PARTING CHAT 

As Aro News Marks 10th Anniversary, Its Founder/Editor-In-Chief, Mazi Azubike Okoro Spoke to Our Correspondent On the Project Origin, Impact, Etc Here are excerpts….

Q
We sufficiently know you Mazi, but a bit of your background is still necessary?
A 
Ok, I will make it brief. My name is Mazi Azubike Okoro. I hold first and second degrees in Sociology & Social Anthropology; including affiliations to local and international professional bodies. I worked briefly with the Political Bureau in the presidency; the agency charged with political transition processes and related issues; practiced journalism at the Nigerian Economist magazine for some years and later re-joined the federal public service. Currently, I work for a financial supervisory agency charged with the safety and soundness of banks. I will say am widely traveled having visited some major world cities. I have also been exposed to various training programs including those organized by the World Bank, Washington DC, Royal Institute of Public Administration (RIPA), London, UK, etc. Moreover, I have undertaken major research works such as those bordering on HR practices, history and culture, change & strategic management, etc. These are in addition to works on Aro culture and civilization like the Aro News book series -  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Perspectives in Aro History & Civilization – Vols. 1, 11 & 111,  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1various Newspaper articles and Seminar papers. I’m happily married. 
Q
Do you feel fulfilled having come this far in pursuing the Aro News vision?
A
Of course yes; my team is sufficiently happy today because of the role we played, especially with the prevailing spirit of love amongst the people. Perhaps, a good understanding of our history is vital to appreciate how happy we are today. The journey actually commenced ten years ago when we noted the gap in the area of discourse, dialogue, information dissemination and understanding in Aro Kingdom and moved quickly to close it using the platform of Aro News Newspaper and its sister publication, the book series. The Aro monarchy had just come out of regal dispute, so misunderstanding pervaded the entire environment. Am not aware of any other regal dispute that progressed up to the modern judicial system for adjudication in our recorded history. So our outing was therefore, largely a response to multiple issues of conflict and dissension which characterized Aro society at the time. Our objective was to provide a platform through which common sentiments could be articulated and expressed.  Indeed, to start, no matter how humble, to commit to record the history, culture and traditions of Arochukwu people for the present and future generations. We never counted on the cost but the opportunity to serve our fatherland. The partnership we forged with Nzuko Aro in 2004 which gave birth to a perpetual entity – Aro news Publications Ltd - complemented our desire at inception to create an organization that would outlive the founders while consistently serving Aro‘s interests. So I feel much fulfilled today more so because the medium has become an institution by which Aro is recognizable in history. I give God the glory. 

Q
With advantage of hindsight now how would you articulate the support received from umu-Aro in the last ten years?

A
First, my understanding is that support to a project could be either financial or otherwise. Hence, the biggest support I got is the fact that so many people trusted my conviction so believed in the Aro News vision. Starting from the Aro monarch, Okpankpo Aro, some Eze Ogos, the elites, students, etc all bought the idea so got committed to its survival. Again, for all those that told good stories that impacted on our survival, those that bought copies or placed paid avert, including people that contributed articles, solicitated or otherwise,  our sales people, students that use the newspaper to learn English language, etc – I consider all those as support. In community development service, it is not easy to base whatever contribution that you want to make on envisaged financial support because you may be disappointed and the dream evaporates. The project funding was therefore, understandably largely personal. It is not easy to ask for funding for a project whose primary objective was ab initio defined as not-for-profit. Unless such a person actually shares similar dream as yours or has firm belief and trust in your motives, you will have problems. First, you have to be sure you are focused on an objective and have set targets for pursuing and assessing the goals attained. In fact, for the first one year or so, my idea was to produce the newspaper and circulate it widely free of charge and it was a big success as it got permeated to all nook and crannies of Aro settlements. Aro communities in the country got hooked to it while those overseas kept clamoring for it. I started receiving inquiries from many locations that I never knew Aro settlements existed, universities made inquiries for their libraries, even non-Aro friends abroad like one Austin Anadu at Atlanta, USA got a photocopy of a particular edition and placed a call to me. We only became serious about sales some years later after we had made considerable progress on the primary objective of using the medium to build bridges of love and peace. And the reason was simply to enable us recover part of the production cost as it was hardly a commercial success. In the best of seasons you may recover close to fifty percent of production costs but such seasons were very scarce. However, that was my idea of going into the venture and I achieved the target of getting Aro domiciled world over to hook to the medium for news, education, entertainment and networking. By management science standard of performance appraisal, it was a big success having met my set objectives. But truth be told, in many other climes, the story is different as one easily find people who are willing to support a good idea financially. This has nothing to do with illiteracy rate and poor reading culture as the story is the same even among the elites and the intelligencia. We were though opportuned to have quite a few that occasionally responded to our calls for support. The succeeding management will have to tap from the potential markets already created to make the project a commercial success.

