely connected to members of the board and were consequently deemed untouchable, which perhaps helps to explain why I felt it was a risk we had to take. Simply put, our transformation project stood no chance of success if we did not clear the decks for the right type of talent to come in. Not surprisingly some members of the board reacted negatively and it

took a lot of skilful negotiation and the intervention of wise heads to make sure that things did not get out of hand. 

I also used the word ‘bold’ because at this time our regulator was still coming to terms with the change of management control at Access, and of course the issue of our appointments as managing director and deputy managing director was still in limbo. This was not a time to put a foot wrong but we had to take this key step without which our transformation plans would have been endangered. 

Some people have claimed that our entry into Access Bank was predestined, that our intervention gave the Bank another chance of survival, and I agree. At the time we could not afford to stop and think of the scale of the challenge we were taking on or of the risks, such as giving up our secure and successful careers to take on a task that others perceived to be impossible. We simply rose to the challenge and got on with it and at the end of the day God did the rest. 

CHAPTER SIX

A Vision for Transformation – Mission Impossible

There is always a need for partnerships and strategic alliances in the building of any successful business. My personal experience is that, just as with individuals, institutions choose their partners and allies based on the level of trust and affinity that exists between them. 

One of the first international institutions we visited after assuming control at Access Bank was Financierings-Maatschappij voor Ontwikkelingslanden N.V. 

(FMO), the Netherlands Development Finance Company. While working at GTB

we had interacted closely with senior officials of the FMO who were responsible for overseeing their business in Africa, and we had built strong relationships with many of them. 

‘We are a small bank with no track record,’ we admitted once we started talking, 

‘and we need your help.’

FMO is a Dutch development bank that has its roots in the 1950s when many Dutch businesses were forced to leave Indonesia after the conflict over New Guinea. The Dutch government sought to create opportunities for these returning entrepreneurs in other developing regions. In 1970 the Dutch government, in collaboration with the Dutch business community, set up FMO as a special bank to aid developing countries. It specialises in supporting sustainable private sector growth in developing and emerging markets by investing in ‘ambitious companies’. FMO works very closely with local parties and commercial

investors such as international banks and companies, not as a competitor but as an additional party. Through its special capital structure it is able to provide financing which other parties are unable or unwilling to give in sufficient amounts or under reasonable conditions. Its role supplements that of the market as it can go beyond the point where other parties are forced to stop. 

Development institutions like FMO are deliberately set up to be ‘mother hens’

for institutions at the stage of development we occupied in 2002, providing them with debt or equity capital, helping to build internal capacity and so on. 

Typically, they are owned by governments and have a developmental focus. The FMO was controlled by the Dutch government and as such was staffed and managed by Dutch professionals. The FMO operates with an extremely open and direct culture which appeals to us, and suits the way we do things at Access. In 2002 the CEO was Arthur Arnold, who is still a valued friend. He was succeeded by Nanno Kleiterp, who is also a good friend. We continue to maintain strong relationships with FMO professionals, a number of whom have made positive contributions to the Access Bank story over the past ten years. 

They liked what we told them on that first visit and went on to give us a ten million dollar line of credit. It was a sign of their faith in us as individuals. In the loan agreement that they drew up they included a unique covenant which said that if I ceased to be the managing director and Herbert ceased to be the deputy managing director the loan would immediately have to be repaid.²³ So it was clear that they were doing it because they believed in us personally. 

Such a vote of confidence in your character and capacity can make you feel good, but it also serves to remind you that a sustainable organisation must be built around something more than talented or credible leaders otherwise its story will only survive the tenure of its leaders. Organisations that are built to last are built around a vision and set of values that are compelling enough to sustain its existence long after the exit of its founders. Indeed while successive votes of confidence in our personal attributes kept coming from various stakeholders, they actually served to remind us that we needed to shift the basis of belief in

Access Bank from us as individuals to a belief in the institution we were building. We needed to articulate a corporate philosophy and raison d’être which, when shared with others, would compel them to commit to our transformation agenda and to remain committed through thick and thin. 

Right from day one in March 2002 we were clear that we wanted to play in the

‘champions’ league’ of Nigerian Banks and set a goal of leaping from an obscure position to a top ten ranking within five years. We knew that time was not on our side as momentous and seismic shifts were taking place both within the banking sector and the larger economy, making our goal even more difficult to attain. We also knew that once we started it would not be long before our competitors, both large and small, saw what we were doing and responded. We would have to do this with a new team, which needed to become a cohesive unit as fast as possible, given the urgency of the situation. We were like an army going into battle for the soul of our customers and we needed a rallying call that would keep us together and maintain our focus through the years to come. 

Fortunately, I had led a number of very important corporate initiatives at GTB, which had exposed me to the issues and challenges involved in enterprise transformation projects. Knowing how much we wanted to achieve, and how far we were going to have to travel in order to do so, it was clear to me that at this stage of our journey no external consultant could successfully facilitate the strategic planning and change management processes that were required. 

However challenging the workload might become, I had to play the role of management consultant at this crucial stage of enterprise transformation because I could not expect any of the big consulting firms to commit to the successful realisation of such audacious goals, at least not for the limited budgets we could afford. So while Cyril Chukwumah’s firm²⁴ assisted us with coordination, Herbert and I personally facilitated many of our strategic planning and vision sharing sessions. 

We adopted the classic approach to enterprise transformation that starts with an assessment of your current position, a diagnosis of your challenges, a SWOT

(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis and the generation of strategic alternatives before you make choices regarding your strategic options. 

Our first important step, however, was to articulate what our vision and mission were going to be. Commencing in April 2002, every weekend we ‘went to the Bush’, repeatedly taking over a small hotel in Lekki the coastal corridor which runs across the Atlantic beach from Victoria Island in Lagos (one star, all we could afford). Week after week we would arrive on a Friday evening and not sleep more than five hours on any given day. These sessions produced endless streams of ideas, many of them quite outstanding. We would then be back when the office opened for business at 7.30am on Monday morning, ready for work once more, our heads buzzing with new ideas. 

Sometimes there would be thirty of us in these sessions, sometimes as many as the entire bank. There was a church that hired a hall in the hotel complex for its Sunday morning service; we learnt later that they had wondered what church ministry we belonged to when they kept seeing us there from the early hours of Sunday morning till late on Sunday night because they assumed that only religious fervour would motivate us to put in such hours. I must admit it felt like we were birthing a new nation, deciding on our constitution, a national anthem and so on. They were very exciting times and impossible to replicate. 

It was during one of these sessions that I likened the journey ahead to that of an ugly larva transforming into a beautiful butterfly, admired universally for its radiance and beauty. Access Bank was at that point the larva and we believed that we could transform it into a world-class bank that would be admired universally. Our vision was ‘To transform our bank into a world-class financial services provider’. Because of the reality of where we were at the time it would have been foolhardy for us to have shied away from the scale of the challenges ahead. We were going to call on ourselves to do things that had not been done before. We went on to describe how we would go about attaining our vision, which we called our ‘mission’, and described it thus – ‘Our mission is to go beyond the ordinary to deliver the perceived impossible in the Quest for Excellence’. The ‘Quest for Excellence’ was to become the call to action, the rallying call to describe why we did the things we did, particularly how hard we worked. 

It wasn’t long before it became well known that the staff of Access Bank worked harder and sacrificed more for their employer and customers than the staff of any other bank. We knew that the only way we could attain our audacious goals was by being prepared to work harder and longer and more imaginatively than anyone else. At the beginning of our journey we would be competing against smaller organisations and it might not seem too challenging, but as we rose up the ranks we would gradually find ourselves competing with the more successful banks like Zenith and GTB and it was bound to become tougher. We were going to have to be at our best from the start and there would be no room for compromise. 

We were determined that we would not become a paternalistic organisation, which was how the godfather-run banks had operated in the past. We wanted to maintain a competitive, professional edge. We were determined to resist the temptation to go soft before attaining our goals. We didn’t, for instance, intend to go for large, grandiose offices and we kept our office doors open for anyone who wished to pop in and discuss any subject. My colleagues were not encouraged to visit me at home unless it was to further the cause of our business, in which case my doors were open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. We did not want a culture of ‘paying homage’, as was often the way within Nigerian organi sations. We were very aware that our nation’s paternalistic traditions would always offer a tempting and comfortable alternative to what we were offering, but that it needed to be resisted if we were to succeed. 

We were determined that everyone in the organisation would make their way up the ladder based solely on their own merit. Any practices that worked counter to that could not be accommodated. We never wavered from that philosophy and people soon grew to appreciate its benefits. If we were to be strong enough to compete with the very best banks and financial services companies in the world then we needed to build a gridiron of professionalism. Informal hierarchies, groups or networks that were not consistent with a transparent and merit-driven culture were not allowed to flourish. 

Our goal was to create an elite institution, an oasis of sanity within Nigeria’s ocean of underdevelopment. In my most private moments I sometimes wondered if the doubters were right and we were attempting to achieve the impossible. I was sure that we could build an elite institution, providing high-level services and financial value to our shareholders. But would it be possible to sustain such high ideals unless the entire country changed as well? 

It was all very well to train our staff with these high-minded values, but every day after work they would be returning to the reality of Nigeria, filled as it is with unreformed characters who continue to embrace mediocre standards. This was also the society that our customers lived in. Could we really continue to struggle against such powerful forces day after day for years and decades to come? 

If our values express what is important to each of us as individuals, the same is also true of businesses, most particularly when those businesses are banks. 

Values form the basis of our culture and they should be something that we each draw from deep within ourselves and then bring out into the world, rather than something that we learn from a textbook and then put on like a new suit of clothes. 

We were determined that our values within Access would be a reflection of who we were, both as people and as a business. Those values had to be right and true because they would be driving everything that we wanted our stakeholders, especially our customers, to experience in each and every interaction they had with us every day. You know when you meet a person who has a strong value system, which is the same as yours, and the same is true of a business. Banks need to form lifelong relationships with their stakeholders, a little like choosing marriage partners, and such relationships can only blossom and endure if the core values on both sides are compatible, constructive and built to last. 

When deciding on our core values the first word that we focused on was

‘excellence’. In 2002 we were setting out on a quest for excellence in everything we did. Excellence was a word we used a lot and we still do; so what exactly do we mean when we use it? We mean surpassing ordinary standards to be the best in all that we do, setting a standard for what it means to be exceptional and never losing sight of our commitment to that standard, even when the going gets tough and there is a temptation to cut corners and take shortcuts. When someone tells you to ‘jump’, for instance, you don’t just do it, you first ask ‘why’, then second, 

‘how high?’, and then you jump twice that height. In the event that the answer to

‘why’ is inconsistent with your values then you don’t jump at all. If our best was not good enough we had to reconfigure ourselves to ensure it became so. 

Excellence was followed by ‘trust’, ‘team work’, ‘a passion for customers’, 

‘ethics’ and ‘continuous learning’. Those were the fundamental core values upon which we planned to build Access Bank’s expansion. We were determined to strive to attain the highest standards through passionate and painstaking attention to detail. We were also determined that our operations would at all times be transparent and would always comply with regulations, while our decisions would all be based purely on business interests. We wanted to be able to demonstrate to anyone who might challenge us that our consciences were entirely clear about every decision we made. Too many bankers in Nigeria in the previous few years had been exposed as being willing to risk their depositors’

interests in a bid to generate wealth for themselves, their friends and families –

and many more would be similarly exposed around the world in the coming years. We certainly intended to prosper, but by doing things properly. At Access the customers would always come first and we were sure that if we focused on that the bank would do well in the long term as a result. 

We were completely dedicated to serving our customers, but that did not just mean delivering excellent customer service with lots of branches full of smiling faces; it had to go beyond that. Although they might complain about queues at teller points and branches not being close by when they needed them, those were not the critical roles that banks are meant to play in any country. Customers should certainly enjoy efficient and pleasant customer service and that might lead them to favour one bank over another, but what the Nigerian customer

needed went well beyond quick service at the teller point. They required banks to be vehicles of economic empowerment, enabling them to set up and run businesses, invest wisely or buy homes for their families through the judicious provision of finance. By providing seed money and the right products and services we, as bankers, have the power to lift our customers up through the value-chain and improve their lives. We could also provide financial education, helping people to understand clearly how our products and services worked and how they could use them to their own benefit. It was a mission in life that anyone could be proud of. 

Our aim was, and still is, to provide financial inclusion by supplying finance to those individuals and communities that traditionally have limited or no access to funds. It is not an entirely selfless aim because if we can help our customers to prosper then they will have greater banking needs and we will prosper as a direct result. We want to help the people of Nigeria and other African countries to prosper and if the African Continent prospers then the whole world benefits. 

By embedding the empowerment of customers at the heart of our corporate philosophy our employees learnt to always approach customers with a positive

‘can do’ attitude and to respond with creative solutions to those needs that were identified. Too often customers in Nigeria were being made to feel that they were an inconvenience to their banks, when they were in fact the very essence of them. Any bank that wanted to prosper in the 21st century needed to provide its customers with rapid service delivery, reliability, accuracy and value for money through efficient processes, the right technology and the quality of its people. It was a process we started in 2002 and as a result our customers were soon enjoying all-round attention from us, but we have never stopped looking for new ways to deepen our relationship with them. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Finding and Developing the Best People

Alongside our customers, the other most important element of the business for us was our own employees within the bank, who I always refer to as my

‘colleagues’. A company that wants to achieve long-term success must be able to attract, develop, motivate and retain the very best people. Once they have recruited them they need to provide the right organisational structure to nurture them and the appropriate systems policies and culture to encourage and support them. This should not be a haphazard process; a conscious decision must be taken to develop a culture of managing talent to bring out the best in people. 

Employees are the core of most businesses, but particularly banking, and right from the beginning we set out to design our human resource management practices to be robust enough to meet the disparate needs of individual employees. We had worked for other organisations ourselves and we understood that it was vital to encourage a sense of ownership in all aspects of the business in order to motivate people to do their best, and important to develop the requisite professional and ethical behavioural standards in every single employee. And so we set out in 2002 to create an organisation with a well-motivated staff who enjoyed continuing career satisfaction and who took pride in working for Access Bank. 

I have always taken a deep personal interest in the people we recruit and between 2002 and 2011, I chose to interview every single professional we would employ. I ended up interviewing more than five thousand people, becoming the final screening point of a very rigorous recruitment process. 

Even if you pick the very best people, particularly at the entry level, you can’t expect them to walk straight into the job and understand everything that is required. That was why we had to establish our intensive four-month training programme for entry-level recruits, known as the ‘Access Bank School of Banking Excellence’, aimed at developing and moulding the character and personality of our new recruits in line with the corporate standards that we believe in so passionately. 

In designing the Access Bank School, we were heavily influenced by my experience at Continental Merchant Bank (formerly Chase). Chase Merchant Bank was known for producing some of the world’s best credit officers in the 70s and 80s. The source of its strength was The Chase Credit School in New York, where Chase assembled its high potential lending officers for a one-year programme, teaching them the fundamentals of credit, how to manage customer relationships and giving them on-the-job training at Chase offices in New York. 

By the time I joined Continental they had stopped sending people to New York but had tried to emulate the same programme within Nigeria. I was fortunate to actually work in the credit risk department in the first few weeks of my National Youth Service Year at Chase, which exposed me to this training. 

Subsequently, at GTB the founders established an entry-level training programme, which its entry-level employees had to undergo. We liked what we had seen at GTB but felt that it was not adequate given what we wanted to achieve, and so we created a four-month entry-level training programme, which would be known not just for the broad range of skills it imparted but also for its

‘Boot Camp’ rigour. Participants must do fifteen exams and they must score higher than sixty-five per cent in every single one of them or else they don’t graduate. Over time in Nigeria our school became the acknowledged gold standard for professional entry-level training, not just in banking but across other professions. 

Entry to the programme isn’t restricted to Nigerians, we take in citizens from

every country where we operate and these graduates form the core of Access Bank’s staff in those countries. At the time of writing we have graduated more than eighty classes containing approximately twenty people in each class, making a total of around two thousand graduates, half of whom are still working within Access. It costs the bank about two million naira (around US$15,000) per person and some argue that in making our people so attractive to our competitors we are losing money whenever Access school graduates leave us for other organisations. We take the view that the Access Bank School of Excellence is not just for the benefit of our bank but will benefit Africa. Our graduates will also always be Access Bank ambassadors wherever they go in the world. We have created a culture worthy of emulation and we believe that over time this will only positively impact on the larger banking community across Africa. 

In 2002 we also drew up a ‘Code of Conduct’, which specified the behaviour that we expected of our staff and the core of that code is still in operation today. 

The Code requires that everyone should sign a confirmation that they have read and understood it upon employment. In addition there is a re-affirmation process that requires each member of staff to confirm understanding of and compliance with the Code at least once a year. The Bank also developed a compliance manual that provides guidelines for addressing violations and breaches and ensuring enforcement of discipline with respect to staff conduct, and a disciplinary guide which provides sample offences and violations and prescribes disciplinary measures to be adopted in various cases. The head of Human Resources is responsible for the design and implementation of the Code of Conduct, while the chief compliance officer is responsible for monitoring and ensuring compliance. 

From the beginning we always aimed to be a merit-driven organisation and so our performance management system was designed to measure each employee’s performance against clear and objectively defined goals. The level of achievement of those goals would determine both the growth of the organisation and the progress of every individual employee. Of course you must provide the resources required to ensure the attainment of those goals and we made it a point of duty to ensure that our people never lacked the tools and resources required to perform. Today our performance management culture is clearly understood to be

aimed at developing high-performing and socially responsible employees. In order to retain the best talent in the industry we consistently reward high performers and teams with both monetary and non-monetary compensation – for instance, some of our key talents have been sponsored for post-graduate degree programmes at prestigious institutions such as Oxford University, the Massachusetts Institute for Technology and so on. 

Whenever I read the stories of successful companies such as Sony and Hewlett Packard, I was always struck by the amount of time they invested in thinking through their corporate cultures. They would have the ‘Sony Way’ or the ‘HP

Way’ all written up so that new recruits knew exactly what they were buying into. We wanted to do the same and so together with Bolaji Agbede, head of Human Resources for Access Bank plc, we wrote a guide called ‘The Access Way’ and created an electronic archive of past events, internal memos, etc., so that new employees could have points of reference by which they could connect with the history of the company. 

At the beginning, we had spent many days together ‘In the Bush’ but as our numbers grew we could no longer involve the entire organisation in intimate brain-storming gatherings. However, entire departments could still meet in the bush and engage in team building exercises, watching films like Remember the Titans, an inspiring American sports film starring Denzel Washington, brainstorming and discussing the way forward. 

I looked for organisations which could become benchmarks for us, companies like Southwest Airlines²⁵ in the US and Manchester United Football Club²  in the UK, and studied them in detail. Very few Nigerian institutions have approached these issues in such detail and in doing so we have benefited immensely. 

