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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy and the Promotion of Peace, Development and 

Democracy  

 
Attahiru M. Jega 

 

Introduction 

 As Nigeria commemorates 50 years of independence from colonial rule in October 2010, it is 

important to review and assess Nigeria’s foreign policy focus on peace, development and 

democracy and attempt to answer the following questions. What has the purported ‘leader’ of 

Africa done, inside and outside of Africa? How and Why? How well conceptualized and 

executed is the focus? With what impact and consequences? Contributors to this book 

address these pertinent and increasingly primary themes in Nigeria’s foreign policy, often 

subsumed under ‘Africa is the center-piece of Nigeria’s foreign policy’ blanket, but yet not 

sufficiently analyzed, explained and understood.  

 

Studies on Nigeria’s foreign policy have tended to be general broad strokes, covering 

virtually every conceivable topic. We have chosen instead, in this volume, to focus on a 

thematic area of growing relevance and significance in international relations, targeting issues 

pertaining to the emerging discourses on global citizenship.  For example, in a conflict-ridden 

world, with occasional violent eruptions, genocidal tendencies and enormous humanitarian 

problems, contributing to solving conflicts, promoting peaceful co-existence and facilitating 

good governance and democratization have become important objectives of foreign policy. 

With the decline of super-power rivalry in the post-cold war era the threat of nuclear 

conflagration has reduced, such that the United Nations Organization and its Security 

Council, as well as other regional and multilateral organizations, are giving greater attention 

to solving conventional conflicts and humanitarian crises. For many, often contradictory 

reasons, Nigeria has long recognized this and has played increasing roles in regional, sub-

regional and global peace-keeping /peace-building operations. Nigeria has also pursued as a 

foreign policy objective issues concerning national development through bilateral and 

multilateral relations and democracy promotion, the latter more a child of necessity and 

circumstance than a well-targeted and pursued agenda. 
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A re-assessment and re-evaluation of Nigeria’s foreign policy, in all its ramifications is 

indeed necessary and long over-due, and the 50
th

 commemoration of Nigeria’s independence 

provides a welcome opportunity for this. The existing structure, processes and machinery of 

foreign policy formulation and implementation which have served Nigeria relatively well up 

to the early 1980’s, now leave much to be desired. The contradictions, constraints and 

inherent weaknesses are glaringly manifest; hence the urgent need to strengthen and re-

valuate policy in line with requirements of a fast-changing and rapidly globalizing world. 

Present-day foreign policy decisions and actions need to focus on addressing the challenges 

of national survival, human security, progress and development in the new millennium. 

Indeed, the defined foreign policy objectives in the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic 

of Nigeria require re-examination, if not re-definition, to accommodate a focus on new issues 

and challenges confronting countries such as Nigeria in this globalized world. While the old 

issues of protection of sovereignty, territorial integrity and national security are still relevant, 

new emerging issues, for example, pertaining to national competitiveness in the globalized 

economy, promotion and defense of universal rights, protection of the environment and 

sustainable development, as well as the promotion of peaceful co-existence and 

democratization have assumed primacy.  

 

As Nigeria increasingly comes to terms with these additional concerns in its foreign policy 

pursuits, there is need for a carefully defined framework to guide decisions and actions. 

Studies on Nigeria’s foreign policy have pointed to the incapacity of the structure and 

processes of conceptualizing and implementing foreign policy decisions to meet the 

challenges of the rapidly changing reality of the contemporary international system (see 

Olusanya & Akindele 1990; Adebajo & Mustapha 2008). This inadequacy will only worsen 

unless reforms are introduced and institutionalized to address it. There is perhaps no better 

time for a reflection and reform initiative than the occasion of the commemoration of the 50
th

 

anniversary of Nigeria’s independence from colonial rule. 

 

At the conceptual and theoretical levels, as Asobie has observed, ‘the study of Nigeria’s 

foreign policy is grossly underdeveloped’ (1990, p.3). Despite its being a copious and 

voluminous industry the study of Nigeria’s foreign policy has been unsystematic, basically 

idiosyncratic and lacking in theoretical and empirical rigor. As Ambassador Hart, 2009 aptly 

noted, foreign policy studies in Nigeria have generally been narrative-inclined; they are not 

analytical and offer little if any basis for a choice of scientific framework to guide 

conceptualization, implementation, or study and understanding of Nigeria’s foreign policy. 
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This book is also a modest attempt to contribute to the need for a more scientific and 

systematic study of Nigeria’s foreign policy, especially in the key thematic areas of peace, 

development and democracy. Equally significant, it hopes to facilitate re-strategizing, 

streamlining and re-focusing Nigeria’s foreign policy towards better attainment and 

satisfaction of the needs and aspirations of citizens, domestically and internationally. There is 

the need for a strategy to pursue the ‘national interest’ and foreign policy objectives in a fast 

changing environment. In the context of the rapidly globalizing world Nigeria’s foreign 

policy should be driven by forward-looking initiatives and exemplary leadership in policy 

conceptualization and execution. Additionally, it should be backed by strong and stable 

institutions, agencies and processes. It is inconceivable that a country that muddles through 

its domestic and foreign policies would survive and prosper in the contemporary globalized 

world. 