Q
How would you assess the contributions of Aro News to Aro development in the last ten years?

A
In spite of all odds Aro News has for a decade weathered the storm. At no time did it not come out as at when due. This alone is worth celebrating. This is particularly so when one considers the factors which could have rendered all the efforts puerile. Some good examples of such factors are simply high cost of publishing and fluctuating commitment by readers and advertisers. These factors have seen to the demise of many a journal; or keeping not a few more in the vaults of mere pipe dreams. Luckily, we did not succumb to any of these problems. Rather, Aro News has become synonymous with Aro-remaining at the vanguard of the fight for the protection of its integrity and right; and the emancipation of the people from poverty, ignorance and disease. Aro News in the past ten years through its agenda setting roles placed Aro issues on the front burners of national and international discourse. Throwing up issues that are of great importance to the public domain for discussions, information and education. Through its concern for the propagation of Aro culture and tradition grey areas have been illuminated and better understanding achieved especially by non-indigenes including Aro in Diaspora. Aro News has championed issues bordering on poverty alleviation, food security, education, primary health care, sport and youth development, traditional institutions and culture, tourism, job creation, industrialization, social amenities and so many other crucial issues too numerous to mention. We are happy and proud that the effort and advocacy paid off. Happy that structures have been put in place for Aro News to succeed and endure for generations to come. Also happy that Aro News just like the Omu Aro wrapper, the Amaikpe square, and such other institutions has become an integral property of Arochukwu; one of the things by which Aro is simply identified. 

Q
What are the major impediments to development in Aro?
A
Development is a multi-dimentional thing. It has material and non-material components but essentially man is at the center of every development. Advanced societies place great premium on education because of the belief that the mind of man harbor the greatest engine of societal development. An untrained mind is basically sick and incapable of harnessing non-material things for the betterment of mankind. By implication, the way we take the education of our people, both young and elderly, will determine our reach development wise. Was it not Chief Emeka Ojukwu who once said that even if the devil gives a person scholarship to read, he/she should accept it? How many Aro children of school age are actually at school and how many that are capable of learning skilled trades are provided such opportunities. What opportunities are being created for the educated ones to gain useful employment or to be self employed gainfully. How much do our elites give back to the society that nurtured them? These are the issues. Does the local government have accurate statistics of our people of various ages and any idea how they could be assisted. Even for a nation at large, balanced development can only be achieved when a good blend is created between human and non-human factors. Otherwise, it will amount to the usual growth without development where a society records positive result in economic indices without corresponding improvement in the living standard of its people. A nation like China with very high GDP that is seriously threatening America’s industrial supremacy concentrates only on three things as its development strategy – health, education and infrastructures. The logic is clear because health is a prerequisite for somebody to be educated and excellent infrastructure is required to build and sustain viable industrial base. So we can locate the impediments amongst those that provide inept leadership to Aro, the elites that are selfish, the youths that keep challenging the authorities without being ready to tap from available opportunities, certain cultural practices that are begging for reform, and many more. We can borrow from the experience of other communities thus aggregate the resources of our sons and daughters at various abodes to strategically plan how to lift our people out of the current quagmire. 

