WELCOME ADDRESS PRESENTED BY PROFESSOR UWAKWE ABUGU, DIRECTOR-GENERAL, INSTITUTE OF MEDICAL AND HEALTH LAW (IMHL) & DEAN, FACULTY OF LAW, UNIVERSITY OF ABUJA AT THE 2024 NATIONAL MEDICAL & HEALTH LAW CONFERENCE ON THE THEME: ADVANCING INCLUSIVE HEALTHCARE THROUGH SPECIALIZED ETHICAL STANDARDS IN NIGERIAN MEDICAL PRACTICE
Protocols!
It is with immense gratitude to God and heartfelt joy that I welcome you all to the 2024 National Medical and Health Law Conference, proudly hosted by the Institute of Medical and Health Law (IMHL). This annual gathering has become a beacon for professionals and advocates dedicated to transforming healthcare and its legal frameworks for the greater good of our nation.

The Journey So far

The foundation of what we celebrate today was laid in December 2021 during the maiden National Conference of the Medical Law Professionals Association of Nigeria (MELPAN), the precursor to the Institute of Medical and Health Law (IMHL). With the theme, “Strengthening Healthcare Systems to Enhance Patient-Centered Care in Nigeria”, the conference was a clarion call to reassess and reposition healthcare institutions to prioritize patient welfare and optimize service delivery. Held at the Main Auditorium of Merit House, Maitama, Abuja, the event drew together leading minds in law and medicine to chart a visionary course for Nigeria's healthcare system.

The conference was chaired by His Excellency, M.A. Abubakar, SAN, an eminent legal practitioner, Principal Solicitor at Fortuna Chambers, and former Governor of Bauchi State, whose insights underscored the nexus between robust legal frameworks and sustainable healthcare reforms. The keynote address by Professor Oluwole Atoyebi, a distinguished surgeon, academic luminary, and former President of the Nigerian Medical Association (NMA), provided incisive perspectives on systemic weaknesses in the healthcare sector. His address highlighted actionable strategies to bridge gaps in policy implementation and foster patient-centered care.

This inaugural conference set the tone for a sustained intellectual inquiry into the interplay between law, ethics, and healthcare, birthing a platform that remains pivotal in reshaping Nigeria's medical and health law landscape.

Building on the momentum of its precursor, the 2nd National Medical and Health Law Conference convened on 29th November 2022 at the National Judicial Institute, Jabi-Airport Road, Abuja. Themed “Healthcare System in Nigeria: Getting Governments to Be More Responsive Under the Law”, the conference critically examined the systemic failings in Nigeria’s healthcare governance and the corresponding legal frameworks necessary to compel governmental accountability.

Professor Mike A.A. Ozekome, SAN, OFR, CON, FCIArb, Ph.D., a renowned constitutional lawyer and public intellectual, chaired the event, bringing his wealth of expertise and an unwavering commitment to justice. The keynote address was delivered by Mallam Yusuf O. Ali, SAN, a legal titan and Principal Partner at Ghalib Chambers, who eloquently dissected the interplay between government responsiveness and healthcare delivery within the framework of existing legal statutes.

A landmark moment of this conference was the formal unveiling of the Institute of Medical and Health Law (IMHL), transitioning MELPAN into a more robust institution dedicated to advancing the study and practice of medical and health law. The induction of various categories of members—student members, associates, full members, associate fellows, and fellows—signified the broad-based inclusivity and professional development that the Institute aims to foster.

This conference reinforced the urgent need for legal and policy reforms that ensure governments at all levels meet their healthcare obligations, establishing a precedent for evidence-based advocacy within the healthcare sector.

The 3rd National Medical and Health Law Conference, held on 21st November 2023, pivoted to an equally critical area of focus: mental health. Under the theme “Maintaining Optimal Mental Health in a Distressed Socio-Political Economy”, the conference highlighted the growing mental health crisis in Nigeria, exacerbated by economic uncertainties and political instability.