The culture of Access is not for everyone and we have had instances of people who have joined us because they want to be associated with our success story, and have then found it too demanding. Likewise we have had people who have

been tempted to leave us for other companies but have then come back to us because they can’t find a culture like ours anywhere else. One of my colleagues, for instance, joined us in 2002 and was then recruited by another bank to run their Ghana operation, but he eventually came back to us, retiring as an executive director in 2013. 

The typical day in the life of Access Bank professionals sees them combine the functions of a management consultant, auditor and investment banker with the usual functions associated with commercial banking. All of this means that choosing to work in Access Bank implies a readiness to make personal sacrifices. 

Initially, we did not quite do enough to prepare our senior employees, who did not have the opportunity of going through our entry-level programme for the Access way of doing things. We had created a system whereby the fittest thrived and as we grew larger we realised that we had to invest more at the early point of people’s careers with us to give them the mentoring and support systems they needed to last the course. We needed to ensure that we married the personal needs of employees with the needs of the Bank, but that didn’t mean we would opt for a paternalistic approach to doing things. If someone has a personal emergency they need to know that the Company will support and help them in any way it can, without any angles to it. 

We continue to look for ways of making the organisation a great place for employees to work. In 2013, we completed the Access Bank Fitness and Recreational Centre, a three-storey structure fifty yards from the Bank’s headquarters, which hosts a crèche, a gym, a restaurant and a club, all built to very high standards. These are just some of the investments that illustrate the extent to which we are prepared to go to ensure that Access Bank is a worthy employer. People respond well to employers who are fair to them and who demonstrate that they care about their long-term welfare. 

CHAPTER EIGHT

Regulatory-led Reform

There were many important reforms introduced during Dr Joseph Sanusi’s term as governor of the CBN, both within the CBN itself and in banking generally, which threw up both opportunities and challenges. Joseph Sanusi was determined to instil greater professionalism into the sector in matters of ethics and professional conduct. He realised, for instance, that the foreign exchange market was rife with malpractice, both by banks and their customers. He chose to embark on a zero-tolerance regime with respect to regulatory compliance. 

Any bank found wanting would face severe sanctions. 

Nigeria remains an import-dependent country and a significant part of the banking industry’s revenues, particularly at that time, accrued from trade finance services and hinged upon the provision of foreign exchange services to Nigerian importers. 

The first unpleasant surprise that we came across once we joined Access was the discovery that despite earlier CBN sanctions for foreign exchange malpractice, which had led to the exit of its former senior executives, the succeeding management team had continued with the same practices. We conducted a thorough internal investigation and took swift disciplinary action against everyone who was found culpable. We immediately self-reported all our findings and actions to the CBN, appealing that if they imposed more sanctions Access Bank’s transformation project would be stillborn. We made a special plea for clemency. Appreciating our efforts to investigate and report these infractions, and knowing that they pre-dated our arrival at the institution, the CBN took cognisance of the fragile state of the Bank and chose not to impose additional

sanctions for the malpractices that we had identified. 

If we had not acted swiftly and decisively, Access Bank would have faced severe sanctions and a key aspect of our value proposition to our target market would have been put in jeopardy. We needed to be pro-active in explaining our case and to be transparent in dealing with the issue. 

Forty other banks, however, faced sanctions and were banned from the foreign exchange markets for at least a year. The fact that we were still in business meant that this near tragedy became an opportunity as the affected banks still needed to process their customers’ foreign exchange transactions and were desperate to retain those customers. We brainstormed around this opportunity and realised that it could be a game changer. Something that had nearly destroyed us just might turn out to be the best thing that could have happened to us. 

We visited each of the forty sanctioned banks and put forward the same proposition. We offered to create a system whereby they could process their customers’ foreign exchange transactions seamlessly through us, while Access Bank would be barely visible to their customers. All forty of them were relieved to be offered a way out of their difficulties. They agreed to the solution and started to process their foreign exchange transactions through us. 

That meant that in our first two months of being in business we went from being a forex nobody to becoming one of Nigeria’s top five forex Banks. It did not take long for the international banking community to notice that several letters of credit coming out of Nigeria were being established by Access Bank, a name that was new to them. It put us on the map internationally and enhanced our profile considerably, while of course contributing to our bottom line at the same time. We had hit the ground running. 

My banking career, from 1988 to 2013, has spanned five different governors of the CBN. My tenure as CEO of Access Bank intersected with three of these governors; in 1999 Chief (Dr) Joseph Sanusi, a traditional, conservative banker, was appointed as CBN governor. In 2004 Professor Charles Chukwuma Soludo, an economist and academic, was appointed the eighth governor of the CBN and announced a radical reform programme. Mallam Lamido Sanusi, a banker and risk-management expert, followed in 2009 and will exit in 2014. 

These three men have, in their different ways, been instrumental in shaping, changing and influencing the development of Nigerian banking over the last fifteen years. Consistent with our values throughout the twelve years that I worked in Access Bank, we strived to earn the respect of our regulators, irrespective of who was in charge. At all points in time we took steps to understand in great detail what the regulatory agenda was and ensured that our corporate goals, objectives and practices were in alignment with the regulatory expectations. 

The position of governor of the CBN has always been important, especially given the peculiarities of Nigeria’s economy, and in view of our many economic challenges the role of the CBN is contentious and can from time to time be controversial. Banking and the economy are topics that everyone has strong opinions about and no governor can hope to please all the citizens all of the time. 

At the beginning of the new century the ten largest Nigerian banks accounted for around half of the industry’s total assets and liabilities, while most of the rest of the country’s banks each had a capitalisation of less than ten million dollars. 

Even the largest bank only had a capital base of US$240-million, half the size of the capital base of the smallest bank in Malaysia. Despite their relatively small size, most of the Nigerian banks had bloated cost structures, with high fixed costs and high operating expenses. Often there was a herd behaviour leading to bunching effects such as too many branches concentrated in the same locations, high customer concentrations in terms of loans and deposits and over-reliance on public sector business. These combined to put greater pressure on bankers to


differentiate themselves in saturated markets, making it even more tempting for them to indulge in sharp practices to stay in business. 

History has shown that deposit-money banking has followed a classic pattern of development in virtually every country, and Nigeria has been no exception. It starts by being highly fragmented, with numerous players entering the market, and then consolidates in a series of waves until you are eventually left with a handful of larger and, hopefully, efficient institutions. In most countries that consolidation process has taken hundreds of years, but it has been far more rapid in Nigeria. This has allowed bankers of my generation to view the whole process from close proximity during our lifetimes, whereas in other countries they have learnt about such processes from history books. 

Nigeria’s Central Bank has the dual mandate of overseeing price stability and financial system stability. In fulfilling this mandate each of the three governors between 1999 and 2009 has exerted enormous influence on the growth and development of industry participants, in particular through their different approaches to dealing with issues of industry consolidation. 

Joseph Sanusi came into the post of governor when the banking industry was beginning to witness interesting developments in automation and it was under his leadership that the CBN began to instigate improvements in the payment systems at a national level. Although a number of banks had made good progress in terms of automating their systems and processes, inter-bank settlement and cheque clearing across the industry were still manual, with huge inefficiencies such as the length of time it took to transfer money from one bank to another. 

Banking operations were rather rudimentary, quite expensive and cash-driven. 

Joseph Sanusi recognised that the status quo was a major constraint to the growth and development of the Nigerian economy; it was under his leadership that the CBN came up with a far-reaching national payment transformation plan which underpins the more recent reforms that Nigeria’s payment landscape is witnessing.²⁷ Towards the end of his tenure he sprung a surprise which served as a precursor to the banking consolidation agenda made famous by his successor, 

Professor Soludo. 

One day towards the end of 2003, the Director of Banking Operations at the CBN called a meeting and invited representatives from all the banks to attend. I had heard through the grapevine that the meeting would introduce significant changes to banking operations but I had no inkling as to what it was going to be about. When I entered the room I could see only one other bank CEO in the audience, which puzzled me. Why did the other banks not think this was important enough for their most senior people to be there? Did they all know something that I didn’t? 

Once we were seated the CBN’s Director of Banking Operations introduced the subject matter, speaking about potential changes to the settlement banking system. The CBN was going to appoint a number of the large commercial banks to act as Settlement Banks and the others (comprising other commercial banks and the merchant banks) would from then on process their cheques through them. The CBN believed that for systemic stability and an orderly system they needed to categorise banks in this manner. It is the typical way that clearing and settlement systems evolve, but I had not realised that we were about to take such a dramatic step forward in Nigeria, one that would give formal recognition to the competitive realities of a fast consolidating banking sector. Essentially it would make clear for the whole world to see the difference between the ‘men’ and the

‘boys’ as far as deposit money banks were concerned. 

I had projected that such a move was ten years ahead, by which time I believed that Access Bank would have grown large enough to be an automatic choice as one of the settlement banks. We were nowhere near reaching that point after barely one year. 

This was the first I had heard of the plan and the gravity of the potential consequences for us at Access threw me off balance. I tried to focus my thoughts. Looking around the room I could see that there were some who had

either heard of it before and knew they would be Settlement Banks, and many others who were not bothered by the effects it would have on their organisations. 

Based on what they were telling us I could see that Access Bank was not close to meeting the criteria needed to become a Settlement Bank, which meant we would be relegated to what would effectively be the ‘other ranks’ of the new system. This would be completely contrary to all our carefully laid out plans. 

One of our corporate objectives was that should such a system ever be introduced, we needed to be one of the chosen settlement banks. We believed this was a prerequisite to becoming a leading bank in the country. 

If we were not part of this chosen group the door could be shut on us or they could raise additional barriers that we would be compelled to overcome before we could once more move forward. The opportunities for those banks chosen to be Settlement Banks to grow could be potentially limitless. The image that came into my spinning mind was that I was once more in danger of being left on the tarmac with my suitcase, watching as my competitors took off without me. 

The fact that only two bank CEOs had thought it worth attending the meeting, one of whom was me, seemed to suggest that the others either didn’t recognise the importance of this announcement to their future potential for growth, or else they were so confident that they would be amongst those who would meet the necessary criteria to be awarded Settlement Bank status that they did not feel they needed to worry. I, however, was extremely worried, my concerns bordering on being paranoid. 

The moment I returned to the office I called a meeting and put together a team to find out what steps we would need to take in order to become a Settlement Bank. 

It was not long before it became crystal clear that we were not going to be able to meet the requirements in time: we simply weren’t big enough yet. We didn’t have enough branches. We couldn’t meet the collateral requirements. We had done well in our first year but at that stage we were probably still no higher than about number forty in the rankings in terms of size. 

Our first thought was that we should try to put together a consortium of other banks in a similar position, which Access would lead, so that we could then act as a Settlement Bank as part of that consortium. There were bound to be other banks who felt that they needed protection from any predatory banks who might take advantage of their Settlement Bank status. In most countries where you have Settlement Banks the rules state that they are not allowed to take advantage of that role in order to poach the customers of other banks that come to settle through them. They could not take advantage, in other words, of the data they received from other banks and abuse the privilege of their Settlement Bank status to the disadvantage of the smaller banks. We were worried, however, that due to the lack of sophistication that still existed in the Nigerian marketplace, some people might be tempted to misbehave once they were in a position to do so, and we wanted to protect ourselves from that eventuality if it ever arose. 

We went to work and put together a potential consortium of between ten and fifteen banks, all of us agreeing that we would pool our business and channel it through one Settlement Bank, with whom we would draw up a set of rules to protect ourselves from any predatory behaviour. When we took the idea to the CBN they were not very supportive, probably with the view that it would dilute the impact of what they were trying to achieve with the changes. In the end we were unable to make the consortium concept work despite all our efforts, and we had to accept that we were going to have to swallow our disappointment and prepare ourselves in case this plane returned to the tarmac. 

We then had to choose a Settlement Bank to work through and we ended up with one of the ‘Big Three’. Determined that we would not put our franchise at risk I spent a lot of time with their CEO, to obtain assurances that our growth and plans would not be put in jeopardy. 

There is a book by Andrew Grove, president and CEO of Intel, titled Only the Paranoid Survive. There is a lot of truth in that seemingly flippant title. We had been paranoid about the possibility that we were in danger of being put out of business. In Nigeria any company that allows itself to remain an underdog for

too long will inevitably be crushed by its competitors. We had to continue fighting to grow bigger and stronger. 

One day in 2004 my clearing people informed me that our Settlement Bank had requested us to bring our clearing cheques to their offices for inspection before they would allow us to present them at the clearing house. This request was made ostensibly to enable our Settlement Bank to determine whether the underlying risk was acceptable to them or not. This was exactly what I had feared. I knew that there were some banks that were in poor shape and might well have been exposing their Settlement Banks to liquidity and counterparty risks, but our Settlement Bank knew better and should have been able to distinguish between Access Bank risk and the risks of the smaller, marginal banks. There was no way I was willing to allow our franchise to be belittled in that manner. It was a question of professional pride and dignity and making sure that people accorded us the due respect that our position merited. 

I picked up the phone and called very senior people in the CBN to inform them about what was happening and that we were going to change our Settlement Bank immediately. I called the MD, as well as an executive director of First Bank, to find out what their collateral requirements were. By now, after two years, we had sufficient liquidity to post collateral simultaneously with two Settlement Banks, if that was what was required. We permitted our Settlement Bank to retain the collateral we had placed with them and opened another account with First Bank, providing them with additional collateral to the extent they required. Two days later our Settlement Bank realised that we were no longer clearing through them and were now clearing through First Bank. We gave them as much time as they wanted to return our collateral to us. 

By the time another window of opportunity to become a Settlement Bank was opened, around 2007, we had met all the criteria apart from the requirement to have branches in every State capital of Nigeria. We had, however, prepared ourselves thoroughly to satisfy that requirement as well and had applied for and received approval to open branches in all the required locations. When the

window was opened for a second time we ensured that we were not left on the tarmac. The day we were appointed to be a Settlement Bank was an important milestone for everyone within the Bank. Our hard work had paid off and we had taken another major step forward. 

Prior to this time Professor Soludo²⁸ had become governor of the CBN, and he had a more radical approach to consolidating the banking sector. He was not a banker by profession. He was an economist, having been chief economic advisor to President Obasanjo and part of the Government’s economic management team. It was this team that had originally sent out signals that they would be looking for an annual GDP growth rate of seven per cent and for an agenda of consolidating the banks down to a figure of ten from the ninety that still existed. 

In June 2004 he invited all bank CEOs and chairmen to a meeting at the CBN

headquarters in Abuja. Some of the other banks may have known what the meeting was going to be about, but we did not. As I settled into an impressive conference room in CBN’s new headquarters, I prepared myself for something big. I was determined not to have my equilibrium shaken in the same manner it had been the last time I had attended a meeting of this sort. Whatever they were about to throw at us, I was confident that this time we would be up to it. 

‘By the end of December 2005,’ Soludo announced once he had come to the podium, ‘any bank that does not have twenty-five billion naira [close to US$200-million] in capital will have its licence withdrawn.’

The silence that fell on the room testified to how great a shock this was, even to those who thought they were prepared. At that stage our capital at Access Bank was about four billion naira, less than a sixth of the figure required. This time I was not so disturbed as I had been by the Settlement Bank announcement because I saw a clear path towards compliance, but it was still a dramatic announcement. Some people in the audience tried to protest at the relatively short notice they had been given, but Soludo would accept no arguments. The

decision had been made and it was final. He had the total backing of the country’s President and the subject was not up for debate. 

The announcement came as a surprise to many since the banking system in Nigeria was considered to be basically sound, despite the many sharp practices that were known to still be going on, and we had been witnessing increased foreign investment. By decreeing that the minimum capital requirement for running a bank would rise to twenty-five billion, the CBN was demanding an increase of a multiple of twelve, which meant no bank could remain small any longer. The objective, which was laudable, was to transform the Nigerian banking industry in order to make it the undisputed leader in Africa and at the same time to make it able to compete globally. 

Similar moves towards increasing the size of banks were being made in other banking jurisdictions and although it did not always lead to beneficial results, it fitted well with the ambitions we had nurtured ever since buying Access, of becoming one of the country’s leading financial institutions. Once again this was like an announcement that the Nigerian banking industry was about to take off on another flight and we were all going to have to work hard to ensure that we didn’t get left behind on the tarmac. 

Professor Soludo also mentioned that the CBN had identified some banks as having weak corporate governance, alluding to poor compliance and ethics, late or non-publication of bank accounts, perhaps even gross insider abuses. All these things were resulting in huge non-performing loans and insolvency, as evidenced by negative shareholder funds, and over-dependence on public sector deposits. By his team’s calculation sixty-two banks, including Access, were classified as being sound, fourteen as marginal and eleven were declared to be unsound. 

So, it was in order to protect the banking system from possible collapse that the decision had been taken to increase the minimum capitalisation or shareholder

funds of each bank to twenty-five billion naira. This could be achieved either through public offerings or through mergers and/or acquisitions. Soludo believed this would improve the efficiency of all the players and would make us all stronger financially so that we would be better able to finance the many large-scale infrastructure schemes needed to deal with the problems which had beset Nigeria ever since independence, particularly when it came to the reliable power supply which is fundamental to almost any modern business. 

With this change in the rules some small banks which had been very efficiently run for many years were going to have to alter and grow out of all recognition or face the prospect of being closed down, which was an option we were definitely not willing to consider after only two years in business. There was a deadline of just eighteen months to comply with this new regulation and find a way to increase our shareholder funds to at least twenty-five billion. Whatever happened, the number of banks was bound to shrink dramatically in the following months because most were going to have to merge with former rivals in order to reach the required size in time, and we wanted to make sure that Access did not disappear into another bank. 

CHAPTER NINE

Raising Twenty-Five Billion

At the end of the meeting convened by Governor Soludo the chairmen and CEOs of the smaller banks staggered from the room as if they had just been through a war zone. I drove straight to the airport and on the plane found myself with Atedo Peterside, the managing director of IBTC, a major investment bank in the country. I told him that I was going to give him a mandate to raise capital for us immediately so that Access Bank would come to the market the following month. 

‘That is fine,’ he told me, ‘but another bank has already asked me to bring them to market next month. I can’t bring two banks out at the same time.’

This was bad news. I thought for a moment. The longest I could afford to wait was one month. Could he bring us to market in a couple of months’ time? He agreed that it was possible and I made the decision there and then. 

As Soludo dropped his bombshell I was already texting Herbert about the announcement, telling him that our dreams had just come true. Not only were we in a position to raise the money we needed, we had also been given permission to look at possible mergers and acquisitions. We would not be running into the same sort of resistance that we had faced when buying Access because almost every bank was facing the challenge of raising capital. In fact we were probably further down the line than any of our competitors at that stage because prior to Soludo’s announcement as a result of the Settlement Banking development we

had mandated HSBC to look at acquisition options. 