Q
How could these impediments be removed?
A
As already alluded to above, it is a matter of strategy. Those providing leadership have to lay emphasis on the important issues and the entire citizenry need to be galvanized into meaningful action. Once the right things are focused upon, it will be a matter of time before the dividends starts to show. Aro, to say the least, is blessed with enough material and human resources that if well utilized and directed would turn the community into a Mecca of sort for less endowed towns. 

Q
There is no effective co-ordination and collaboration between Aro in Diaspora (especially in Europe and America) and Nzuko Aro towards developmental goals in Aro. How can these be improved upon?
A
Again, things do not just happen any how. It is a matter of plan. There is a compelling reason for Aro to utilize the strategic position of its citizens at various abodes to attain development faster than those without such options. But I think this realization has always been there as was seen during the Aro 2002 event when the Mazi Sam Ohuabunwa-led EXCO reached out to Aro at different abodes even though the success attained was doubtful.  Also, I don’t know how much of follow-up was done or is being done. Again, am aware that Mazi Kanu Ivi during his first tenure attended and also addressed a meeting of All-Aro USA. But these contacts appear some what sporadic without much coordination and sustenance. I think the right thing should be that every Aro community wherever domiciled should pay a token to have itself registered under the umbrella of Nzuko Aro such that in the event of problem arising any where, the Nzuko will rise to their defense. A census of our people will also derive therefrom. The primary motive is not the token fee to be collected but opportunity created to develop a data base on our kingdom. As the network is created it will be sustained by sending materials like Aro News newspaper, notices, information from the palace, etc to the abodes. It remains the responsibility of Nzuko Aro to build up a data base of Aro communities world-wide. Aro News International, our website project has such program in view when we are fully developed. Of course, we shall start with Diaspora communities overseas who have better opportunity of hooking to the online medium to obtain and confirm information pertaining to the kingdom. Perhaps, Mazi Ivi should make this as a major challenge of his second tenure.

Q
How is Aro News On-Line project faring?
A
On April 11, 2006, we formally served Nzuko Aro notice of taking a bow after ten unbroken years of running Aro News due Xmas 2006. We also indicated our next line of community service still under the auspices of Aro News Publications Ltd since we can not separate ourselves therefrom completely. Indeed, it is our objective to see that the Aro News dream is not just kept alive but taken to higher grounds after ceding production and management functions. However, the grand vision of our present pet project is to ensure that before long a robust website on Arochukwu kingdom would be available to Aro the world over and the general public. The website project, www.aronewsonline.com which is the first of its kind is set to redress the anomaly whereby a historic community as ours does not have an official website which less gifted towns in Nigeria boast of. In this day and age, we can not excuse ourselves from such neglect. Having successfully managed the hard copy publication for a decade, we felt it is time to bridge the gap in modern communication trends via information technology by launching Aro into the cyber world as a further commitment to fatherland. It will provide a platform for strategic contacts, business development, youth empowerment, etc; galvanize support and generate revenue for Nzuko Aro projects, amongst other things. This project, we strongly believe, shall perhaps, uplift Arochukwu even higher given the present information technology environment. It promises to be the biggest market place where umu-Aro all over the world would be interacting and solving common problems. All related sites hitherto operating independently would be linked to build a big umbrella which this website promises to be. Given the realities of our current circumstances Aro, to say the least, is standing on the threshold of great possibilities. We envisioned, said so and took a decision ten years ago by floating the Aro News Newspaper and we have been proved right. All well- meaning citizens have a role to play to make this new platform a reality. In fact, there is a historical credit in being part of the pioneer team. So as I did at the inception of Aro News Newspaper, I invite all Aro patriots to show commitment to this cause, support it meaningfully for the interest of greater posterity. Opportunity beckons for us to write our names in gold as pioneers of this community-wide cyberspace.     

Q
What’s its impact?