The keynote address by Hon. Dr. Tanko Sununu, Honourable Minister of State for Education, masterfully connected the dots between socio-economic challenges and the increasing prevalence of mental health issues in Nigeria. His presentation emphasized the urgent need for a multi-sectoral approach to mental health, incorporating education, healthcare policy, and legal protections. The conference was chaired by Distinguished Senator Dr. Ibrahim Yahaya Oloriegbe, whose legislative acumen and advocacy for health reforms enriched the discourse.

This conference underscored the dire need for legislative interventions, public awareness campaigns, and collaborative frameworks to address mental health challenges in a nation where over 20% of the population faces mental health disorders. It also served as a rallying cry for stakeholders to prioritize mental health as a cornerstone of national development.

The National Medical and Health Law Conferences, from their inception to the present, have provided a critical platform for examining the intersection of law, ethics, and healthcare in Nigeria. Each iteration has built on the successes of the previous one, offering incisive analyses, evidence-based recommendations, and actionable solutions to Nigeria’s healthcare challenges. The conferences have not only advanced scholarly debates but also inspired tangible policy reforms, fostering a culture of accountability and professionalism in medical and health law practice. As we continue on this trajectory, it is our collective hope that these deliberations translate into systemic changes that enhance the healthcare experiences of all Nigerians.
This year’s conference, the fourth of its kind, continues our tradition of exploring timely and critical issues in the intersection of healthcare and law. The theme for this year, “Advancing Inclusive Healthcare through Specialized Ethical Standards in Nigerian Medical Practice,” is not only timely but also a clarion call to redefine our medical and legal paradigms to prioritize inclusivity, ethics, and professionalism.

As we gather in this esteemed venue—the Main Auditorium of Merit House, Abuja—we are privileged to host an array of eminent personalities whose exceptional contributions to their respective fields continue to inspire and transform our nation. At the forefront is our Keynote Speaker, Ambassador Jake Epele, Founder/CEO of The All Rights Foundation (TAF) Africa, a globally celebrated advocate for inclusion, healthcare ethics, and sustainable development. His visionary leadership has earned him widespread recognition, both within and beyond the borders of Nigeria, for championing the rights of marginalized groups and fostering ethical practices in healthcare delivery.

We are equally honored by the presence of our Chairman of the Occasion, Mazi Afam Osigwe, SAN, a distinguished legal luminary and the current President of the Nigerian Bar Association. Renowned for his unwavering commitment to the rule of law, social justice, and professional excellence, Mazi Osigwe stands as a beacon of legal scholarship and advocacy, tirelessly working to strengthen the legal profession and its impact on societal development.

Adding further prestige to this august occasion is our Special Guest of Honour, Dr. Musa Adamu Aliyu, SAN, the esteemed Chairman of the Independent Corrupt Practices and Other Related Offences Commission (ICPC). A towering figure in the fields of law, governance, and ethics, Dr. Aliyu is a celebrated academic and a Senior Advocate of Nigeria whose illustrious career spans decades of impactful service. His scholarly contributions to legal education and his unrelenting advocacy for transparency and accountability have solidified his position as a vanguard of institutional reform.

As Chairman of the ICPC, Dr. Aliyu has spearheaded groundbreaking initiatives that have redefined the fight against corruption in Nigeria. His innovative policies and strategic leadership have not only enhanced the operational efficiency of the Commission but also served as a model for governance reforms across Africa. Beyond his remarkable achievements in governance, Dr. Aliyu’s dedication to mentoring young professionals and fostering ethical standards has earned him the respect and admiration of colleagues and contemporaries worldwide.

Together with our distinguished Keynote Speaker, Ambassador Jakes Epele, a globally recognized champion for inclusive healthcare and ethical medical practices, and our Chairman of the Occasion, Mazi Afam Osigwe, SAN, the dynamic and forward-thinking President of the Nigerian Bar Association, these luminaries bring an unparalleled wealth of experience, intellectual depth, and visionary leadership to this conference. Their combined presence not only underscores the importance of this gathering but also sets a high benchmark for the critical discourse on advancing healthcare and legal ethics in Nigeria.