Between 2002 and 2004 we had become one of the twenty largest banks in Nigeria and had established a track record for the payment of dividend and bonus shares to shareholders, we had become one of the most actively traded stocks on the Nigerian Stock Exchange and we had provided compounded returns of over eight hundred per cent to shareholders. We had been nominated as Bank of the Year 2003 by ThisDay Newspaper and had been conferred ‘A’

rating by the Global Credit Rating Company. We were one of the top ten on the CBN’s FX Dutch Auction System and had been selected by European Investment Bank as only one of six banks to benefit from the fifty million euro Nigerian SME Facility. We were one of only three banks in Nigeria to benefit from an FMO facility. 

I was confident that we could demonstrate that we had a focused, well-executed business strategy and strong effective management. We were a ‘lean and mean’

institution with superior earnings capacity. However, raising capital from the public when we had just two years of impressive performance to speak of and did not yet have a huge branch network to promote our brand was bound to be a major challenge. We were very sure that our transformation agenda was on the right path because of all the things that we had been doing internally, but it was a big task to convince a Nigerian public, which had seen a number of banks fail less than ten years ago, to invest twenty-one billion naira (more than US$150-million) in a bank with a two-year track record. 

So we came up with a public offer of shares priced at N2.90k share, we called it

‘an offer you can’t refuse’ with a target subscription level of N8 billion.²

This offer was going to be a significant test of our mission to ‘go beyond the ordinary to achieve the impossible in the quest for excellence’. It would test whether or not we had the most productive and committed workforce of any bank in Nigeria. 

Potential investors could see the great promise that our two-year track record foretold. Indeed in our first year we had recorded profits of N1 billion, exceeding the cumulative profits of the bank since its inception, but they couldn’t necessarily see what would happen to their investment if we fell short of meeting the N25 billion target. That was a psychological barrier we had to get them over if we intended to raise any money at all. 

Investors had to be convinced that we could successfully scale Soludo’s hurdle before they would make their subscriptions, because no one wants to invest in a business unless they are sure it is going to remain in existence. We also knew that investors wanted the assurance that the Access Bank in which they invested in 2004 would remain the same after December 2005. People wanted assurances that the board and management, the corporate philosophy and brand would not become diluted to the point of no recognition, all in a bid to meet the capitalisation requirement. 

The board of directors met and we agreed that our name, our culture and our vision of transformation would remain intact. We told ourselves that our board and management would be preserved. With these outcomes in mind we came up with our game plan. Everyone was going to be involved in marketing the public offer. The CEO, DMD and other executives of the bank would lead like Israeli generals, from the front, never asking their troops to do anything they themselves were not willing to do, and more. We knew that issuing houses do not market offers; issuers do, so we set targets for subscription for all professional staff, including the CEO. Initially we chose not to involve our non-professional staff, such as secretaries. We felt it was not the right thing to do, but when we invited our professional staff to a town hall meeting of all employees, where we would discuss the upcoming campaign, I noticed that we had an audience that was much larger than our professional staff headcount. When I sought to know why, I was told that several secretarial staff had elected to attend the session. I thanked them for coming but assured the non-professional staff that they were not expected to participate in the marketing campaign and excused them from attendance. At that point one of the secretaries raised her hand. 

‘I work for Access Bank,’ she informed me, ‘I want a target too.’

Realising that all our people were equally keen for the bank to meet its offer target, we made sure from then on that we involved everyone. 

We traversed the length and breadth of Nigeria with our campaign, approaching high net worth individuals as well as going into the markets to talk to the market women. We talked to professional trade groups and investors of every size, spreading the word across Nigeria wherever we could. It was like running a national election campaign. We launched an award-winning Bullet train television advert and sent out hundreds of thousands of posters and day by day more subscriptions kept pouring in. Eventually we were one hundred and thirty-three per cent subscribed, raising one of the highest amounts of any of the other banks seeking capital during that period. 

If we had achieved our target of eight billion it would have taken our capital to twelve billion and we would then have been looking to merge with another institution to raise the rest. We ended up raising fifteen billion from the offer, but based on Securities and Exchange Regulations we could only retain twelve billion. We had to return the balance to the general public. It was a great endorsement of our future prospects and a sign that Nigeria liked what we were doing, an endorsement of our core values and vision. Combined with our existing capital and retained profits for the year, we now had seventeen billion naira, leaving us needing another eight billion. We still needed to identify the right partners with whom to merge. 

We immediately started to prospect for potential merger partners, while at the same time continuing to raise additional capital. We engaged in lengthy discussions with mid-sized banks, the most interesting of which was with a leading investment bank which, had we reached an agreement, might have

resulted in the creation of an outstanding universal banking franchise. Sadly we were unable to reach the necessary concessions on each side. Perhaps it reflected the painful reality that mergers of equals were not possible under the terms of engagement dictated by Professor Soludo’s reform programme. 

Following our unsuccessful efforts at engineering a merger of equals, we set our sights on business combinations with smaller institutions whose corporate values and organisational practices were not so far removed from ours that we found them unacceptable. Two names that came up were Marina Bank and Capital Bank. Marina Bank had been founded by the prominent Folawiyo family and Capital Bank was formerly Credit Lyonnais, having been renamed by the Nigerian shareholders following their foreign partner’s decision to exit Nigeria. 

In April 2005 we finalised the agreements to merge Access Bank plc with Capital Bank International (formerly Credit Lyonnais Nigeria) and Marina International Bank³ , absorbing them into one single institution called Access Bank. The integration of these three large corporate entities was concluded in a record sixty days, which has subsequently become a model for integration in the Nigerian banking sector. 

It was vital to keep disruption to customers to a minimum during the merger process and once the integration was complete we were then able to refocus our attention and define the strategic direction for the bank, positioning it to compete successfully in the dramatically unfolding banking landscape and to take advantage of the many opportunities that were now revealing themselves in the market. 

Both Marina and Capital were meant to contribute four billion naira (approximately US$30-million) each to the net worth of the combined institution. However, post-merger, we established a shortfall in the contributions of Capital Bank, leaving us shy of our twenty-five billion target, which was now just a few weeks away. We had to find a way to raise that money immediately or

we would still be out of the game for good. We looked at all our options. 

Another offer? Another merger? A strategic investor? At this late hour none of these options was on the table. 

In 2004 the FMO in the Netherlands had made a fifteen million dollar convertible debt investment in Access Bank which would now prove pivotal. 

They had invested in a debt instrument with an option open for them to convert that investment into equity. If we could just persuade them that this was good timing, but they would have to do it while everyone else in the world of finance had closed shop for Christmas. We placed a call to them in the middle of December and requested an audience to discuss the possibility of them converting their investment. Although the institution was operating skeletally for Christmas they mobilised their credit, investment, risk and other relevant officers to listen to us. Their board was also put on standby. 

Their philosophy is that a ‘strong private sector leads to economic and social development’, and to that end they invest in sectors where they believe their contribution will have the highest long-term impact, such as financial institutions, energy, agribusiness, food and water. The primary purpose for the investment in Access Bank was that the proceeds would be employed to fund Access’s financing of the development of long term infrastructural projects in the oil and gas, real estate and telecommunications sectors. It would also be applied to support the Bank’s growing international trade activities and for implementing its retail banking strategy. We were a strong equity investment case for them, but would they be willing to take a chance at such short notice? 

If we could persuade them to convert that investment now, then it would instantly close the funding gap, making all the difference between success and failure. 

Herbert and I flew to Amsterdam and took a train to the Hague. We made the case personally, explaining that we had only a few days left before the deadline

and so needed them to make a decision immediately. They listened politely and then asked us to wait while they discussed our proposal in private. We were left in a room on our own with everything we had worked for since 2001 hanging in the balance. We just sat, unable to even find the words to talk to one another, and waited. After what seemed like an eternity they called us back in and told us their board of directors had given them the approval to convert. To this day I believe it is the FMO’s most successful equity investment.³¹

We flew straight back to Nigeria and went to the CBN with the news. It seemed too good to be true, and the CBN thought so too. 

‘They agreed to convert just like that?’ Imala, who still had to decide whether to approve the conversion to equity, asked, incredulous. 

He was sure there must be a catch. It seemed impossible that we could have pulled off something so implausible at the very last moment. Eventually, with no more than hours to spare, he approved the conversion and formally informed us that Access Bank had met the twenty-five billion capital requirement. 

Overcoming the Soludo challenge came at great cost to me physically. The challenging nature of the Nigerian business environment and the sometimes unbearable weight of expectation from various stakeholders places a great burden on the physical and mental wellbeing of Nigerian bank CEOs; several have suffered major medical crises as a result. I have always maintained a high level of personal fitness, but my health suffered between 2004 and 2005. I ignored the advice of my physicians and the clear signs that the physical and mental exertions of the time had taken an immense toll on my body. One day in 2005 my body gave up and I ended up in a Nigerian hospital, losing blood as fast as my family members (including Herbert) could donate it. After two days I was flown by air ambulance to London. I was out of the country for six weeks recuperating and building up my strength for the final push towards the N25

billion final tape. Herbert filled the vacuum at this very critical time in our

history most admirably. 

Agusto & Co reported at financial year end, March 2006, that Access Bank’s total assets and contingents had grown by a hundred and fifty per cent after incorporating the assets of the former Marina Bank and Capital Bank. The two mergers had accounted for twenty-five per cent of the growth of total assets; most of our growth came from a significant surge in our deposits in the last quarter of the financial year. The Nigerian public were not only buying our shares, they were also opening accounts in their thousands. They went on to say that they considered Access Bank’s management to be ‘experienced’ and our staff productivity to be ‘significantly better’ than that of our peers. They reported that our integration with the former Marina Bank and Capital Bank had provided us with a wider platform to mobilise deposits and grow business volumes. 

We had faced Soludo’s challenge head-on. I had nearly lost my life in the process but we had arrived in style, with real capital behind us. We had been growing in triple digits every year since we took over the bank and we had been preparing ourselves for this moment. Now we were one of the top ten, we were a Settlement Bank and we were ready and prepared to hit the ground running. 

CHAPTER TEN

Blind Pursuit of Growth

The CBN Act of 2007 gave the Central Bank overall control and administration of the monetary and financial sector policies of the Federal Government in order to ensure monetary and price stability, issue legal tender currency in Nigeria, maintain external reserves to safeguard the international value of the legal tender currency, promote a sound financial system, act as banker and provide economic and financial advice to the Federal Government. The CBN was now empowered with significant independence to pursue its dual mandates of price and financial system stability. 

The Nigerian economy seemed to be achieving an apparently sustainable six per cent rate of growth, much of it from the non-oil sectors such as the booming telecommunications industry. As a country we were enjoying the dividends of democracy while at the same time benefiting from rises in the international price of oil. Professor Soludo won The Banker magazine’s African and Global Central Banker of the Year Awards. His consolidation programme was said by the magazine to be ‘the least-cost, industry-wide restructuring of a banking system anywhere in the world, having cost a paltry one per cent of GDP.’

There was only one problem with Soludo’s reforms. He had made the necessary changes to position the sector for increased capacity and economic relevance. 

However, not enough time was spent on the prudential implications of these changes. Professor Soludo had engineered a spectacular growth in the capital base of Nigerian banks and now those banks had to generate a return on their capital. Due consideration should have been given to the issue of adequate supervision of these emerging mega-banks. The capacity of the regulators as

well as the capacity of the banks themselves had not been properly considered or adequately catered for, with adverse consequences. 

The ‘twenty-five billion naira’ experience seemed to inject an adrenaline rush into the banking system, jump-starting a period of high growth and expansion. 

Professor Soludo had said that Nigerian banks who possessed one billion dollars in capital (one hundred and thirty billion naira at that time) would be afforded special privileges such as managing Nigeria’s foreign reserves. Between 2006

and 2007 with the $1 billion goal in mind a number of Nigerian banks again approached the local and international capital markets to increase their capital. 

Nigerian banks had become the toast of investors seeking exposure to emerging markets. 

The first banks that issued securities, including First Bank, Zenith, Access and GTB, were very well received by the investing public. It was an extremely exciting time for us. We issued Global Depository Receipts (GDRs) as part of a ninety billion naira public offer for subscription. We arranged a very successful international roadshow managed by J.P. Morgan and Renaissance Capital. 

International demand for our GDRs exceeded one billion dollars while local demand for our public offer was in excess of a hundred billion naira (more than US$750 million). We generated well over N200 billion in subscriptions. Because of our disciplined approach to capital management, however, we felt that we should not retain more than N130 billion of the total amount subscribed, which took our shareholders, funds to N166 billion.³²

After this capital-raising frenzy, Nigerian banks discovered that they actually had far more capital than they needed with one of the highest banking industry equity to asset ratios in the world. Looking for returns on their capital and with the liberty to pursue almost any type of banking activity, they started moving into non-traditional lines of business, expanding internationally and growing their risk assets too rapidly, exploring new asset classes such as underwriting stock placements and margin loans. 

By an unfortunate coincidence of timing Nigerian banks embarked on a race to grow their assets just as the mother of global financial storms was brewing. By the time the storm hit Nigeria in 2008 no bank was spared. We were all left with a sour taste in our mouths. The bitterness of each bank’s experience was, however, tempered by the quality of its governance and the quality of its risk management. Those who were weakest in these areas were worst hit and suffered the greatest damage. 

Throughout this period of frenetic asset growth Nigerian banks made errors of strategy and errors of execution. For us at Access the issue was not in our choice of strategy. We had ambitions for geographical expansion beyond Nigeria as well as organic expansion across the country in order to become a truly national bank. We were also making a foray into the middle market and pursuing significant growth in our market share of loans and deposits. With the benefit of hindsight our mistake was our pace of execution. It could be said that we were doing it all too fast and ended up running a little ahead of ourselves. 

We became quite opportunistic, which is not a bad thing, as long as it is tempered with caution. We were concerned, for instance, that other African countries might cease to issue banking licences to Nigerian banks as so many were applying for them, and decided to pursue offshore banking licences quite aggressively. Having obtained those licences we came under pressure to commence operations before we were completely ready, stretching our limited manpower resources given the demands of our successful expansion within Nigeria. 

We also made a conscious decision to support local entrepreneurs in the middle market to a greater degree than we probably should have done. Following the successful deployment of our value chain strategy to sign on and bank several key large corporate customers, we chose to go down the value chain. This meant moving from well-established multinationals to dealing with indigenous entrepreneurs. We took pride in this noble and patriotic move as we were contributing to wealth creation, but it came with significant risks. When the

global financial crisis arrived many of these entrepreneurs were challenged and found it hard to pay back their loans. Access Bank does not shy away from criticism and while we can point to competitors whose mistake were far more damaging, I will admit that we learnt the hard way to ‘hasten slowly’ as Oba Shafi Sule, a past director of the Bank always said. Experience is the best teacher and what doesn’t destroy you makes you stronger. 

In 2008, to preserve the quality of our loan portfolio, we embarked on an aggressive debt recovery effort against some debtors who were avoiding their repayment obligation. I believe that this initiative helped ensure that Access maintained very sound financial safety indicators throughout the crisis. We filed a winding-up application in the Federal High Court to recover a large default of repayment on a loan facility from one borrower, which received a great deal of media coverage. 

‘In the celebrated case of Access Bank,’ Seth Apati writes in his book The Nigerian Banking Sector Reforms, ‘the bank had filed a winding up application in the Federal High Court in early August 2009 over an alleged default on payment of a US$35 million loan facilities. The issues concerned the legal tussle between the bank and the oil company over disagreements over mechanisms for payment of the loan, which had been used to import refined petroleum products into Nigeria in July 2008. While the loan was a regular transaction loan, as opposed to a corporate finance deal, with a twelve-month repayment period, the obligor had been unable to honour the repayment terms due to the devaluation of the dollar by over thirty per cent, which meant an unforeseen thirty per cent increase in the amount of naira to be repaid. The case went to arbitration, after a hearing in the Federal High Court.’ Suffice to say we recovered our funds. 

At our annual board retreat in December 2008, which we themed ‘Blind Pursuit of Growth’, we concluded that as Soludo’s term at the CBN was expiring the Nigerian banking industry was displaying signs of weakness following two years of unbridled growth. Widespread concerns were being expressed about the health of a number of banks and the first priority for the incoming Governor was

to establish the extent of the damage suffered by Nigerian banks and then fix the banking system. The chapter titled ‘Banking Reform and Allied Matters’ in Olusegun Adeniyi’s book Power, Politics and Death provides fascinating insights into the thinking of those in the corridors of power at this unique period in our economic history. We concluded that the industry had to brace itself for some radical regulatory intervention. 

We had already decided to de-risk our balance sheet drastically. In the last six months of 2008 we reduced our foreign currency loans by one billion dollars (i.e. fifty per cent), erring on the side of liquidity and strengthening our capital ratios. This caused a lot of inconvenience to our customers, who did not take too kindly to the discomfort our actions caused them, given that other banks in Nigeria had not embarked on this course of action. We made it clear that we were not doing this because we were facing any challenges but rather that we were being pro-active. We explained to our customers that despite assurances being given by policy makers we believed that a foreign exchange crisis was brewing. 

In 2009, just as we had anticipated, the storm hit Nigeria’s financial markets, share prices, which had risen so high when the Nigerian banking sector had come to the world’s attention, were badly affected, including ours. The ‘hot money’ left the country and a number of banks resorted to panic measures such as using depositors’ funds to illegally buy their own shares in order to prop up their prices, which did them irreparable damage. The cracks were becoming highly visible and could not be easily glossed over. Nearly eight thousand people in the banking sector lost their jobs in just six months, shrinking the industry’s workforce back to 2005 levels. 

In June 2009 Sanusi Lamido Sanusi³³, group managing director of First Bank, was appointed governor of the CBN and he made it clear that his first priority was to address the huge systemic risks that were manifesting in the banking and financial system. A lot has been written about his achievements and I have publicly stated my admiration for the job he has done in ensuring that the

Nigerian financial system survived its worst crisis, placing it on an even sounder footing thereafter. Many do not appreciate that a financial system operates on confidence. If that confidence becomes eroded it is almost impossible to get the system working efficiently and producing results that justify its existence. If you do not address the loss of confidence it could eventually destroy you. Lamido Sanusi had extensive risk management experience and recognised that when there are questions about a financial system it is no good trying to wish them away or to pretend they are not there or to try and mislead the public. He knew that the proper thing to do was to answer the questions frankly. 

Consequently, he put himself in a position where those questions could be answered emphatically and transparently by dimensioning the extent of the risk contained in the balance sheets of all Nigerian banks. He sent examiners into the banks with a mandate to conduct a special examination and to determine their health from the point of view of levels of capital adequacy and liquidity and governance. 