A
Oh, you can only underestimate the impact of the web in the present environment at your own peril. All world communities that are well focused have since been there. I mean very small towns that can not compare to Aro in any way. I don’t understand why our people do not appreciate the pace at which development is occurring in the world. Few months back when we started test-running www.aronewsonline.com  I wrote Nzuko Aro, Clubs, villages, schools and some elites for relevant materials about them for hosting free of charge in the web but till date none have responded. People pay heavily to advertise items or place announcement on the web but I wanted to do it free of charge at the beginning but the gesture was not appreciated. I hope you realize that being online entails having real-life communication and interaction with people all over the world. So if the president-general makes announcement about things going on at Aro or the monarch wishes to address his people; it will be read all over the globe simultaneously and feedback is possible also. What other means of communication could be more effective and efficient in the current circumstance.  So the impact is definitely going to be big but after we have fully developed the site and get people to hook to it.

Q
How would you articulate Nzuko Aro’s contribution or role in the entire project?
A
It is my belief that the Mazi Kanu Ivi-led exco posses great entrepreneurial insight. And, perhaps because of that, they saw an opportunity in the environment and took steps to key into it. All over the world, the movement is towards less rigid control, commercialization, privatization, out-sourcing, etc, hence we are in the era of partnership ventures as a way of building greater wealth. A decade after delivering on our affirmations, set targets and promises, it became imperative that we restructure in order to empower the medium to face the challenges ahead. This process actually started in 1999 when the very first move to take over the publication was made by the Mazi Sam Ohuabunwa-led administration of Nzuko Aro but things were not tidied up so the acquisition never got under way. However, in 2004 the new leadership of Nzuko Aro led by Mazi Emma Kanu Ivi re-started efforts to either wholly acquire or partly buy into the venture. This ostensibly stemmed from their belief that the best way to institutionalize the medium is to bring it under the purview of Nzuko Aro. Hence, it would then operate as an official mouthpiece of the body and also provide a platform for articulating and harnessing the potentials of Aro at home and in Diaspora. Moreover, we prefer a situation whereby a strong “private sector” presence is maintained, even as the union remains the core investor, to ensure that its fortune is not adversely affected by bureaucracy. This arrangement, we believe, would mitigate the financial burden of sustaining the publication by one person. Most importantly, it will serve as a buffer should any of the present editors have cause to pursue other aspirations. Consequently, Nzuko Aro assumed the rightful role of Publisher and also appointed a Managing Editor to represent its interest in the editorial board. So it is my hope that this arrangement would insulate the medium from financial and other uncertainties and also ensure that it provides employment to few Aro graduates. Indeed, we made efforts to equip Aro News with structures that will endure. By reason of its incorporation recently, it will henceforth exert its sustenance through viable commercial enterprises in order to raise much needed funds for its operations and programs. In doing this however, I hope that Aro News will maintain the uniqueness, style, impetus and panache it is known for in the years gone by.      

Q
How would you appraise the Aro News project in its entirety in the next ten years?

A
Our vision for the online project is that ten years hence, Aro wherever domiciled would have the opportunity of networking seriously amongst themselves, expressing common sentiments, solving common problems and meaningfully establishing basis for ensuring the growth and development of the community. Through strategic linkages that would result, the youths will be empowered, job seekers would get assistance, especially with international job placements and commitment to corporate Aro will be achieved. As a result, leadership challenges would be made easier as majority of the people could be reached and their potentials harnessed. Security within Aro commonwealth will also be enhanced as efficient communication network will assist to find solutions to threats timely. Don’t forget that just as an engineer or architect designs a structural project; likewise a social scientist does the same thing with building communities. Also, don’t forget that I am basically a sociologist & social anthropologist by training so; I fully understand what am saying. Man is man only in the context of society and what cultures and traditions that exist are built up via the actions and ingenuity of man. By implication, the community of our desire will be built through structured interactions and inter-dependence skillfully managed by people in authority. God will surely help us to attain the society of our dream such that succeeding generations will take the baton from us with the assurance that an enduring foundation has been laid.    

Q
Any plan to publish another volume of Perspectives on Aro History and Civilization soon?