This trio of eminent personalities exemplifies the ideals of integrity, innovation, and excellence, inspiring us all to actively engage in shaping a future where healthcare and governance are underpinned by the highest ethical standards and a collective commitment to societal progress. Their participation elevates the prestige of this event, creating an atmosphere ripe for transformative discussions and actionable resolutions.

A Brief Historical Perspective

The journey of the IMHL has been remarkable. What began as the Medical Law Professionals Association of Nigeria (MELPAN) in 2021 has evolved into a premier institute fostering collaboration between the fields of health and law. Our inaugural conference in December 2021, themed “Strengthening Healthcare Systems to Enhance Patient-Centered Care in Nigeria,” laid the groundwork for these dialogues, while the second and third conferences expanded the scope, addressing governance, mental health, and systemic reforms.

Today, we advance further with a theme that challenges us to ask: How do we ensure that every Nigerian, regardless of socio-economic status, has access to quality healthcare, guided by ethical and inclusive standards?
The Significance of this Theme

Inclusive healthcare is not just a moral obligation—it is a legal, economic, and spiritual imperative. The World Health Organization (WHO) underscores that equitable healthcare systems are the bedrock of national development. Yet, in Nigeria, systemic inequities, inadequate resources, and ethical lapses continue to plague our healthcare delivery.

This conference seeks to:

1. Define specialized ethical standards that can bridge the gap between legal mandates and healthcare practice.

2. Promote inclusivity by addressing the needs of underserved populations, particularly women, children, and persons with disabilities.

3. Encourage accountability among healthcare practitioners and institutions to prioritize patient rights and safety.

Our distinguished speakers, panelists, and participants will bring their wealth of experience and insights that will undoubtedly propel this conversation forward.

Highlights of the Conference

Beyond the intellectual discourse, this conference will feature several milestone events, including:

· The Induction Ceremony of student members, associates, full members, associate fellows, and fellows of the IMHL.

· Conferment of Honorary Fellowships on eminent Nigerians whose contributions to healthcare, law, and public service are exemplary. These honorees include:
1. Professor Khadijat Toyin Musah, Pioneer Dean, Faculty of Nursing and Allied Health Sciences, University of Abuja. This honour is a testament to her exemplary accomplishments and the profound impact made across multiple fields. Her impressive track record as a frontline Nursing Scientist, and now a highly respected public servant demonstrates her incredible versatility and dedication. Her work is not only professionally enriching but also amazingly uplifting, and she embodies and exudes a rare combination of intellectual prowess, benevolence, and an engaging, charismatic academic aura.

2. Professor Titus Sunday Ibekwe, MBBS, FWACS, Provost College of Basic Medical Sciences, and Former Head of the Department of Otorhinolaryngology (ORL) at the University of Abuja and University of Abuja Teaching Hospital in Nigeria. Current Chair of the International Advisory Board (IAB) of the American Academy of Otorhinolaryngology, Head and Neck Surgery Foundation (AAO-HNSF). He was elected to the position at the AAO-HNSF meeting in Nashville, Tennessee, and his term runs from 2024 to 2025. 

Call to Action

Dear colleagues and stakeholders, as we delve into these discussions, I urge you to reflect on the transformative power of ethical standards and inclusivity. Let this conference inspire actionable steps toward building a healthcare system that truly serves the Nigerian populace.

Once again, I extend my deepest gratitude to all our guests, particularly our keynote speaker, chairman of the occasion, special guest of honour, sponsors, and every participant who has made time to be here. Your presence underscores your commitment to advancing healthcare and legal excellence in Nigeria.

Relax, engage, and immerse yourself in the wealth of knowledge and ideas that will flow during this conference. Together, we can create a healthier, fairer, and more ethical Nigeria.

Thank you, and may God bless you all.