They started by examining ten banks. A few weeks after the examinations commenced the CBN invited all of the chairpersons and CEOs of the banks to a meeting in Lagos. The Governor addressed us himself. He informed us that out of the ten banks they had examined five were found to be in grave financial condition, and their executive directors would be removed. This sent a clear message, both to the banking industry and to the general public, that the CBN

was not going to paper over any weaknesses in the system and they would be taking steps to deal with the people who were found to have contributed to the bank failures. Probably the most important message that the CBN Governor passed on was that no Nigerian bank would be allowed to fail. 

It was thought that when all the banks had been examined and the results were made public the rumours and conjecture regarding the status of each of Nigeria’s banks would cease, but more than half of the twenty-four existing banks were still to be examined and unfortunately Access Bank was part of that second batch. Until the second batch of banks was examined and the results were made

public the rumour-mongers and conspiracy theorists went to town. Banks like ours, awaiting clearance, were easy targets for those who chose to engage in wild speculation regarding the possible outcome of the CBN exercise. 

Of course the general public had observed that some of the banks who failed the first round of CBN stress tests were run by owner/manager CEOs. It was therefore convenient for them to assume that this pattern would continue in the second batch. They conveniently forgot, however, that some of the banks that passed the first stress test were also owner managed. The ousted bank CEOs and some of their shareholders commenced actions in court to challenge the Central Bank’s actions and pursued sensational media campaigns, further heightening tensions, particularly between operators and the Central Bank. 

On top of that the CBN had published a list of debtors to the troubled banks in the first batch. Herbert and I were shareholders of a company with a long-standing borrowing relationship with Intercontinental Bank, who had provided us with finance at the early stages of our acquisition of Access Bank. Our loan was classified as ‘non-performing’ by the CBN during its audit of Intercontinental. It all added to the rumours and speculation that continued to circulate until the CBN completed the second batch of examinations and gave Access Bank a clean bill of health. 

The banks that eventually passed the CBN audit were First, UBA, Zenith, GTB, Access, Skye, Diamond, Sterling, Fidelity, FCMB, Eco, Citibank, Stanbic and Standard Chartered, while the ones who failed were Intercontinental, Oceanic, Union, Bank PHB, Finbank, Afribank, Spring, ETB, Unity and Wema. 

‘Wema Bank and Unity Bank,’ Seth Apati explains in his book, The Nigerian Banking Sector Reforms, ‘had been given waivers in order to recapitalize because the regulators claimed there was insufficient evidence to discipline their managements and boards. The board and management team of Wema Bank had assumed control less than six months before the audit and the regulators granted

them some breathing space.’

It had been a chastening time for all the banks and a lot of lessons had been learned, but we were now ready to move forward with our fascinating journey of transformation. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Good Governance and Risk Management

My experience has been that generally people are more drawn towards, and engaged by, the entrepreneurial aspects of the Access Bank story than its less glamorous elements. But at the end of the day this is the story of building a successful bank and successful banking is all about successful risk management. 

I have therefore chosen to devote this chapter to issues pertaining to governance and risk management. To maintain a successful track record as a bank you have to ensure a healthy balance between growing your exposure to risk and managing that exposure in order to avoid unacceptable losses. A bank that fails to do this cannot stay in business. 

Given the necessity for banks to engage in risk taking activities, risk avoidance is not an option. In the pursuit of returns, banks are inevitably exposed to different types of risk. Some of the most basic banking risks are credit and counterparty risks as well as risks pertaining to earnings. I call these risks ‘basic’

because no bank can avoid being exposed to their loans going bad or losses arising from operating costs. As banks grow their risks become even more complex and involve risk exposure to changes in interest rates, foreign exchange rates and so on. 

When regulators speak of stress testing, they are talking about the application of models which are designed to determine how a bank is affected in the event of any of these risks or indeed all of them crystallising. Regulators prefer a situation where banks are run in such a way that even if all these risks crystallise simultaneously they will not fail. To meet this expectation banks must diversify their risk portfolio, hold high amounts of capital, stay liquid and follow sound

lending principles. 

Our journey in the area of risk management has been quite unique and interesting. Our growth from being a small bank to a systematically important financial institution has required us to make enormous changes to the way the Bank is governed; ensuring that at all times Access Bank operates in the interests of its depositors, regulators and shareholders. 

When I assumed office as CEO in 2002, the risk management function in most local banks was quite unsophisticated. Independent risk managers were only present in the international banks and frankly, no local bank could claim to be a risk management centre of excellence. Do not get me wrong; I am not saying that in 2002 we did not have well-managed or risk-focused local banks, I am only saying that back then our risk-management practices were largely dependent on the skills and experience of each bank’s CEO. This was fine for small banks with less than $100m capital, but definitely not fit for purpose for systemically important financial institutions. 

Back then in 2002 my view was that if we recruited an independent chief risk officer there was a likelihood that in carrying out their job they would suffocate the entrepreneurial drive within the Bank. Consequently, I personally took on the responsibility for leading the Bank’s enterprise risk management function. 

Though far from ideal, this decision ensured that everyone knew the importance I attached to risk management and that it would be one of the most important features of our transformation process as we journeyed along. 

For many years I have studied and immersed myself in the concepts of corporate governance and risk management and I have come to the viewpoint that the key issue in bank governance is the quality of interactions between stakeholders whose roles require them to manage the various risks that a bank faces. The role of the bank regulators, for instance, is to create a sound enabling environment for all banking business. Shareholders, on the other hand, must appoint the right

people to safeguard the overall governance of the bank. The board of directors has ultimate responsibility for the way in which the bank’s business is conducted and they are authorised to appoint the senior management, who are expected to be fit and proper, thus possessing the competence and experience necessary to run the bank. Internal and external audit functions are required to conduct independent appraisals of the functioning of the operations of a bank and more recently, rating agencies and analysts as well as consumers of banks’ products and services have also become active participants in the comity of stakeholders whose actions bear on the corporate governance process. 

Access Bank is far from the first financial institution to undergo a journey of growth and development propelled by entrepreneurial ambition. All private banks start from entrepreneurial beginnings with one or more persons contributing the capital required for their bank to exist and function. Naturally, these contributors are in a position to control and influence the use of that bank’s resources. They and their appointees to the board (executive and non-executive) should not manage these resources to the detriment of the bank’s depositors and shareholders. Over time there have been a number of instances where predatory owners have mismanaged banks to the point of failure, with attendant losses to both depositors and tax payers. Regulators are constantly seeking ways to prevent owners, directors and managers from abusing their fiduciary positions. 

The biggest and most respected banks today all started from humble entrepreneurial beginnings. Barclays, for instance, was founded by John Freame and Thomas Gould, J.P. Morgan by John Pierpont Morgan and in the case of Nigeria Stanbic IBTC by Atedo Peterside, and GTB by Fola Adeola. Those entrepreneurs all took responsibility for establishing the foundations that have allowed these banks to outlive them and become highly respected institutions. 

Their founders all recognised that the owner-managed dynamic would over time have to evolve in a manner that ensured that the potential conflict between the entrepreneurial instincts of an owner and the regulatory requirements that banks are managed without the undue influence of their owners are achieved. 

It is to the particular credit of Fola Adeola that many who worked at GTB, including myself, thoroughly understand these issues. Our time at GTB

ingrained in us the need for good corporate governance and sound risk practices. 

I had, in fact, realised this even earlier, having witnessed first hand at Continental and Prime Merchant Bank what happens when banks do not take these issues seriously enough. Herbert and I have very strong views on corporate governance and we turned our backs on a number of opportunities to manage banks on the grounds that we were not convinced that other stakeholders in those institutions shared the same view as us. 

During the twelve-year period that we worked together as CEO and deputy, Herbert and I have never had a divergence of views or position on issues of corporate governance and risk management and I am constantly thanking God for giving me wisdom in the choice of my deputy. He was my friend and professional colleague for ten years before we came together at Access and he is a tremendously gifted and respected banker, but the basis of my choice for this

‘second pair of eyes’ was my confidence that we shared the same beliefs and values regarding how a bank should be run. If you were to ask Herbert to describe the worst thing that could happen to him as a banking professional he would answer, just as I would, ‘the failure of a bank under my management’. 

Over the years therefore I entrusted responsibility for risk decisions to him, within the limits permitted by law, confident that he would be guided by the same values that drive my own strong attachment to high standards of corporate governance and my insistence on first-class risk management. 

My approach to risk management is driven by the philosophy ‘only the paranoid survive’ and this philosophy served Access Bank well throughout my tenure. I have a pathological dislike for taking funds from the Inter-Bank market. I would always rather be the ‘giver’ than the ‘receiver’ of Inter-Bank funds, given the lack of depth and relative immaturity of our financial markets. Nigerian banks who rely on Inter-Bank deposits are invariably candidates for failure. Access Bank has therefore always set its liquidity targets at a level far higher than required by the CBN. In the unlikely circumstances that we had to take money from the Inter-Bank markets, Herbert and I would become visibly tense and irritable. Of course we would immediately mobilise the bank to exit the Inter-

bank market by increasing our deposit from non-bank customers. 

In line with our culture, we would lead from the front. The managing director and deputy managing director would have targets for which they were accountable just as the most junior officer in the Bank. By leading from the front effectively we never found ourselves vulnerable to the Inter-Bank market. 

Between 2008 and 2009 Access Bank was one of the very few Nigerian banks who never, (even for one day), accessed the Expanded Discount Window, which was created as a liquidity lifeline for the banking industry. A number of banks found themselves hooked like junkies on this lifeline, permanently reliant on the Inter-Bank market and unable to repay their obligations to depositors. 

Access Bank became well known for doing what was required within the ambit of the law to recover our loans, particularly from debtors who had the capacity to repay but who were unwilling to fulfil their duly contracted loan repayment obligations. From time to time Nigerian banks are confronted with situations where politically connected borrowers seek to utilise their influence to avoid repaying their debt obligations. They use a combination of tactics to prevent and frustrate their lenders from recovering what is legitimately due to them. I continue to bear the scars of the attacks against my person by recalcitrant borrowers who wanted to prevent me from safeguarding the interests of Access Bank. 

We believe strongly that debt obligations should be repayed; failing which all borrowers should be prepared to face the consequences of loan delinquency. A good borrowing culture is the foundation of a sound and well functioning economy. 

A poor credit culture characterised by impunity on the part of borrowers is a huge constraint to economic growth. Our readiness to take all necessary steps to recover our loans from borrowers who have capacity to repay has ensured that Access Bank’s risk asset portfolio is always in good health. 

The effectiveness of any bank’s corporate governance and risk management systems ultimately rests with its board of directors. You can implement sophisticated and well-developed policies but if the board of directors fails to enshrine the tenets of good governance and risk management into the bank’s operations, the bank will end up the worse for it. 

Like many other banks set up in the ‘gold rush’ of the 80s and 90s, Access had suffered from weak corporate governance and risk management, which manifested in several aspects of its operations including perennial board and shareholder squabbles. In 1998, the Central Bank of Nigeria, fed up with the Bank jumping from one crisis to the other gave its board of directors an ultimatum to get its act together or face the possibility of the Bank’s license being revoked. Wisely heeding the Apex Bank’s directive the Access Bank board took steps to strengthen its corporate governance. Mr Ayo Oni, a highly respected chartered accountant, was appointed as chairman of the board of directors and the Bank was listed on the Nigerian Stock Exchange. Decisions of the board began to reflect a greater focus on enhancing the Bank’s competitive position. 

The repositioning exercise was, however, short lived. In a bid to meet shareholder expectations, the new management team engaged in illegal transactions in the foreign exchange market and along with a number of other banks, were caught by Joseph Sanusi’s zero tolerance regime. The Apex Bank acted swiftly, penalising the bank and its management for these lapses. Clearly, although the Ayo Oni led board had unanimously voted for our appointments as MD and DMD, we needed to take special steps to earn their trust and confidence given the errors and omissions of our predecessors in office. 

The only way I knew how to earn their trust was to adopt a high level of transparency and disclosure in our dealings with them. Over time this culture of transparency was institutionalised in every policy and procedures and has become a way of life within the Bank. Our board of directors has also been

significantly strengthened since 2002 through a careful board member selection and recruitment processes, all geared to ensuring that the Bank is led by a high-performing board. 

The board we joined in March 2002 included credible personalities who commanded public respect for their achievements and track record: accounting industry doyen Ayo Oni; the soldier-converted-businessman Colonel Douglas, HRH Oba Shafi Sule, a doyen of Nigerian banking, the quintessential business lawyer Chief G.K. Animashaun and the longest serving board member, Pastor Odunnaiya. This was a board with a very traditional world view, which was taking steps to open up its membership to ‘new blood’ who could offer fresh perspectives and bring in additional capital, thus a much younger Nigerian, Cosmas Maduka, a young successful entrepreneur from Eastern Nigeria was invited to join the board in June 2000 as the Bank’s largest shareholder. 

Our entry in 2002 paved the way for the recruitment of other new board members with a contemporary business perspectives to complement the hitherto conservative mindset. 

Mr Gbenga Oyebode brought in his extensive experience as a chairman of quoted companies and adviser to several leading multinationals; he was instrumental in bridging the gap between our very modern thinking and the more traditional viewpoint that dominated the thinking of our board members. We identified Nigerians with strong academic background and conservative parentage such as Hassan Dankwambo; Dankwambo, who had been a Central Banker, was at that time the Accountant General of Gombe State. Shortly after he joined the board he was appointed as Accountant General of the entire country. Today he is serving his second term as the Governor of Gombe State. 

Mosun Bello Olusoga held impressive banking credentials having retired as an executive director of GTBank. Mahmoud Isa-Dutse shared a similar professional track record with Mosun Bello. After leaving GTB as a general manager he rose

to the level of executive director at UBA and went on to study his PhD in Corporate Governance. Mr Isa-Dutse and Emmanuel Chiejina were our pioneer independent directors. 

A trained lawyer, Mr Chiejina rose to become the deputy chief executive of Total Fina Elf’s operations in Nigeria. Dr Tunde Folawiyo, one of Nigeria’s most successful entrepreneurs joined the board following our business combination with Marina Bank. His background as an economist and lawyer, as well as extensive international business pursuits, made him another excellent addition to our strong pool of non-executive directors. Dere Otubu brought his accounting and risk underwriting knowledge to bear in his role as chairman of the board Audit Committee. 

To strengthen the diversity within our board, both from the perspectives of gender as well as international experience, we recruited Kemi Ogunmefun, who practices law in Canada, to join us. Towards the end of my tenure the Bank recruited two independent directors with extensive public sector experience. 

They both possess excellent reputations for principled and ethical leadership during their time in government. Dr (Mrs) Dere Awosika, another PhD holder, served the Federal Government as a permanent secretary of several Ministries while Dr Ernest Ndukwe is credited with successfully giving birth to Nigeria’s GSM revolution. 

Throughout any given year board members interact informally and meet at board committee meetings several times a year. All our non-executive board members undergo a continuous compulsory training that has enabled them to expand their knowledge and capacity, benefiting from various programmes at highly respected institutes of higher learning. 

Access Bank has introduced a number of widely celebrated corporate governance initiatives. For instance we amended our Articles of Association to make it a requirement that any director with a delinquent credit exposure to the

Bank would be required to step down from the board. Another example is our succession planning framework, which I will discuss more in subsequent chapters. 

In my December 2013 handover note to Herbert I concluded that with his chairman, his board and his management team behind him the sky was his limit. 

At my valedictory board meeting on 22nd December 2013, I took several minutes to express my appreciation to every member of the board and management of Access who had served during my time as CEO. Without their excellent contributions, the story I am sharing with you would not have been possible. 

Our journey towards best practices in risk management was certainly enhanced through our interactions with development finance institutions, analysts, investors and regulators. Every external review of the Bank by such stakeholders became an opportunity to better appreciate our current standing and identify areas for improvement. 

My personal involvement in the process also ensured that within the executive management team there was a clear understanding of the importance of risk management. This understanding would work its way into the Bank’s bone marrow. We engaged various consultants to support our efforts, starting with KPMG in 2004, who worked with us on our pioneering Enterprise Risk Management Framework project. 

It was a painful but worthwhile process that involved the entire bank. 

Importantly, the resulting risk policies were not written by our consultants in order to fulfil all righteousness but conceived and written by us. Our policies were therefore relevant in form and substance to the business we engaged in and took into consideration the Bank’s long-term goals and objectives. The policies, which clearly articulate our risk appetite, philosophy and culture were thoroughly reviewed, examined, corrected and approved by the board of

directors. 

Later, in 2005, PriceWaterhouseCoopers was also engaged to further review and strengthen the risk management and practices of the Bank. In 2006, in order to support the geographical expansion of the Bank as well as our entry into new lines of business through various subsidiaries, we decided to work with Accenture to create a Group Governance Framework that would standardise business practices across all entities within the Group. In 2010 we again further reviewed and strengthened our enterprise risk framework with the assistance of Dun & Bradstreet to comply with Basel II requirements. 

If you want to make good profits in banking you inevitably have to take a certain amount of risk, but you also have to plan to ensure that when you make a mistake you are in a position to exit quickly without sustaining too much damage, ensuring your capital base is never eroded in any significant way. In 2013 we engaged KPMG to assist us in achieving full compliance with Basel III requirements. As I was retiring from the Bank we had finalised the planning phase of the project and were preparing for implementation. 

We had commenced the journey with a Risk Management Group consisting of two departments (credit administration and internal control). By 2012 it had grown into a division with nine distinct but well coordinated functional groups, including Operational Risk Management, Market Risk Management, Economic Intelligence, Credit Administration & Portfolio Management, Remedial Assets, and Internal Control as well as Strategic and Reputational Risk Management. 

The Bank’s risk governance structure fully encompasses all subsidiaries, with the parent having clear line of sight over the risk practices of each subsidiary. 

Our risk management personnel has grown from thirty in 2002 to two hundred and fifty in 2012, nine of whom operated at various levels of general management. Their level of expertise and capacity has also grown significantly. 

We brought in top professionals to man different risk areas at least three of

whom have gone on to be appointed as chief risk officers in other banks. 

With the creation of an Enterprise Risk Management Function, the need for an independent chief risk officer became obvious since the second line of defence is expected to be independent of those creating the risk. We commenced the search for the right person and that search ended in 2010 when we engaged Dr Greg Jobome, a brilliant academic with practical, hands-on experience, as our chief risk officer. 

In the light of our many investments in corporate governance and risk management, it comes as no surprise to understand why, when Lamido Sanusi applied stress tests on the twenty-four banks we passed with flying colours. 

