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Senator Joy Emodi is the first Igbo woman to be returned as Senator. She represents Anambra North and is currently the chairman Senate Committee on Education. In this interview with Suleiman M. Bisalla and Hassan Y. Hassan she speaks on her mission in the Senate 

We saw the stress you passed through in your election in 2003, but you scaled through without stress in 2007; how did you do it? 
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(Laughs) I did it exactly the way I did in 2003, that is working with my constituents who accepted me as a fit and proper person to represent them. I have always been accepted in my constituency as one that will deliver the goods to them. Having seen what I did for them in the two years I stayed here [National Assembly as a Senator] they rallied round me and gave me their mandate for the second time to represent them. 

Yours is a very difficult political terrain yet you emerged the first Igbo female senator; what was the formular? 

(Laughs) Well, from day one, I see politics as a calling, socio-economic to serve my people. I know that we have a lot of problems in the system. We have problems and I have been trying in my own way to help some people to have these problems solved. I believe I cannot do it sitting in my house and handling out few naira notes to one or two persons. I felt that I could only touch the lives of a group of people by being in the senate. My people believe in me, so they supported me to go into active politics. I initially contested for governorship of my state. I never though of it, but it was a group of people from my state that came to me and asked me to contest and I made a good showing. So, I went into politics in order to better the lot of my people. Again, I have confidence that my people are always with me, and that is why I was able to defeat my opponents in the last election to return to the National Assembly. 

How do you feel when you remember that you are the first female senator from that part of the country? 

I see it as a challenge, I see it as a privilege from God. If it were not God's love for me I could not have been here. For that, I am very humble about it. It humbles me to realise that God made it possible for me to be the first Igbo female senator. It does not get into my head and it will not get into my head. Instead I see it as a challenge to set the pace for a better society for my people. I don't know why God selected me of all the women in Igbo land. Since he gave me that privilege I will use it not to better myself but the people of Igbo land and people of Nigeria. I don't see it as a personal thing, I don't even remember that I am a senator not to talk of being the first female senator from Igbo land. 

You will recall that in the last senate there were only four female senators, now you are about nine, what will you say about the surge in the number of the female senators? 

Honestly, I am so delighted about that wonderful development that is a clear manifestation that Nigerians had accepted the competence of Nigerian women. The women who had been at the helms of affairs especially those of us who are in the legislative arm of government did well. That is why people felt it right to vote for more women to represent them. I am sure that in the next dispensation, more women will be there. We also have more women from the south-east. I am much happier about it. I believe that my presence in the senate and my contribution spurred them to venture and now have two more brilliant ladies from the south-east as senators. 

What is your relationship like with the others female senators? 

Very cordial, we see one another as sisters. One interesting thing is that in the Senate, we don't even remember that we are females because the men treat us nicely. There is no element of discrimination because of gender. So gender has never been an issue, I, for instance, do not even remember my gender once I enter the hollowed chamber. And I think it is the same with the other female Senators. 

Will you say what is happening to madam speaker is an embarrassment to the rest of you female legislative? 

There is no way it will be an embarrassment to us female legislators. Madam speaker is a member of the National Assembly and as I said earlier, when it comes to National Assembly, gender is not an issue. We are not representing only women, we are representing the people of Nigeria. So I will not like people to look at madam speaker's predicament on the altar of gender. We have had women in various positions at the legislative, executive and judiciary arms who did very well. Besides, the report is yet to be looked at by the House of Representatives. And in fact, what is happening to her could have happened to a man too. 

That is the first time a woman is given that position to prove her mettle like other women had done and within a very short time and this thing came up... 

I still say that we should not reduce it to the issue of gender, because we had Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, she was the first woman to be appointed minister of finance and she did extremely well. She is now high up in the World bank. But I feel it is unfortunate that such a thing will be happening in the National Assembly which is the symbol of democracy in Nigeria. 

You seem to have passion for education, you were chairman senate committee on education during your first tenure and you are still there, what can you say? 

Well I didn't ask them to put me there, but they said that I performed well when I was there during the fifth senate. But I really have passion for education, I believe that education is the whole human capacity driver and that all emphasis should be given to it. Education is the bone of all aspects of development, especially now that we have a target to be the 20 world economy coming year 2020 and there is no way we can get there without proper education. I was an educationist before I read law, I think I have an idea on what we can involve as good policy for a third world country like Nigeria to jump-start-up into real technological, social and political development, using education. So, with that passion, I am doing my work to ensure that we bring out the best in the sector and again achieve our target of having education for all by 2015 through Universal Basic Education (UBE). We are going to use our position as senators and members of the committee on education to make relevant laws that will improve education. This country, because the standard has gone down. Today, Nigeria's certificates, are not being respected both locally and internationally. Before, with the Nigeria's degree certificate abroad, you get job. But now, you have to go through some tests before you will be taken even locally, before you are taken in the bank you have to go through aptitude tests. But now, the best policy which I actually support is the post jamb examination. It helps you to remove the chaff from the substance. We have few cultists and low examination malpractices, unlike when it used to be free for all. Before, I was against it, but I looked at the scripts of a student who did well during JAMB, scoring 273 but in post JAMB screening, she scored nothing. She was asked to give differences between animals and plants and, said: (1) Animals can make love but plants cannot make love. (2) Animal can dance but plants cannot dance. 

Imagine, this is somebody who wanted to be a medical doctor. The other one did not write anything on the script apart from "please teacher help me because I am not well" even the spelling of "help" was spelt "hple". This is somebody that scored 260 in the UME. The greatest thing that has happened to our tertiary institutions today is the post JAMB exam. The only thing is that our universities have to be warned not to receive extra money from them, but if they are taking N500 for form fee it is okay. But anything more than that is unfair, that will be bringing extra burden to the students. But post JAMB exam is one reform that the former administration carried out which we must all fight to retain. 

Will you like any of your children to take after you? 

(Laughs) Well that thing is not something you pray some one to get into. At times when I sit down and look back, I wonder how I got into it. But I remember that I got into it as a student activist, and I felt that being into politics will enable me to help a good number of people at a time. But for what is happening in Nigeria now, well, you don't have to run away from it. I am encouraging good people to join politics so that we can change the system. But I don't think I will want to encourage my children. However, if any of them wants to go into politics, good, but I am not praying they should. 

How does politic affect your relationship with the family. 

No at all! They support me and I place my family first, I don't play with my family. Once there is a clash between my political activities and my family, my family will take the upper hand. There is no way politics will come first before my family, no, no, no, nothing like that, they support me a lot. 

Tell us about your immediate family? 

You know my name, I am representing Anambra North Senatorial zone. I am married with four (4) children, my first son is a graduate, my daughter is marred. I am a grand mother. I did my primary and secondary in Onisha, my university in Nsuka. Bsc Hons. Geography Education and LL.B Hons. 