A
Yes, we are just waiting until January to have the entire volumes of the past editions that would provide the materials required. At present, the printer is working on the materials already assembled, so all things being equally latest by Ikeji 2007 Vol. 3 will be available to our readers. The book series which gives readers in a concise form all the major articles published in the newspaper in the last three to four years properly edited has proved very useful to the audience so is always on demand. I recall that on the basis of the richness of materials in the books, some umu-Aro in UK at a time wanted to have it published overseas but the promise was not sustained. Keeping it alive is a commendable tradition which is highly recommended to the in-coming team. 
Q
How would you assess the entire team behind the Aro News project?

A
A very good question. The answer is very simple; my team is the very best. And, this is telling you the entire truth. In my earlier writings, I referred to it as the winning team. My team, don’t forget, is drawn from diverse backgrounds. Some were professional journalists; some were academics, while some were people who are generally interested in literary works irrespective of their callings in life. Most were people I have been privileged to work with while others were people I have had contact with in various places. We were held together by a common goal which was the vision I had at inception. This objective which was clearly articulated guided our foot-path, thus made those noble ideals that fired our imagination ever green in our memory.  Similarly, our mission which was to be a quarterly forum for critical examination, evaluation, discussion and dissemination of news, information, ideas which concern Arochukwu as a socio-political and cultural entity in Igboland, nay Nigeria remained our bond. This team owed no allegiance to any interest group; rather its primary commitment was to protect the interest and sovereignty of the Aro kingdom, and beyond that, the Igbo race. I recall with delight the momentous manner in which we were received and the joy which continued to trail our successive editions when newspaper was a scarce commodity in Aro which emboldened us to trudge ahead even in the face of great odds. However, having said all the above, in a special way, I want to acknowledge the invaluable role of my colleague, incidentally the pioneer editor - Mazi Ben Ezumah who in the last ten years bore the brunt with me of ensuring that we appeared at newsstands regularly. Also, I will not fail to appreciate the invaluable efforts of the entire editorial board whose sacrifices kept us in a good stead to contend with the challenges inherent in the publishing enterprise. Professor Chris Aniche Okorafor, our editorial consultant and the latest entrant into the board - Mazi Emma Onyema (representative of Nzuko Aro) are worth mentioning. Happily enough, ten years after, Aro News is received and read in many places both within and outside the country and this team did not suffer any crack. We remain grateful to Almighty God. 
Q
Congratulations, Mazi Zubby on your tenth anniversary celebrations. What’s your future role like? 

A
Thanks. I remain grateful to Almighty God and to all the people through whose assistance we were able to sustain the dream this far. I specially invite all to our tenth anniversary events which will kick-off with the formal handover of the publishing project to Nzuko Arochukwu on Aro Day – Dec 26th, 2006 at Civic Center Oror. Thereafter, on the 27th there would be breakfast/meeting with benefactors/fans, Talk – Information Technology Mgt. & Rural Community Development to be delivered by Prof. Chris Aniche Okorafor, recognition/award to writers, marketers, unveiling of Arochukwu community website (www.aronewsonline.com) etc to be held at Nenetels Hotel, Obinkita starting from 9.am. The anniversary event would be rounded-off with a Thanksgiving Mass
on December 31st, 2006 at St. Thomas Catholic Church, Amuvi, 10 am prompt. I shall look forward to seeing most of you at all the events.  I had earlier clarified the fact that ceding day-to-day management of Aro News does not mean the end of my relationship with the medium. In time, I will take a deserved rest, play advisory roles and pursue other community service endeavors which has even commenced. In fact, the pioneer editor, Mazi Ben Ezumah and I have committed ourselves to ensuring that Aro News makes greater impact in the development of Arochukwu even after our exit. In addition to playing advisory roles, including keeping regular columns; we shall place our goodwill at the service of the in-coming management. This coupled with the launch of our website – aronewsonline.com which would rub-off handsomely on the newspaper goes to demonstrate our faith in the continued prosperity of the venture and Arochukwu kingdom. So we shall remain in the scene.            
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