I am very proud of the gains that we have made by giving good governance and risk management pride of place over the past twelve years. Today, Access Bank plc is rated ‘A’ by Agusto & Co and ‘BB-’ by Standard and Poor, while the Central Bank has classified us as being of ‘moderate’ risk. Those are some of the best risk ratings amongst Nigeria’s local banks, whose ratings are, of course constrained by our sovereign risk ratings. I must give credit to the fact that our achievements also owe much to our auditors, KPMG and the Central Bank of Nigeria, whose extensive reforms have significantly improved risk management and corporate governance practices in Nigerian Banks. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Earning the Respect and Confidence of the Debt and Capital Markets

The popular view of a Nigerian banker is not very flattering. We are seen as academically sound people who are paid large salaries to hustle around the country, looking for deposits in order to meet challenging deposit growth targets. 

This view of Nigerian banking is borne out of the fact that since the early 90s Nigerian banks have competed primarily on their ability to mobilise deposits. 

There is nothing fundamentally wrong with this strategy, indeed it is consistent with the desire of many banking commentators, who call for a return to traditional, less risky intermediation models. The ‘dumbed-down’ banking professional label arises more because there is limited public visibility regarding what banks do with the deposits they collect. Deposits, by the way, are a cost item, not a revenue item on a bank’s balance sheet. Contrary to widely-held beliefs, there are several key roles in Nigerian banks beyond that of liability generation. The obvious one that comes to mind is lending. This chapter is, however, focused on another very important aspect of banking, which is capital management. 

In my opinion, prior to 2005 there was limited capacity and limited understanding across Nigerian banks when it came to managing a bank’s balance sheet and understanding financial markets. While the skillsets needed for marketing were relatively common, those skills needed for effective asset and liability management and financial market intermediation were harder to find and were concentrated in the international banks and a few local banks. 

Banks are expected to hold a sufficient amount of capital to absorb all possible losses arising from their risk-taking activities. Capital is one of the fundamental

factors used to determine the safety and soundness of banks and their risk-creating activities should never exceed their capacity to absorb losses based on their capital. Each bank must be governed in such a way that its shareholders, board and management ensure that their bank is sufficiently capitalised. To encourage prudent management of the risks facing banks most countries have consequently introduced minimum capital adequacy requirements, basically stipulating the minimum amount of capital that a bank must hold at any point in time. The Basel Committee on Banking issued the Basel Capital Accord of 1998

to achieve an international convergence of capital standards for adoption by national regulators. The Accord established a ratio of capital to risk weighted assets, commonly referred to as ‘Capital Adequacy Ratio’. The Committee has since issued subsequent capital adequacy guidance, globally referred to as Basel II Accord and Basel III Accord. 

Currently in Nigeria, the CBN requires capital adequacy at levels higher than required by the Basel Committee. For regional and national banks the requirement is ten per cent, while for banks like Access, with an international banking licence, the requirement is fifteen per cent. Maintaining the appropriate levels of capital for the bank is not as easy as it sounds, just ask the CEO of any major bank in Europe or the USA and you will understand what I mean. 

A bank’s capital management framework must define its capital adequacy targets as well as policies and processes to enable the Bank to determine the amount of capital it is required to hold at any point in time. This process usually involves three stages. First, there must be an analysis of the structure of qualifying capital. 

Following that should be an analysis of the bank’s risk profile and risk exposures and then finally, a determination of the bank’s current and future capital needs. 

The entire process is further complicated by the fact that the bank’s risk profile is constantly changing as every interaction with a customer or counterparty potentially alters its risk profile. Capital management is therefore a very demanding process.³⁴

At Access Bank, we have always taken a very proactive stance when it comes to

capital management. Firstly, because I remain at heart a treasurer and possess extensive knowledge of financial markets but also because of Herbert’s enormous appreciation of financial management, given his academic and accounting background. Secondly, we have several board members whose professional backgrounds and experience are sufficiently numerical and analytical for them to be able to challenge management on these aspects of running the enterprise. Our Chief Financial Officer Seyi Kumapayi and Group Treasurer Dapo Olagunju also stand out as being best of class. 

For every bank, capital is the oxygen that enables you to exist. If you lack adequate capital you will eventually cease to exist because you will lose your banking licence. Our capital management framework compels us to determine our minimum capital requirements well in advance of our future needs. This ensures that we will never have to approach the capital markets for capital in desperate circumstances. 

No company should approach the capital markets without being certain of the outcome, especially a bank. You may just receive a nasty surprise. Case in point: Access Bank’s 2001 public offer, which led to our unsolicited acquisition. 

You therefore have a better understanding why, when Professor Soludo dropped his twenty-five billion bombshell in 2004, I was not thrown into a state of disequilibrium. Because we had a firm view of our capital requirements and were already gearing up to raise capital to support our triple digit growth rate, we were one of the first to respond to the challenge and, more importantly, we had a cogent, sensible story to tell our investors. In 2006 we issued a three-year local currency bond, which was listed on the Nigerian Stock Exchange. This was a pioneering transaction and since then other leading banks have done the same. 

The objective of the local currency bond issue was to reduce the tenor mismatches on our balance sheets as well as sought to provide more companies in the real sector with long-term finance. 

We mandated Chapel Hill Partners as our financial advisers to handle the transaction. Over time Chapel Hill, led by Bolaji Balogun, proved to be an excellent solution provider for us in the many complex capital market transactions we undertook. They also worked on the pivotal convertible debt transaction with the FMO. These transactions challenged us to rise up to the demands of ‘High Finance’ and prepared us well for our entry into the international capital markets. We aim to be one of Africa’s most innovative and credible issuers of international instruments, not just in the quality of our paper but also the quality of our transactions. 

We only give mandates to first-class institutions and we target investors with a long-term investment focus. We have maintained a tradition for only accessing capital markets for amounts of capital that we were able to justify from a sound business perspective. 

Our first major outing in the international capital markets was the US$ Global Depository Receipt, which we issued to enable international investors to participate in our 2007 public offer. At that time most international investors were not comfortable with direct exposure to securities denominated in our local currency, the naira. This effort was a spectacular success. The international roadshow took us across the world’s main financial centres and enabled us to establish a strong foundation for dealing with international investors. We had a clear understanding of what they look for in African banks and learned to speak their language. The due diligence exercises we had subjected ourselves to with our development finance partners had put us in a strong position. Over time Access Bank has become one of the most actively invested stocks on the Nigerian Stock Exchange. Ownership by international investors accounts for approximately over twenty-five per cent of our issued capital. We are now one of the most capitalised companies in the Exchange, with a market capitalisation that exceeds some of the multinational companies who I grew up hoping to work for. 

One rite of passage for globally respected emerging market companies is to issue debt or equity securities which have been cleared by the US Securities and

Exchange Commission. The United States SEC has very rigorous compliance requirements and the process to obtain clearance to issue securities is quite challenging. Prior to 2012 only GTB had managed to issue a RegS144A instrument, essentially a Eurobond cleared by the US SEC for private placement to qualify US investors. We did not issue a Eurobond simply for bragging rights; our decision to raise debt capital was guided by our disciplined and sophisticated approach to capital management. We had noticed an ever-increasing demand for longer-term dollar denominated loans from our large customers. Because Nigerian banks do not carry long-term deposits on their balance sheets all our long-term dollar loans were being funded by short-term dollar deposits, a very risky thing to do, more particularly because our local currency, the naira, is not freely convertible. 

So we took the decision to issue a five-year dollar denominated Reg S144A Eurobond and appointed Goldman Sachs and Citibank as our financial advisers. 

Aside from being leading advisers on debt issuance, it helped that in both instances we had good friends at senior level. It is always better to go to the markets in the company of friends. So in 2012 we issued our debut Eurobond, which could be sold to US investors as well as others. The bonds are listed on the London Stock Exchange. Of course this means that should we decide to take the next step of being listed on an international stock exchange, it would not be too big a step. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

International Expansion

While we had successfully scaled Soludo’s twenty-five billion hurdle, we had also seen how changes in regulatory policy could alter the dynamics of any industry for better or worse. Our management instincts told us that the time was ripe to diversify our revenue streams beyond the shores of Nigeria and reduce our dependence on earnings from one regulatory jurisdiction. There was also the attraction of other African markets, whose return on equity was higher than what we could derive from Nigeria. We assumed that since we would be leveraging on sunk costs and foundations that had been laid in building our Nigerian franchise, this would push our returns even higher. We imagined we would be able to export the Access Bank franchise to other markets without too much difficulty. 

Our move into the UK was driven by different considerations. As one of Nigeria’s leading trade finance banks and a major player in the foreign exchange markets, our international banking business had made Access Bank a cash cow to foreign banks who offered correspondent banking services. So we sat down and worked out how much money those banks were generating from us and figured out that this alone would enable us to operate profitably and do so on a sustainable basis. There were even more compelling reasons for Access Bank to maintain a presence in an OECD country, such as participation in the syndications market through which infrastructure and other real sector focused projects are financed. We also sought to become banker to other banks in a similar fashion to our big break in 2002, albeit in a different context. We believed that we could position Access Bank as a solution provider to African Central Banks, beginning with the management of Nigeria’s foreign reserves. 

We thought that London would be the ideal location to operate from for several reasons; firstly because of the strong economic and government relations between Nigeria and the United Kingdom. In addition Nigerian banks were already operating in the UK, namely First Bank, Union Bank, GTB, Intercontinental and Zenith – some of them profitably. 

Banks in the United Kingdom are licensed and supervised by the UK Financial Services Authority (FSA). Their licensing requirements are such that you actually have to establish the bank and be in a position to commence full operations before they will grant you a license. I chose to chair this subsidiary myself, with Herbert as the other parent bank board member, and we personally supervised the Project Team set up to establish the subsidiary. A key step would be the recruitment of a CEO who could drive the establishment of the Bank in a manner that would meet the FSA’s requirements. Our search led us to interviewing Jamie Simmonds, who had coincidentally attended the same executive management programme at Harvard with Herbert. Jamie was well qualified, being an Associate of the Chartered Institute of Bankers and a Certified Financial Adviser. Most importantly, he had a quick grasp of our strategy and the Nigerian business context.³⁵

Our search for independent directors was informed by our desire to have board members who were credible and knowledgeable and shared our passion for excellence. We were also fortunate to identify two independent directors, Derek Ross and Tim Wade, who fitted perfectly. Within a year all our good work and preparations paid off and the Access Bank UK was licensed in 2008 as a one hundred per cent owned banking subsidiary. It has since created a niche for itself as a profitable award-winning bank that started making profits from 2010 despite the challenging UK operating environment arising from the global financial crisis. It is becoming less reliant on its parent bank for its earnings and should recover all its early operating losses by 2014. Our UK subsidiary has become the hub for our group international banking operations and has helped to position Access Bank as a recognised and respected player in the international financial system.³

Our first African banking subsidiary in Gambia was established in 2006 upon the invitation of a Gambian Insurance Company whose efforts to establish a Gambian bank were proving challenging. Herbert had played a significant role in the establishment of GTB’s Gambian subsidiary and his contacts within the country enabled us to set up shop in a relatively short space of time. Our move into Gambia seemed to open the gate for other Nigerian banks to pile in. The

‘Pan African Banking’ strategy clearly resonated with a number of Nigerian banks as well as foreign investors but certainly this could not justify the presence of so many Nigerian banks in one of Africa’s smallest economies. 

Having established our footprint in Gambia, we engaged KPMG to assist us in articulating our strategy for expansion across Africa. Our game plan required us to establish our presence in selected countries across Sub-Saharan Africa in partnership with credible local stakeholders. While a green field entry approach was preferred we were prepared to acquire existing local banks, if necessary. 

The plan was for Access Bank plc as parent to supervise and coordinate a network of subsidiaries operating under a single brand identity. Each subsidiary would pursue specific local opportunities within the boundaries and guidelines established by the parent bank. All the subsidiaries would operate in line with the policies established in Nigeria and alignment with the Access way was not up for debate. A very robust governance framework would be put in place, staffed by empowered control officers to ensure compliance. 

We were quite concerned that as other countries observed the way Nigerian banks had crowded into the Gambia they might raise barriers to entry so we chose to obtain licences in all our selected markets within the shortest time possible. For West Africa our main objective was to establish a presence in Ghana. The chances of a Nigerian bank obtaining a banking licence at that time were very slim to begin with. UBA, Zenith, GTB, Intercontinental and Oceanic had all established subsidiaries in this very attractive market and the Ghanaian government seemed to have grown weary of processing new applications for Banking licenses from Nigerian Banks. 

Although untrue, stories abounded regarding the Ghanaian people’s apathy towards Nigerian investment. In all my interactions with many Ghanaians high and low, I never came across any hostility; this was the same feedback I received from Herbert, who had cultivated strong relationships at different levels of Ghanaian society. Herbert made several visits to Accra and through his persistence in 2009 Access Bank Ghana commenced business with $100 million of capital. 

Access Bank Ghana was closely supervised by Herbert as chairman and has emerged as a strong player in the Ghanaian banking sector. It is now led by Dolapo Ogundimu, former MD of GTB Ghana. Our Ghanaian business has performed creditably, contributing about five per cent of group profits. Not all our ventures into African countries have yielded such good results, however. The notable bad experience was our investment in Omni Finance Bank Cote D’Ivoire, which we acquired in 2008 from an ex-Citibanker. The bank was facing challenges and required a strong core-investor; it is not therefore difficult to appreciate why our interest in the Bank was very much welcomed by the regulators. 

Cote D’Ivoire’s banking sector is part of the financial sector of the WAEMU

economic region, whose Central Bank is the Banque Centrale Des Etats de

‘Afrique de’ quest (BCEAO). The BCEAO is the sole issuer of currency (CFA Franc) in the WAEMU region and organises and supervises banking and financial activity. Banking regulation is carried out by a regional banking commission – the Commission Bancaire, which is located in Abidjan. At that time the requirements for entering the market were not too onerous and a licence to operate in one country within the WAEMU meant that entry into other member countries was relatively easy and straightforward. We saw Omni Finance as a point of access into the entire francophone market. 

We completed the acquisition just as the country’s protracted political crisis was on the verge of being resolved and the opposing camps pursued the path of peace

and reconciliation. 

The political crisis which was described in many quarters as a civil war, severely affected the banking sector. The disruption in economic activities caused the loan portfolios of most banks to deteriorate in quality and performance. Omni Finance’s balance sheet was badly affected but their audited financial records did not reveal the true extent of damage, nor did the various Central Bank examination reports issued during the period. 

In my view, there was an unwritten agreement between the banks, the regulators and the government to downplay the true extent of damage done to the banking system, perhaps with a view to building confidence in the national economy. 

Those were the circumstances within which we acquired a small but somewhat toxic investment. Within a year of our acquisition political tensions reappeared and by 2010 after a disputed Presidential election the nation was once again in the throes of turmoil and military conflict. The entire world witnessed a rather bizarre succession tussle which was only resolved with the intervention of foreign military forces. Through all this, Omni Finance continued to record losses and all our attempts to reengineer the Bank towards profitable operations were unsuccessful. It was a truly humbling experience and provided us with several lessons on the pitfalls of growth and expansion. We experienced first-hand the problems that cultural differences can cause a business and I must say I am yet to fully understand the logic behind Cote D’Ivoire’s laws. 

There are many things that we learned, albeit at considerable cost, from our acquisition of Omni Finance that would prove invaluable in subsequent acquisitions. It taught us that when you are acquiring a distressed bank you must always strive to go in and see the true state of things before paying for it, irrespective of how encouraging the host regulators are. Some lessons can only be learned through experience. 

In 2008, I visited Rwanda in connection with an event involving the Global Fund

to fight HIV AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis. My visit occurred during the period when we were trying to establish our presence in East Africa. We had visited Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania but had overlooked Rwanda, given the size of its economy relative to the larger countries within the region. 

During my visit, I had cause to interact with President Paul Kagame, the visionary leader who was credited with leading the country out of a terrible period in its history following the genocide of 1984. This tragic episode had a lasting and profound impact on Rwanda and I was intrigued and impressed at the speed with which President Kagame had turned things around, particularly the successful repositioning of Rwanda as a haven for investment. The country had a small economy but it was achieving enviable rates of growth even by emerging markets standards. It had embarked on a number of initiatives to attract investors. This was the first African country I had visited where you could register your company and start operating within twenty-four hours. I concluded that Rwanda and not its larger neighbours would be our first point of entry into the East African business community. 

We acquired Bancor S.A., a well-run medium-sized Rwanda bank, which had been established in 1995 and was controlled by a Rwandese entrepreneur. The terms of the acquisition required us to assume his controlling interest in a Bank in Congo, as well as Burundi. We have since rebranded all three franchises in line with the Access Bank corporate identity. 

Well chastened by our experience in Cote D’Ivoire, we were determined to restructure our portfolio of subsidiaries and ensure that we would only maintain our presence in markets where the subsidiaries’ performance mirrored its parent. 

By 2011, we commenced steps to exit Cote D’Ivoire, Burundi and the Gambia. 

Going forward, we will concentrate our resources in markets like Ghana, where we are able to generate strong, sustainable returns over and above our minimum internal rates of return. 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A Significant Acquisition

Since we were convinced that Nigeria was displaying the early signs of a domestic banking crisis, and wanted to be ready for it, one key outcome of our December 2008 board Retreat was the mandate I was given to review various country responses to domestic financial crisis. I was also asked to ensure that Access Bank was prepared for any opportunities and threats which may arise. 

My research showed that when nations are confronted with financial crisis they have a limited range of policy interventions at their disposal. These include liquidity injection, inter-bank guarantees, guarantees of deposits, facilitation of bank takeovers, nationalisation, purchase of assets and, of course, bank liquidation. 

Crises which involved banks that were deemed too big to fail were more complex, involving political risks and considerations, particularly the interests of the general public, whose hard-earned savings would be at risk. My studies showed that the crisis resolution was further complicated by the divergence of priorities between the fiscal authorities, who were loath to expend tax revenue on bailing out banks, monetary authorities who sought to maintain financial system stability by ensuring confidence in the banking sector. 

It is not surprising therefore that most countries are slow to respond to financial crises, allowing political sentiment and entrenched interest to overly influence outcomes, usually to the detriment of the national economy. By the time fiscal and monetary authorities agree to take the needed actions it is usually late and a lot of damage would already have been done to the banks, the financial system and the overall economy. 

By January 2009 I had concluded that Nigeria’s monetary authorities could not afford to allow any systemically important bank to fail. Our Central Bank knew that the already fragile confidence in the banking system would not survive the failure of even one bank with millions of customers. I believed that the Nigerian government would have to intervene. The key questions were: would the CBN

have the ability to architect the right solution for this crisis? Would they have the courage and will to see the process through to the end? And finally, would the fiscal authorities (the Presidency and the Federal Ministry of Finance) provide the CBN and other regulatory agencies with the required support and backing? 

In June 2009 Lamido Sanusi was appointed governor of the CBN. The process of his appointment and confirmation by the National Assembly signalled that the CBN under his leadership had the necessary political backing and resolve to deal with the brewing crisis. The new governor was not shy in communicating his plans to the world. He instituted a special examination of all Nigerian banks, which was implemented in two batches. By August 2009 the results of the first batch of banks were made public and a number of systemically important banks were found to be insolvent. As we waited for the CBN to announce the outcome of the second batch of stress tests that included Access Bank, we were already thinking of the opportunities that this brewing crisis would throw up. 

In October 2009, the CBN issued a press statement to announce the outcomes of the stress tests and re-affirmed that no Nigerian bank would be allowed to fail. 

The CBN had moved swiftly to inject liquidity into the distressed banks and took other steps to restore public confidence, utilising some of the options that I stated earlier. Shortly thereafter the CBN signalled the commencement of the sale of the eight banks that were affected. My instincts told me that what was unfolding presented a significant opportunity for institutional transformation. With God on our side, Access Bank could emerge a major winner out of the crisis, just as some banks were able to in North America and Europe. 

As usual, I had been discussing this opportunity with Herbert and he rightly

provided his views of the risks we would face. We spent some time examining the risks involved and after rigorous brainstorming reached the conclusion that we should explore the opportunity of acquiring one of the distressed institutions. 

Despite the impact of the global and domestic financial crises in the Banking sector, we were in a very strong position to make this move. The CBN stress tests had confirmed our robust health, as evidenced by our financial safety indicators. Our Capital Adequacy Ratio stood at 32 per cent, and we were the fourth capitalised bank in Nigeria, with shareholders’ funds of over N170 billion by the end of the 2009 financial year, but all the same we felt we needed a financial adviser who would help us to understand the concerns and priorities of the Nigerian government, so that whatever proposal we put forward would be well received. 

My research showed that Citibank had successfully advised a number of governments on financial crisis resolution and I thought that we should get them as our advisers before they went to the other side. Along with the Citibank team we analysed the pros and cons of acquiring each of the affected banks and eventually narrowed the field down to three potential targets. We were clear that any acquisition that did not have a transformative impact on our industry position was not worth the trouble. We conducted what was termed ‘initial due diligence’ on our three shortlisted candidates and narrowed our choices down to Intercontinental Bank and Union Bank. 

Most observers were of the view that Intercontinental Bank was less attractive than Union Bank and I would not argue with them. But we were more concerned by the fact that even if we could get past the gaping hole in their balance sheets, we would still have to overcome the Herculean task of business integration. Our assumption was that it would be easier integrating with Intercontinental Bank than Union Bank. 

Intercontinental Bank was a Nigeria-based bank engaged in providing personal, business, corporate and institutional banking services and products. The bank’s portfolio included current and savings accounts, loans, corporate finance

solutions, trade, merchant and insurance services. Like many other Nigerian banks, including Access, Intercontinental was established in 1989 and its founding CEO had run the bank from then until the CBN’s intervention. In many respects it had come to personify his personal image. 

It first came into being under the name Nigerian Intercontinental Merchant Bank Limited. In 1995, Intercontinental merged with three other commercial banks with which it shared similar shareholders, namely Equity Bank of Nigeria, Gateway Bank and Global Bank. We later discovered that the post merger integration of the four banks had proved quite challenging. Continuing attempts to overcome these challenges had led to a build-up of in-fighting amongst employees, with several pending cases where employees were contesting a number of integration initiatives. When its liquidity problems began to manifest in 2008 Intercontinental’s management was unable to galvanise its workforce to focus on the necessary steps to build up its liquidity position and restore public confidence in the Bank. By 2009, Intercontinental was facing a number of serious challenges. 

You did not need to be an expert in risk management to know that a merger with Intercontinental was likely to be a very risky venture, and while I could see the transformative benefits of the acquisition, I also knew that given the huge hole in its balance sheet the merger could go horribly wrong and ruin the legacy of my tenure as CEO of Access Bank. My mind kept going back to the Royal Bank of Scotland’s ill-fated purchase of Dutch lender ABN AMRO, which brought the British bank to its knees. We sat down with the experts from Citibank to work out how we could architect a winning bid that would not unduly expose Access Bank to nasty surprises. Following our experience in Côte D’Ivoire, I wanted to be sure that Intercontinental would not prove to be such a bad deal that it would pull us down with it. It took us weeks, sleepless nights and numerous consultations with experts in Europe and the United States; eventually we came up with a workable solution. 

The solution required a clear and unequivocal understanding by relevant

stakeholders that a number of systemically important Nigerian banks were in a grave financial situation, putting the entire financial system at risk. The scale of damage done to institutions like Intercontinental was of a magnitude that any acquirer of such a challenged institution would find itself in a similar position to Royal Bank of Scotland after its ill-fated acquisition of ABN AMRO. To facilitate a takeover of these affected banks by healthy acquirers, the government would first have to bring the affected institutions back to life by filling the hole in their balance sheets. Only then would any acquirer put itself forward to recapitalise the affected bank and assume responsibility for the repayment of its deposits and other obligations. 

We also suggested a timetable and transaction framework that would give us the time to do extensive due diligence, during which period we could walk away from the transaction, should we decide it was too risky. We insisted that all our conditions precedent would be met before the deal was concluded. We also needed to be in a position to start planning for integration as early as possible, so we needed the transaction process to be as integration-friendly as we could make it. Victor Etuokwu handled the integration aspect of the project while Ebenezer Olufowose took care of the structuring and transacting advisory aspects. The board was fully involved in every aspect of the deal and several meetings were convened solely for the purpose of deciding on different aspects of the transaction. We tried to identify every risk possible and come up with credible mitigants. 

Only after we had sent in our bid for Intercontinental did we realise that we were the only bidder in the race. This of course improved our negotiating position, but also made me feel ever more concerned about what we were doing. Why weren’t Zenith, GTB, UBA or First Bank in the race? I knew the answer: Intercontinental had a financial hole of an unimaginable magnitude. 

Without access to the quality of advisers we had engaged at considerable expense, without the insights I had gained in my weeks of research on the subject matter of financial crisis, I am sure I would have walked away from this

opportunity. There is still limited understanding of the process by which Nigeria’s financial crisis was resolved, the intellect and courage that was required to see it through is still not fully appreciated. The process was fraught with challenges and took place in an atmosphere of considerable tension and at a time of considerable uncertainty. Stakeholders were compelled to demonstrate depths of sagacity, thinking on their feet and taking courageous steps as they battled to come up with solutions to emerging problems. Access Bank’s perseverance, based on our level of preparation and our experience, provided leadership for others to follow. 

Throughout the process and until the very end banking industry analysts expressed their discomfort with our interest in acquiring Intercontinental. They didn’t know for sure if the government was going to fill the gaping hole in the balance sheet and the noise generated by those opposed to the crisis resolution on steps was also of concern. We were not, however, deterred; we believed that the Nigerian government would take the only sensible options available to resolve this crisis. And so we chose to get involved in the resolution process as the acquirer of a bank in grave financial condition. It was, however, always going to be a long haul to get to the finish line. Project Star, as we called the transaction, was flagged off in October 2009. On 16th December, 2009 we submitted our initial expression of interest in the bank to the Central Bank advisers. We commenced our initial due diligence in February 2010 and by March 2010 our board approved the submission of a non-binding expression of interest to acquire Intercontinental. 

You will note that submissions of interest took place before the establishment of the Asset Management Corporation of Nigeria (AMCON³⁷), which occurred in July 2010, when the President of Nigeria signed the AMCON Act into Law. It was created to be a key stabilising and revitalising tool, established to revive the financial system by efficiently resolving the non-performing loan assets of the banks in the Nigerian economy. AMCON was the vehicle by which the gaping holes were filled, providing life support to the affected banks, and giving confidence to the acquirers that they were not entering into life-threatening marriages. 

The establishment of AMCON signalled to the rest of the world what we had anticipated in 2009; that the Nigerian government would take the necessary steps in quick time to resolve the financial crisis. 

On 9th August 2010, we submitted our binding expression of interest for the acquisition and later, in October 2010, we were informed that we had been selected as the preferred bidder for Intercontinental Bank. 

By now the process had gone on for almost a year and we had greater clarity of the true implications of this transaction for Access Bank. The bad news was that Intercontinental, had a N500 billion plus capital deficit which was still growing; it had suffered significant erosion of its customer base as the institution bore the wounds of monumental damage occasioned by the actions of its erstwhile management. The actions leading to the downfall of Intercontinental are vividly captured in the judgement issued by Mr Justice Burton of the United Kingdom High Court of Justice in the case of Access Bank plc vs. Erastus Akingbola and others.³⁸ On the other hand the combined entity of Access and Intercontinental would rank fourth in total assets compared to other banks in the industry, and there seemed to be a number of strategic opportunities and benefits of the acquisition to our shareholders, employees and customers, as well as to the Nigerian banking sector and larger economy. If Access Bank could cope with the liquidity risks associated with the merger and we could successfully combine the operations of both institutions in a reasonable space of time we would emerge as a competitor amongst the Tier 1 Banks. 

In March 2011 we signed a memorandum of understanding with Intercontinental, appointing us the core investor. Thereafter our board of directors went on a retreat to deliberate extensively on the transaction as we approached the point of no return. It was after this retreat that we issued a joint press statement with Intercontinental, announcing the merger. 

At that moment the global economy was showing signs of a slow but sustainable pace of recovery. President Goodluck Jonathan had just won the most credible presidential election race in Nigeria's history. Nigeria was leading the economic rebound of Africa with an estimated growth rate of seven per cent. Nigeria’s banking sector was also emerging from the crisis, helped in no small measure by the boost of confidence arising from the steps the Nigerian government and the CBN were taking to resolve the problems. Nigerian banks were focusing on cost reduction and improved risk management. Reforms in the capital market, power and agricultural sectors were making it once more an attractive destination for foreign portfolio investors. 

In June 2011, AMCON confirmed its willingness to effect recapitalisation of Intercontinental by filling the hole in its balance sheet and that same month the boards of both banks approved the signing of the Transaction Implementation Agreement. With both parties suffering from extreme fatigue the signing took place with little fanfare on 6th July. Following necessary regulatory approvals, a joint press statement on the signing was released. This paved the way for the necessary shareholders’ meetings that would approve the transaction. 

The Federal High Court sanctioned the scheme of merger on 23rd January 2012

and a Public Notice of the merger was issued. Two years and three months after we had embarked on this journey hundreds of action steps had been taken by different stakeholders, including the Presidency, ministries, regulatory authorities, judicial authorities, shareholders, boards of directors and so on. 

Every mountain that stood in the way had been scaled in line with best practice and in compliance with all legal requirements³  – Nigeria had passed this test with flying colours, earning for itself plaudits and commendations from all over the world. Access Bank had emerged from the crisis as a winner and one of Nigeria’s top five banks. The transaction was chosen by The Banker Magazine⁴

as ‘Best Merger and Acquisition Transaction in Africa 2012’ at their prestigious annual awards. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Integration

As is often the case, even in the most well-planned operations, the unexpected happens. Irrespective of how many times I watch Zero Dark Thirty, the film about the hunt for Osama bin Laden at the moment when one of the US Military helicopters unexpectedly crash lands my heart skips a beat. My experience of mergers and acquisitions has taught me that however robust your due diligence is, what you discover when you go into the acquired institution is always different from what you expect to find. The gap between expectation and reality will depend on how well you did your due diligence, and how cooperative the target company’s management team has been. 

Also, with distressed financial institutions you have the added complication that the condition of a distressed bank can change very rapidly. A vital piece of information that is entirely correct today might be different tomorrow. 

We took every precaution possible but it was only when we assumed control of Intercontinental’s management in October 2011 that the full extent of employee resistance to the transaction was made apparent to us. Apart from the fact that we were viewed as a hostile acquirer, there was a lot of apprehension regarding our fabled work ethic and many were undoubtedly nervous about what to expect from their new employer. 

A good number of Intercontinental Bank staff had only ever known one CEO in their entire career. He had engaged in a pitched battle with the regulators

throughout the crisis resolution process and some employees still remained loyal to his cause. They were antagonistic to newcomers and of course prepared to resist the inevitable changes that were to come. It was impossible to foresee the extent to which some employees would go to undermine the merger effort and we certainly did not expect to encounter acts of sabotage along the way. 

Resistance to change was just one of the challenges that we would face in the process of combining the two institutions. Another was the risk of Access Bank facing a run on its liquidity if Intercontinental Bank customers continued to move their business to other banks even after the merger. To assist readers to have a proper understanding of this risk I will explain the mechanism by which the huge hole in Intercontinental Bank’s balance sheet was filled. The AMCON

Act enables it to detoxify banks’ balance sheets through the acquisition of non-performing loans and to recapitalise banks through the acquisition of eligible equities. This detoxification and recapitalisation arrangement was achieved in exchange for zero coupon AMCON Bonds with a final maturity date of December 2013, bearing the guarantee of the Federal Government of Nigeria. 

Throughout the life of the AMCON Bonds, they were very illiquid, exposing the holders of such Bonds to the risk of substantial losses. After we concluded our merger with Intercontinental Bank, we were confronted with situations where the acquired banks public sector customers and inter-bank creditors would call for their funds and due to the illiquid nature of our AMCON Bonds we had to fall back on inter-bank funding. Eventually, we decided that we could not put the Access Bank franchise at the mercy of the inter-bank market and had to sell the AMCON Bonds to the CBN at a loss of almost N10 billion. This was the scale of the challenges we faced from the merger and if we could not cope with them, our well-laid plans would not come to fruition. Worse still, Access Bank could find itself overwhelmed and pulled down in the process. 

The integration of the technology systems of the two banks was always going to be complicated. These were two large banks and even though both institutions used the same core banking application (Flexcube), they had made extensive

changes to the software to meet the unique requirements of each institution. 

We decided to employ the services of Brunswick, a global communications consultancy with offices in key cities across the world. Our support came from their London practice and I believe we were their first Nigerian client. This was the first time a Nigerian company would approach merger communications with such a degree of sophistication and we wanted to do things properly. It was the largest merger thus far in Nigeria, and also one of the most significant within the sub region, and we needed to be able to communicate with all our stakeholders, local and international, in line with best practices.⁴¹

Before signing the Transaction Implementation Agreement we had prepared a plan of action for integration that had been approved by our board of directors. 

When we bought Intercontinental Bank, we had to be confident that we would be able to take all the necessary steps to put things right. We believed that our business integration plan would enable us to realise the objectives of the acquisition. The first phase would take three months from the date of the acquisition and would involve planning for the integration. Phase two would follow and would involve a twelve-to fifteen-month period of combining both institutions, which would result in one single operating entity. The third and final phase was about stabilising that new single entity and then optimising the synergies. 

Our first step after acquiring Intercontinental in October was to take effective control of the management of the bank. We could not own a bank without being in control. We based our change of control plan on the UK FSA Change of Control Standards. Our plan was sufficiently robust to ensure that we would not suffer any major losses or damage as we made the transition from the government-appointed management team to ours. We constituted a new board of directors for Intercontinental and seconded one of our experienced general managers Victor Etuokwu, as managing director. 

We spent the months of October, November and December in learning and understanding the true nature and character of the institution we acquired as expected. Unpleasant realities began to surface, some of which would have huge negative financial implications for us. Of greatest concern, however, was the degree of divergence between the ethics and business culture of both banks. It was clear that fundamental differences existed in our approaches to how a bank should function. 

Intercontinental Bank operated several unprofitable branches and hundreds of employees were engaged in non-value generating responsibilities. To accommodate its different 2005 merger partners, it had adopted a decentralised approach to decision making, which exposed the bank to significant operational risks. Its operations were also quite inefficient and uncompetitive. We were going to have to close a number of branches and let hundreds of people go. We would also be returning a lot of decision making authority to the centre. It was very apparent that we were going to face tremendous resistance to change. We decided to commence the integration process in January 2012 and so Herbert and I moved our offices to 999 Danmole Street the erstwhile Intercontinental Bank’s head office, signalling change had really begun.⁴²

From the moment we arrived in our new office we started the long process of explaining what we were going to do to Inerncontinental’s workforce. We didn’t want to prolong the anxiety; we wanted to make a swift, clean break with the past. Knowing that there would be considerable loss of employment, we took the proactive step of approaching the banking unions and offered a redundancy package which was so generous it clearly exceeded the union’s expectations. We went further to put in place arrangements to assist those affected to find alternative employment. We felt that a swift separation, however costly, far outweighed the downsides of a prolonged and contentious process. 

Our good intentions did not win us any brownie points with the employees. In the course of its history, employees of Intercontinental had developed a mistrust of official information emanating from management. If management said, ‘One, 

two, three’, even in writing, the accepted employee view would end up that management had said, ‘Four, five, six’. You actually had claims instituted by ex-employees against their employer not based on what was communicated by the Bank but based on what employees insisted management ought to have said! We now had to go through the painful but necessary process of determining who we would let go. 

We conducted a rigorous and transparent evaluation of the contributions of each employee following the same process by which Access Bank evaluates its employees. We had spent considerable time coaching people on the workings of the Access Bank appraisal system with particular emphasis on the consequences of poor performance. The board of Access Bank gave approval for a special dispensation allowing Intercontinental Bank employees to be appraised based on less stringent criteria than those applied to Access Bank employees. About 1,000

employees were affected and we chose to share the news with as many as we could on a personal basis. The counselling process commenced on a Friday and continued all through the weekend. 

The agreement reached with the Unions also required us to offer the generous exit package to all Intercontinental staff, thus enabling each person to determine whether they wanted to exercise the option of voluntary redundancy. By the following week an additional one thousand employees had opted for voluntary redundancy, many apparently instigated by those who were asked to leave. They would show up at their branches, casually dressed and state that they were no longer in the employ of the Access Bank. As you can imagine, in some instances entire branches were left unmanned. One or two disgruntled employees attempted to sabotage our operations by tampering with Intercontinental Bank’s IT systems. We had not come across such behaviour before in Access Bank and did not anticipate such developments. Fortunately our risk management framework was designed to deal with all possibilities and we dealt with these situations swiftly and effectively. 

Within a few months we had completed all aspects of human, branch and

product rationalisation and had migrated all of the operations onto one single technology platform. 

Throughout these changes we maintained a strong focus on our customers, who numbered over six million at the time of the merger; four million of whom we inherited from Intercontinental. From the date of the merger and until my retirement in December 2013 our top priority was to stabilise our operations and service delivery platform so that the problems of Intercontinental Bank were permanently consigned to the past. All our customers demonstrated great patience and understanding despite the many inconveniences they encountered during the integration exercise. I attribute this to their belief and confidence in the Access Bank brand, an identity that speaks about what can be great about Africa if we do the right thing. 

Our financial performance in 2012, as well as 2013 was weighed down by the costs of integration, particularly having to absorb unanticipated costs arising from the acquisition. Also our focus on stabilising our operations constrained our business development initiatives as many employees were engaged in non-revenue generating activities. But it was also an opportune time to plan for the next chapter with the confidence of knowing that all the building blocks were now in place. I had declared many years ago to an audience consisting of the CEOs of Nigeria’s leading banks that a day would come when Access Bank would not be any different from Zenith or GTB; that day appeared to be in the horizon. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The World’s Most Respected African Bank

In 2011, I took the decision to retire at the end of 2013 although the Central Bank’s policy limiting chief executive tenures to ten years permitted me to manage the Bank up until March 2015. The timing would fit nicely with the Bank’s strategy planning calendar, which requires us to operate within five-year rolling plan horizons. We would conclude our second five-year plan by December 2012 and I felt that I should hand over to my successor as we launched the third five-year plan, rather than hand over midway through its execution. 

Aside from planning for succession, the other issue that occupied my mind was the degree to which our corporate philosophy, which we had so passionately articulated in 2002, would provide sufficient impetus to support the next phase of growth and development. 

Just like in 2002, I maintained my belief that our corporate philosophy should act as a compelling call to action, signalling that the next ten years would be even more successful than the previous ten. I knew that the core values and ethos that underpinned the Access way of doing things would not change but I felt that we needed to update the language used in describing our philosophy. In various documents that captured the Access way, for instance, we had used the word

‘aggressive’ to characterise certain actions we would take. Such words did not seem very appropriate today. We were a much larger institution than we had been in 2002, with twenty thousand employees, almost one million shareholders, more than six million customers and operations spanning three hundred and forty branches in ten countries. People had different expectations of us and we

had the added challenge of having brought in thousands of employees from a bank whose culture was very different to ours, the Access way needed to be articulated in a way that they would understand. 

Most importantly, the concept of sustainability had become increasingly woven into the Bank’s organisational fabric and yet our vision and mission statements did not reflect this. We needed to find a way of ensuring that our corporate philosophy would speak strongly to this concept, which the entire organisation had come to be identified with. 

Since 2002, we have learnt that some organisations are not only successful in creating value for their share holders but are also successful in making significant contributions to improve the communities within which they operate. 

This idea of a company making the world a better place was one which has always appealed to me. We found that such companies seemed to last longer and are better at overcoming the challenges of corporate existence. We decided to invest time and resources into understanding what it was that these responsible corporate citizens do and their reasons for doing them. We wanted Access to stand out when it came to matters of sustainability but were still a long way from where we needed to be for that to happen. We did not know any indigenous companies from which we could learn so we studied multinationals with strong reputations for corporate citizenship. 

We did not, however, have to wait to learn from leading companies in corporate citizenship before we took steps to make a positive impact on our host communities. For instance, in 2002 we set about fixing the 100 meter long Oyin Jolayemi Street, where Access Bank’s head office was then located. The road was in a deplorable condition, with a crater like pothole located right in front of our drive-in. Rather than wait for the government to repair the road, we approached them and obtained the permission of the municipal authorities to engage a civil engineering firm to carry out the necessary repairs. We ensured that all the residents on the road were involved in the effort although we carried the main financial burden. Our intervention caused a major improvement to the

smooth flow of traffic in our environs and with continuous maintenance the road we repaired in 2002 is still in good shape today. 

The Oyin Jolayemi Street rehabilitation project attracted a lot of media and stakeholder coverage and became a precedent that other companies have followed, both in Lagos and other Nigerian cities. 

As our bank grew, we agreed to approach the concept of corporate responsibility from a perspective that goes beyond philanthropy, seeking out ways we could leverage our human talents and other resources to improve the conditions of our host communities, to achieve the goal we established a corporate social responsibility committee with the highly regarded and respected Dr Christopher Kolade⁴³ as our senior adviser. This committee reports directly to the board on a broad range of sustainability focused issues. In 2007 in partnership with the International Finance Corporation (IFC) we established a gender empowerment programme which we called GEM, focused on women-owned businesses. It was a first of its kind in Africa, committed to delivering finance, capacity building and mentoring programmes to hundreds of female entrepreneurs in Nigeria. The programme, which was launched around 2007, was highly successful and is a precursor to an even more inclusive women-focused financial services proposition the Bank will launch in 2014. 

In the area of arts and culture, our offices continue to be adorned with African works of art reflecting our board-approved initiative to support African arts and culture. We initiated an annual ‘Mirror the Masters’ competition targeted at supporting primary and secondary schools to stimulate artistic talent amongst their students. Talented students are showcased in the Bank’s art collection and sponsored on visits to internationally renowned museums and to meet with successful African artists. 

In 2013 Access Bank purchased the late Professor Ben Enwonwu’s⁴⁴ mirror sculptures at an auction in the United Kingdom and brought these famous works

home. Today they are on display at the bank’s head office for Nigerians to view and admire without having to purchase a plane ticket to London as they would hitherto have had to do. 

The bank’s Volunteering Programme, which encourages our employees to seek out opportunities for community improvement utilising their personal time and resources has become a powerful example of what can be achieved when we stimulate those who ‘have’ to think about those who ‘have not’. 

As Access Bank’s economic and social development focused activities became more visible, people seemed to notice what we were doing. In my capacity as CEO of the Bank, and as a person known for being passionate about responsible business practices, I became more and more drawn into global initiatives focused on social and economic development. This is how we became involved with the United Nations Environmental Programmeme’s Finance Initiative (UNEPFI), a global partnership between UNEP and over two hundred institutions, including banks, insurers and fund managers, work with UNEP to understand the impacts of environmental and social considerations on financial performance. 

Members of UNEPFI are encouraged to recognise that economic development needs to be compatible with human welfare and to ignore this is to risk increasing social, environmental and financial costs. At Access Bank, we believe that sustainable development is the collective responsibility of governments, businesses and individuals. In 2008 we committed to working collectively with other partners towards common sustainability goals. 

We regard sustainable development as development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. We believe that this is a fundamental aspect of sound business management. Governments have a leadership role in establishing and enforcing a nation’s long-term priorities and values, but the private sector must also play its part. 

Financial institutions are particularly important contributors to sustainable development because of their interaction with other economic sectors and consumers and through their own financing, investment and trading activities. 

We believe that the finance sector can be a great influencer on the way business is done. For instance we finance businesses, so we are able to ask them tough questions about the impact their activities have on their communities, which inevitably raises their consciousness of what is important. The moment you let clients know you will not support them if they act in a manner that is harmful to people or the environment, you are helping them to change. 

We also believe that the sustainable development agenda is becoming increasingly inter-linked with humanitarian and social issues. I will never forget my contributions during a discussion involving global leaders on the subject of inequality. I said that Nigerians are not terrorists. I went on to say that Nigeria would not suffer at the hands of terrorist bombers. History has since taught me otherwise. Social inequality is not an issue for governments alone. The private sector has a responsibility to itself and its communities to bring about solutions that will foster more inclusive outcomes. Financial inclusion is a key aspect of sustainability and we have been able to integrate the pursuit of financial inclusion as a responsible corporate practice into our core strategy and our business agenda as a bank. We now place great emphasis on being the preferred banker for women, youth and SMEs. 

As a business, we have to ask ourselves whether we are meeting the same high standards in matters such as procurement, facility management and labour practices that we are asking of our customers and suppliers. The more questions we ask, and the more we compare ourselves to other institutions who have committed themselves to the UNEPFI initiative, the more opportunities we see for improvement. 

Sustainability goes beyond corporate social responsibility or corporate citizenship or philanthropy. It is about ‘giving back’ to society simply because

that is the right and responsible thing to do. The test every business should apply in determining whether their actions are sustainable or not is to ask the question, 

‘Do we create shared value that is of meaningful benefit to both our community and our shareholders?’ The more closely tied an environmental or social issue is to a company’s business, the greater the opportunity to leverage the firm’s resources and benefit society as a result. Sustainable banking is a positive activity that oils the wheels of commerce, puts infrastructure in place, builds strong socially cohesive communities across Africa and helps them to prosper over the long term. 

In an interview with BusinessDay at the end of 2013,⁴⁵ they asked me to talk them through how sustainability was at the core of everything I did. 

‘There is a passage in the Bible,’ I replied, ‘I think it is Philippians 4:8. It says

“Whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is excellent; think about these things”. I had a boss who said: “If you do it well, it will be well with you”. Essentially, the thought process is a society that is focused on good, a society that is focused on improving itself in a sustainable manner for the greater good of the greater population, is probably going to do better than a society that doesn’t care. 

‘The response in Access Bank has been to create an institution that is a flag bearer of sustainable business practices in terms of how we conduct ourselves as a corporate citizen, our products, our services, our environmental footprint and so on. But also how we contribute to society; I’m not talking corporate social responsibility here. I’m even going as far as advocacy. In other words, getting others [the country] on the sustainability train, trying to improve generally the conduct of financial institutions within the financial system.’

The aim is to ensure that businesses in Nigeria adhere to the same standards they would elsewhere in the world. It is possible that in the past they failed to do this because nobody in Nigeria seemed to care, but we are letting them know that

now Nigeria does care about such matters. We’re spearheading the cause of sustainability and getting the rest of the Nigerian banking industry to sign on to common principles that will guide the way we do business. 

Consequently we added sustainability to the core values we developed in 2002. 

It was easy to embark on the quest for ‘excellence’ as a goal, but quite difficult to sustain it day after day, year after year. We were quite mindful that excellence would require high levels of dedication and commitment, but sustainability was teaching us that our approach could not be one of ‘excellence at all costs’, but more of ‘excellence on all fronts’. We needed to ensure that whatever endeavour we undertook delivered outcomes that were economically, environmentally and socially responsible. 

‘Excellence on all fronts’ was one of the reasons that we chose to adopt International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) at Access, rather than the mandatory Nigerian Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP). Whilst IFRS compliant reporting brought Access Bank into alignment with internationally accepted best practices, the fact that the rest of Nigeria adhered to

'Nigerian Standards' remained a big question mark in the minds of international stakeholders. This journey was not one we could undertake on our own. It was clear that we had to carry the rest of Nigeria along with us. 

In 2009, I spoke to the Minister of Finance, CBN Governor, Director General of SEC, and the Executive Secretary of the NASB, telling them that Access Bank and a few other Nigerian companies were geared for IFRS, but we had to get the train moving nationally and mobilise all Nigerian businesses to get on board. 

They all agreed to participate at a meeting of stakeholders, which Access Bank convened in Abuja. This was before the Nigerian Accounting Standards board (NASB) was reconstituted as the Financial Reporting Council (FRC). We brought all the stakeholders into one room in Abuja⁴  and held a full day’s brainstorming session, at the end of which we issued a communiqué calling for Nigeria to adopt IFRS by 2013. Not long thereafter, we were pleased to receive the announcement that The Federal Executive Council had mandated the

nationwide adoption of IFRS effective 2012. 

Governor Sanusi Lamido Sanusi showed considerable interest in the concept of sustainability. It resounded with his own desire for a better society and his philosophy of how societies should function. At the conclusion of a CEO round-table meeting on sustainability convened by Access Bank, the CBN Governor announced that the CBN itself would adopt sustainability as an operating principle and that he would table the concept before the Bankers’ Committee⁴⁷, today the Bankers’ Committee has established the Nigerian Sustainable Banking Principles, positioning Nigeria as a leading banking jurisdiction in the entrenchment of sustainability. 

Between December 2009 and December 2013 I chaired the Bankers’ Committee Sub-Committee on Economic Development and Sustainability. The committee was inaugurated to host the inaugural retreat of the Bankers’ Committee in December 2009 at Enugu. The principal outcome of the retreat was an agreement to pursue a collaborative approach to increase lending and improve participation of the banking industry in economic sectors that contribute most to national development. Our achievements over the years have become a powerful testimony to what the private sector can contribute towards building a strong nation and have been critical to sustainable economic growth over the past five years. 

That was what we understood the word ‘sustainability’ to mean and we were aware that there were all too many examples of businesses that took decisions based on expediency rather than excellence, short-term gains rather than long-term sustainability, particularly in fast developing countries like Nigeria. 

Some of the business decisions that had been made in the oil fields of the Niger Delta region, for instance, had not been made with ‘excellence’ or

‘sustainability’ at the front of anyone’s mind. Because ‘expedience’ had been the watchword untold damage has been inflicted on the environment along with a

great deal of corruption and theft. A lot of money had been made as a result, but certainly greater and more tangible benefits would have flowed to the host communities if the oil sector had acted with values that were economically, environmentally and socially responsible. 

The oil fields of the Niger Delta provide an extreme example of why it is crucial to pursue core values such as sustainability and excellence, but there have been lesser examples in every business in every country in the world and together they are undoubtedly large contributory factors to the current economic stagnation that the world is experiencing. Short-termism is often another word for greed and never provides excellence at any level and never leads to long-term, sustainable growth. It is for this reason that the board of directors of the Bank and my colleagues, in line with the Bank’s framework enabling its employees to serve on initiatives towards nation-building, supported my appointment as chairman of the Presidential Committee⁴⁸ set up to verify and reconcile all subsidy petroleum claims and payments made in 2011, which resulted in new approaches to handling the subsidy regime. The fuel subsidy was consequently reduced from N2.2-trillion (around US$15-billion) in 2011 to just N971-billion (around US$7-billion) in 2012 and an article in Nigerian BusinessDay headlined ‘Banker who helped save N1 trillion fuel subsidy’ made a good attempt at highlighting how Nigeria has benefited from our effort. The assignment came with great personal risk and exposure to attacks from vested interests who were opposed to the outcome of the Committee’s work. 

I continue to be very active in the pursuit of good practice in all spheres of economic activity in Nigeria and beyond, whether public or private sector. I was appointed co-chairman at the Global Business Coalition on Health (GBCHealth). 

This made me the first African to chair GBCHealth, an organisation comprising over two hundred of the world’s largest and most influential companies, committed to investing their resources to making a healthier world for everyone. 

The organisation was founded in 2001 as a hub for private sector engagement in the world’s most pressing global health issues. It has worked with hundreds of

members to tackle the challenges of HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria. Our vision is a global business community that is fully contributing its assets, skills, influence and reach to making a healthier world for employees, their families and their communities, while our mission is to leverage the power and resources of the business community to make a positive impact on global health challenges. 

My previous co-chairman, the chairman and CEO of The Coca-Cola Company, Muhktar Kent, has now been succeeded by Ray Chambers, a distinguished American businessman with a passion for saving lives, particularly in Africa. 

His philanthropic endeavours have led to his appointment as the United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Envoy on Financing the Health Millenium Development Goals. Friends Africa is a pan-African organisation that works to mobilise strategic political and financial support for the fight against AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria. Their core operational areas are: advocacy, documentation, capacity building and technical assistance. The organisation targets all sectors – including civil society, the private sector and government –

to combat these three diseases in Africa. In my role as chair of Friends Africa, I spearheaded a first-of-its-kind initiative among African businesses, ‘Gift from Africa’, aimed at raising funds to fight these diseases. In September 2010, along with UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, we announced millions of dollars pledged as contributions to the global fund. This sum has scaled up significantly over time. 

So, after ten years of building Access to the position it holds today, it was time to reassess where we had got to and where we wanted to go next. Many things had changed over those ten years: in the outside world, in Africa, in Nigeria, in the banking sector and within Access itself. We realised that philosophies that worked well for us in 2002 and 2007 might now need to be adjusted to suit very different circumstances of a very different world. The days when you could set up a company and keep running it the same way for a century have now long past. Everything has to be continually reassessed in the light of new developments in technology, business practice and the expectations of stakeholders. 

Before we made any revisions to our corporate philosophy, we proposed to the board a ‘fit for purpose’ test to enable us to determine whether the vision which we articulated in 2002 still had the same resonance, given the realities of where we were in 2012. From the results of that test, it became obvious that the time was right to revise our vision, mission and values. The vision that we crafted in 2002 in some respects did not align with the bank we had become, with more than twenty thousand employees and a retail customer base with much higher emotional expectations. We were now seen as a regional leader with all the responsibilities that role carried. A vision that was fit for purpose, we needed to be one that would withstand ongoing scrutiny by global stakeholders, using international standards rather than merely Nigerian ones. 

Inside Access, things had evolved too. We now needed to increase our retail footprint even further and to create enduring customer loyalty, winning their hearts as well as their minds. The acquisition of Intercontinental Bank had given us an opportunity to reach new markets, but it had also created a need for enduring employee loyalty to the Bank post-integration. It was now time to improve the depth of understanding within the Bank about our drive towards sustainability. 

Consequently, we revised our Vision Statement from transforming our bank into a world-class financial services provider to ‘Becoming The World’s Most Respected African Bank’. There were commercial principles behind this decision as well as altruistic ones because we could see that the most admired companies, year on year, financially outperformed the rest of the market. We needed to think hard, however, about what being ‘the most respected’ meant and what it would look like. What did we need to do to achieve such an honour? Did we need to change anything we had been doing so far? 

We started by looking at PriceWaterhouseCoopers Nigeria’s criteria for the

‘Most Respected Companies in Nigeria’ and the Fortune Criteria for the ‘Most Admired Companies in the World’ and comparing them. The

PriceWaterhouseCoopers’ attributes included ‘good corporate governance and social responsibility, excellent business culture. Strong brands or brand name. 

Ethics and Code of Conduct, Unique, excellent leadership skills. Visionary and innovative. Human Capital Development. High stakeholders’ value. Excellent, creative, marketing and customer focus. Efficient and effective use of technological development’. For Fortune’s ‘world’s most admired companies’, the attributes were slightly different: ‘The ability to attract and retain talented people. Quality of management. Social responsibility to the community and the environment. Innovativeness. Quality of products or services. Wise use of corporate assets. Financial soundness. Long-term investment value. 

Effectiveness in doing business globally’. 

By comparing the attributes which both these lists shared, we came up with a list of our own. We concluded that the attributes which make companies worthy of respect and admiration are unique and excellent leadership skills and quality of management, employee engagement in the form of human capital development leading to the ability to attract and retain talented people, customer focus, high-quality products or services, vision and innovation and sustainability through good corporate governance and social responsibility towards the community and the environment. 

We then looked at our peer group amongst Nigerian banks and found that GTB

appeared to be the most admired bank in the country. First Bank, Access Bank and Zenith followed, in that order, all of us clustered quite closely together. 

If we want to be the world’s most respected African bank then the world needs to see that we’re doing things in the right way, even if that means we pay a short-term cost in lost business, because in the long run it will always pay off. Respect is a function of the value you bring to people, to society, to the world. If we have products and services that bring value, conduct our business in an ethical manner, value our environments and our society, if we can lead that society and if we are successful in whatever we do, that will bring us respect. 

Employees will respect us if they see we are doing everything in an honest manner. Regulators will respect us if they see we are transparent in our dealings. 

Government will respect us for being part of the process of reform and for creating the momentum for change. We need to make our employees, our customers and all our other stakeholders happy. We need to have a positive relationship with them. It is also about changing people’s lives and caring about our environment. 

So, what could we do over the following five years to make Access the most respected bank in Africa? 

Despite the fact that we obviously needed to update our vision and mission statement, many of our previous objectives were still highly relevant; we still wanted to be one of the top three financial services groups in Nigeria and to attain stronger ratings with external credit agencies, to be the employer of choice in Africa, to be the reference point for service delivery in African financial institutions and to be the reference point for corporate governance in Africa, to be the leading project and structured finance bank in Africa. 

We believed that innovation for a bank meant identifying new market needs and opportunities and using creativity, invention, inspiration and exploration. It meant pioneering new ways of doing things, new products and services, new approaches to clients and customers testing the waters and pushing the boundaries, taking projects from concept to the real market. It required us to anticipate and respond quickly to market needs with the right technology, products and services to achieve customer objectives. We did not believe that by focusing on sustainability we were in any danger of killing our original vision, merely defining it in a different way. We were very keen to stimulate our senior managers to play roles in government and public life in general, to ensure that our banking skills were serving the whole community. 

Many analysts now describe us as Africa’s most successful banking growth story

in the new millennium. Over the past ten years, we have moved from a very obscure position to become one of Nigeria’s top five banks. There were many sceptics at our first presentations to the Stock Exchange when we shared our transformation agenda. Even our own external consultants thought it was too audacious. But through God’s grace and protection we have exceeded all expectations. 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Next Chapter

If other sectors of the Nigerian economy had grown and prospered at the same rate as the banking sector, there is no doubt that Nigeria would be one of the most robust economies in the world. 

We have laid the foundations upon which future generations will be able to build. My team and I may not have been the smartest bankers in Nigeria, but I certainly believe that we have been the ones who have run the best race during the first decade of this century. We have taken the Bank from where it was languishing, unprofitably, in the lower rungs of the industry and placed it firmly in the top five, but we aren’t going to stop here. We believe that by putting continued emphasis on business sustainability and customer service we will be able to ensure that the dramatic growth trajectory of our first decade will be maintained into the future. 

Those who invested, along with me, in 2002 have enjoyed a financial return in excess of 4,100 per cent and by any sense of measurement, under my leadership Access Bank has not done badly. 

2002

2012

Capital

1.9-Bn

250-Bn

Customers

90,000

6.5 million

ROE

-0.9 %

18 %

ROA

-0.6 %

2.4 %

CIR

93 %

61 %

Deposit

6.5-Bn

1,306-Bn

Assets

11.3-Bn

1,745-Bn

Risk rating

No risk rating

S&P: AA- Fitch: A- Agusto: A

Market Cap:

2-Bn

207-Bn

Number of Branches

17

345


Now we want to ensure that, based on our previous success and experiences, we have a strong platform for consistent and continuous success in the future. The Bank has formulated its third five-year plan, running from 2013 to 2018. It was formulated at the time of writing this book and will be the first that I will not oversee as CEO, having been programmed to align with our CEO succession plan. 

Our governance policies require that I give one year’s notice of my intention to resign. This is to enable early identification of a successor, proper preparation for handover and induction. Early in 2012 I gave the board of directors notice of my intention to retire as managing director and CEO. I requested that we immediately activate the Bank’s leadership succession and the board was unanimous in its decision that Herbert succeeds me as CEO. I also requested that the board approve the retirement of all serving executive directors effective 31st December 2013 to ensure that my successor had the opportunity to select members of the executive team that would drive the Bank’s performance from 2013 and beyond. 

CEOs should remember that diminishing returns are inevitable and nobody lives for ever. All successful companies need to plan for a smooth succession to ensure that they continue to grow and thrive at the same rate through successive leadership changes. 

Commentators have been unanimous in their view that we have managed the transition of leadership from myself to Herbert in an admirable fashion. It stands as one of the legacies we have established for other African organisations to follow. 

Our intention now is to drive profitable, ethical economic growth as flag-bearers for sustainable banking. We will be a force for good in all we do. We will lead

the way in Africa by consistently applying international best practices or, where we need to, having the courage to pioneer new standards. We intend to set the standard for creating value for our customers, employees, shareholders, investors and local communities through sustainable business practices. We are not afraid to ‘be’ the change we want to see in Africa. 

We aspire to win, and keep, the enduring loyalty of our stakeholders by anticipating, understanding and responding to all their needs. We will respond and adapt to an ever-changing business landscape with dynamism and creativity, so that we continue to deliver value to our stakeholders in both good times and lean times. 

I have fulfilled my final responsibility as CEO of Access Bank, which was to ensure that the next chapter is steered by an extremely capable person who, as CEO will steer the Bank to greater heights, and see us becoming the world’s most respected African bank. Herbert will surely see to this. 

For me, my role as CEO at Access ended on 20th December 2013, but I will always have a strong emotional connection with the Bank. I will also continue to look forward to good returns as a shareholder. Obviously ‘The Next Chapter’ for Access Bank implies a new chapter for me as well. I hope readers will join with me to pray that God ensures that the next chapters for Access Bank and for Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede turn out to be worthy of more books. 

NOTES

¹ Seth Apati’s book vividly captures the causes and effects of reforms in the

Nigerian banking industry. He cuts through a lot of the noise to home in on the

real issues. 

² General Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida was military ruler of Nigeria from 27th

August 1985 until 27th August 1993. He launched an IMF mandated Structural

Adjustment Programme, (SAP), in 1986, which included a financial

liberalisation policy that led to the deregulation of markets, regulatory overhaul

and an increase in the number of licensed banks from forty-five in 1985 to one

hundred and twenty in 1991. 

³ When Chase Manhattan exited the Nigerian market in 1985 its merchant

banking operation was renamed Continental Merchant Bank. Continental

produced many of Nigeria’s top bank CEOs, including Fola Adeola and Tayo

Aderinokun, the founders of Guaranty Trust Bank. The bank ceased operations

on 16th January 1998. 

⁴ Guaranty Trust Bank (GTB) was incorporated in 1990 by Fola Adeola and

Tayo Aderinokun, who served as pioneer managing director/CEO and deputy

managing director respectively. The Bank is currently the highest ranked bank in

the country by market capitalisation. Herbert and I joined GTB in 1991 and

served as executive directors from 2000 until our departure for Access Bank in

2002. 

⁵ Harvard Business School ran a seven-week programme for Management

Development (PMD) until 2006. It has since been replaced by the General

Manager Programme (GMP). 

 General Olusegun Obasanjo served as military ruler of Nigeria from 13th

February 1976 until 1st October 1979 and as democratically elected president

from 29th May 1999 until 29th May 2007. Obasanjo presided over a period of

remarkable private sector led growth in Nigeria. He constituted an Economic

Management Team and surrounded himself with technocrats and committed

public servants, which accounted for many of the gains achieved. His team

included Charles Soludo, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Nuhu Ribadu, Oby Ezekwesili

and Nasiru El-Rufai. 

⁷ Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala is a Nigerian economist who served variously as foreign

minister and finance minister under the Obasanjo administration. She is

currently coordinating minister for the Economy and Finance Minister under

President Goodluck Jonathan. Previously she worked in the World Bank as a

managing director and was considered a frontrunner to replace Robert Zoellick

as World Bank President in 2012. 

⁸ 10a Festival Road, Victoria Island, Lagos, my home until 2004, was the base of

operations from which Herbert and I, together with our advisers, Aluko & 

Oyebode and BGL, plotted the eventual takeover of Access Bank from my

dining table. 

 The Failed Banks Decree of 1994 was promulgated to provide for the recovery

of debts owed to failed banks, as well as for the prosecution and conviction of

bank directors and officials suspected of financial malpractices. The Nigeria

Deposit Insurance Corporation (NDIC), headed by John Ebodaghe, was tasked

with implementing the Failed Banks Decree and its activities led to the

liquidation of twenty-six banks and the prosecution of numerous individuals for

bank fraud in the 1990s. 

¹  Access Bank was first listed on the Nigerian Stock Exchange on 18th

November 1998. In December 2001 the Bank’s market capitalisation was N3.12

billion. 

¹¹ I first met Tayo Aderinokun in 1988, when I did my Youth Service in the legal

department of Continental Merchant Bank. We then worked together in Prime

Merchant Bank and Guaranty Trust Bank, where he served as deputy managing

director from 1990 until 2002, and as managing director from 2002 until his

death in 2011. Over the years we developed a close friendship. 

¹² Dr Joseph Sanusi was governor of CBN from May 1999 to May 2004. Prior to

this, he served as managing director of both United Bank for Africa (1990 –

1992) and First Bank of Nigeria (1992–1998) and was instrumental in kick-

starting the modernisation of the old generation banks, which had been

struggling to compete with the ‘upstart’ new entrants into the market. A

chartered accountant with vast regulatory experience, before his stint in the

private sector, Sanusi had spent nearly twenty-five years working in various

capacities in the Central Bank of Nigeria and also served as chief executive of

the Securities and Exchange Commission between 1978 and 1979. 

¹³ Before the 1990s, when online real-time banking was introduced into the

country, banking in Nigeria was conducted manually, with ledger cards and cash

books used to record and track transactions and customers were restricted to

conducting their banking business in their local branches. New generation banks

quickly adopted the technology necessary for them to provide upgraded services

to their customers, introducing automated processing techniques that resulted in

quicker and more efficient transaction processing and investing in wide area

networks that provided customers with access to online, real-time banking, a

phenomenon that revolutionised the Nigerian banking industry. 

¹⁴ Finance Houses came under the regulation of CBN in 1991, with the passing

of the Banks and Other Financial Institutions Decree (BOFID). In 1992, six

hundred and eighteen finance houses were registered by CBN but by 2010 only fifty-nine finance houses were licensed to operate. 

¹⁵ At an auction held on 19th January 2001, GSM licences were granted to

Econet Wireless Nigeria, MTN of South Africa and Communications Investment

Ltd (CIL) for a licence fee of $285 million. MTN and Econet launched GSM

services in May and August 2001 respectively. CIL was unable to pay the licence

fee within the mandated period and so had its licence withdrawn. In September

2002, Globacom Ltd was issued with a GSM license and commenced operations

in August 2003, and Etisalat entered the market in October 2008, having been

issued a licence in January 2007. 

¹  Access Bank board members in 2002 were: Mr Ayo Oni (chairman), Pastor

A.W. Odunaiya (vice chairman), Chief Colonel W.D. Douglas, Chief Patrick

Otojareri, HRH Oba Shafi A. Sule, Chief G.K. Animashaun, Mr Cosmas

Maduka and Mr Kayode Sufianu (acting managing director)

¹⁷ In 2002, the fourth largest bank in South Africa was Nedbank and its total

asset size was $20.3 billion. The total asset size of all Nigerian banks in 2002

was $14.6 billion. 

¹⁸ Aliko Dangote is a Nigerian industrialist and founder of Dangote Group, one

of the largest industrial groups in Africa. The Dangote Group has interests in

sugar, cement, flour, beverages and many other commodities and has recently

ventured into the oil and gas industry. Dangote is currently ranked by Forbes

Magazine as the twenty-third richest person in the world and the richest man in

Africa. 

¹  To date, over 1,844 employees have passed through the Access Bank School

of Banking Excellence. 

²  Since the licensing of the first GSM companies in 2001, the Nigerian

telecommunications industry has witnessed phenomenal growth. Teledensity

increased from 1.89 per cent in 2002 to 91.15 per cent in 2013, and with over

one hundred and twenty-seven million subscribers, Nigeria is the largest mobile

telecommunications market in Africa. MTN is the market leader, with

approximately 45 per cent of market share, and in 2012 recorded earnings before

tax, depreciation and amortisation of $2.45 billion. 

²¹ Flexcube is an automated universal banking software solution developed by i-

flex Solutions (now Oracle Financial Services Software), which was carved out

of Citicorp Overseas Software Ltd. a Citigroup subsidiary. Flexcube is highly

regarded and has over four hundred and fifty installations across one hundred

and twenty-five countries. 

²² In March 2002, CBN suspended the foreign exchange dealership licenses of

several banks that had been identified as having contravened the CBN’s foreign

exchange guidelines and regulations. Their suspension precluded the sanctioned

banks from trading in foreign exchange for twelve months. 

²³ The relevant clause of the facility agreement between FMO and Access Bank

dated 27th September 2005 provided that in the event that the relevant parties, 

(in this case Herbert and I) ceased to be employed by Access Bank in our

capacity as managing director and deputy managing director, FMO had the right, 

with three days’ notice given, to cancel the facility and declare the loan

immediately due and payable. 

²⁴ Cyril Chukwumah joined Citibank Nigeria in 1987 as head of financial control

and served in various other capacities within the Bank before leaving in 1994 to

set up Capital Partners Ltd., a financial consulting firm. He was appointed

interim managing director of Bank PHB between 2009 and 2011 by CBN. 

²⁵ Southwest Airlines in the United States is one of the country’s most profitable

airlines and most of its success has been attributed to its unique organisational

practices and corporate culture, which serve to build and sustain relationships. I

read a Harvard case study on Southwest Airlines that highlighted the role that

the head of HR played in defining and disseminating the Southwest way and I

wanted to do something similar with Access. 

²  Sir Alex Ferguson was arguably the most influential and effective football club

manager in the history of the sport and under his reign Manchester United was

one of the most successful football teams in the world, winning almost forty

trophies. 

²⁷ In 2004, Dr Joseph Sanusi launched ‘Project Eagles’, a reengineering and

restructuring project designed to reorganise the CBN’s systems with a view to

increasing efficiency and productivity. Information technology was introduced to

transform all the banks’ processes. 

²⁸ Professor Charles Soludo is an economist who served as governor of the CBN

from May 2004 until May 2009. Prior to joining then President Obasanjo’s

government as economic adviser, he was a professor of economics at the

University of Nigeria. 

²  The Access Bank public offer opened on Monday 11th October 2004 and

closed on Monday 8th November 2004. Three billion ordinary shares of 50 kobo

each were offered at N2.90 per share. A total of 70,950 applications were

received and the offer was oversubscribed by 167.04 per cent. 

³  Marina International Bank was incorporated in 1991 as a wholly owned

Nigerian bank, entering into a technical services agreement with Allied Irish Bank, Dublin to assist with the management of the bank. One of the major shareholders of the bank was Alhaji Wahab Folawiyo. Commercial Bank (Credit Lyonnais) was incorporated in Nigeria in February 1983 and commenced business in August 1983. The bank was renamed Capital Bank International plc in 2001 after Credit Lyonnais France divested from the bank to existing Nigerian shareholders. 

³¹ The FMO facility to Access Bank was converted to equity on 15th December

2005, giving FMO 3.58 per cent ownership of Access Bank. 

³² The Access Bank public offer opened on Monday 23rd July 2007 and closed

on Wednesday 29th August 2007. Four billion ordinary shares of fifty Kobo each

were offered at N14.90 per share. The offer was oversubscribed by 243 per cent. 

³³ Sanusi Lamido Sanusi served as CBN governor from 3rd June 2009, until his

suspension by President Goodluck Jonathan on 20th February 2014. During his

tenure, he received numerous awards, including being named Central Bank

Governor of the Year by The Banker Magazine in 2011. Prior to his

appointment, he was the managing director/CEO of First Bank of Nigeria plc. 

³⁴ The RegS144A note was issued on 25th July 2012 and was traded on the

London Stock Exchange. 

³⁵ The Access Bank UK commenced operations on 15th October 2008. The Total

Assets of the Bank as at 31st December 2013 were £586m, and the Profit after

tax for the year to 31st December 2013 was £2.35m. 

³  Access Bank currently has three hundred and eight branches across Nigeria

and foreign subsidiaries in Ghana, Congo, Rwanda, Zambia, Sierra Leone, 

Gambia and the United Kingdom. 

³⁷ The AMCON Act was passed into law on 19th July 2010. AMCON’s

objectives are as follows: assisting eligible financial institutions to efficiently

dispose of eligible bank assets; managing and disposing of eligible financial

assets acquired by the Corporation; and obtaining the best achievable financial

returns on eligible bank assets or other assets acquired by it pursuant to the

provisions of the Act. AMCON injected N548 billion naira to plug the hole in

Intercontinental Bank. 

³⁸ Case No. 2009, Folio 1680. 

³  Because Herbert and I both sat on the board of The Access Bank UK, we are

familiar with the standards and requirements of the Financial Services Authority

(FSA) in the United Kingdom. 

⁴  The Banker Magazine (29th November 2012)

⁴¹ Nigerian Stock Exchange Investment Roadshow in London – 6th–8th June

2007. 

⁴² Access Bank moved its head office from Burma Road, Apapa to Oyin

Jolayemi Street, Victoria Island in 1999. The Bank moved to its current head

office on Danmole Street, Victoria Island in January 2012. 

⁴³ Dr Christopher Kolade is a former chairman and CEO of Cadbury Nigeria plc, 

who served as Nigerian High Commissioner to the United Kingdom between

2002 and 2007. He is the pro-chancellor of Pan-Atlantic University and a

lecturer in corporate governance at the Lagos Business School. Dr Kolade also

serves as chairman of The Convention on Business Integrity. 

⁴⁴ Benedict Chukwukadibia Enwonwu, M.B.E was one of Nigeria’s foremost

artists. An accomplished painter and sculptor, he trained at Ruskin College, 

Oxford, and The Slade School of Fine Art, Oxford, and his work can be found in

private and public collections all over the world. In 1961, the Daily Mirror

commissioned seven wooden sculptures of figures holding newspapers. Access

Bank acquired those sculptures in 2013. 

⁴⁵ ‘Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede: The Definitive Interview’ Business Day (19th

November 2013)

⁴  The Access Bank International Conference on International Financial

Reporting Standards was held in Abuja on 19th–20th July 2010. At the end of

the conference a communiqué was issued calling for the immediate adoption of

IFRS in the country and for private sector participation in the implementation

process. 

⁴⁷ The Bankers’ Committee is an umbrella body made up of the Central Bank of

Nigeria, Deposit Money Banks and Discount Houses. The cmmittee is chaired

by the Governer of the Central Bank. 

⁴⁸ The Presidential Committee on Fuel Subsidy Payments was constituted by

President Goodluck Jonathan in 2012 to verify and reconcile all fuel subsidy

claims and payments made in 2011. This followed his earlier attempts to put to

an end Nigeria’s much abused petroleum product subsidy programme, which

was strongly resisted by vested interests and led to populist unrest. 
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