 

History and Context 

Nigeria has come a long way in international relations, from the immediate post-

independence era of the early 1960’s when US President L. B. Johnson kept confusing 

Nigeria with Algeria (Alkali 2003, p.190, quoting Wayas 1979) to this first decade of the new 

millennium when virtually every American household knows Nigeria, though unfortunately 

due to the dubious distinction of its citizens’ involvement in global crimes, ranging from 

drug-trafficking to fraud ( ‘419’) and now terrorism following  a botched attempted bombing 

of an aircraft in an American city on December 25, 2009 by a young Nigerian citizen. From 

the early 1960’s when Britain was virtually Nigeria’s only trading partner, to which it 

exported primarily agricultural commodities, to the new millennium when Nigeria is one of 

the world’s major oil exporting countries and a major exporter of the commodity to the US 

(indeed, America’s largest trading partner in sub-Saharan Africa), Nigeria has become an 

important player in international relations, an assumed potential leader of Africa, and a major 

contributor to international peace-keeping and peace-building operations both regionally and 

globally.  

   

Given its size, population and vast natural resource endowment, Nigeria was perceived at 

independence from colonial rule in 1960 as a country destined to play crucial roles for 

progress and development throughout the world; a natural leader on the African continent 

(Phillips Jr. 1964; Thiam 1965). Although the immediate post-independence Balewa 

government defined broad foreign policy objectives which it pursued rather cautiously, it 

began to set the stage for such a claim to leadership. For example, Nigeria opposed France’s 
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testing of atomic weapons in the Sahara desert and severed diplomatic ties with France in 

1961 as a result , became involved in peace-keeping operations in the Congo and in Lebanon, 

helped to thwart a coup attempt in Tanzania, covertly funded and provided military assistance 

to the ANC in South Africa and played a decisive role in the formation of the Organization 

for African Unity (OAU).  Although Prime Minister Balewa abhorred radical ideologies and 

regimes ‘he was passionate about Africa and African issues to which he gave significant 

attention’ (Fawole 2003, p. 40). However, critiques have characterized Balewa’s foreign 

policy as not only conservative but also hesitant and moralistic; and lacking in content and 

consistency (see Idang 1973; Alkali 2003). Some have even argued that the first phase of 

Nigeria’s foreign policy under the Balewa government was driven by altruistic motives (Hart 

2008). It was also said to be broadly pro-Western to excessively accommodate British 

colonial interests. 

 

In any case, successive Nigerian governments, especially under military rule, have striven to 

assume or claim such a leadership position through foreign policy declarations and actions 

and other modes of international engagements. This commenced with Gowon’s drive for 

regional integration and key role in the formation of the Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS). Increased oil revenues enabled Nigeria more generous foreign 

policy under-takings, pro-active engagements and the emergence of hegemonic ambitions. 

 

From the mid-1970’s, Nigeria’s military leaders began to define the country’s foreign policy 

objectives in the context of its perceived power and continental aspirations for leadership.  

Under Generals Murtala and Obasanjo (1975-79), Nigeria led on African issues with an 

enthusiastic, some say radical, thrust. Nigeria’s foreign policy objectives were more 

coherently defined than was hitherto the case. Africa was made the ‘center-piece’ or 

‘cornerstone’ of Nigeria’s foreign policy. Although protection and defense of the territorial 

integrity of the country, as well as pursuit of economic development have remained core 

objectives, they were in practice subsumed under the Afro-centric thrust of the defined 

national interests. Nigeria’s foreign policy profile rose significantly due to its commitment 

and assistance to  liberation struggles in southern Africa during this period, in recognition of 

which it earned membership in the Frontline States as well as chairmanship of the United 

Nations Anti-Apartheid Committee. Its influence over African matters was such that, ‘if 

Nigeria wasn’t at a table where African issues were discussed, it is incomplete’ (Eze 2008). 
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From the 1980’s to the 1990’s, however, Nigeria’s foreign policy concerns shifted to a pre-

occupation with peace-keeping at the sub-regional level and ‘economic diplomacy’ at the 

international level. Increased civil strife and military conflicts in the West African sub-region, 

especially in Liberia, Sierra Leone and Cote D’Ivoire gave rise to concerns with national 

sovereignty, territorial integrity and concern of a spill-over effect to the rest of the countries 

in the sub-region. Good neighbourliness was threatened and there were fears of the 

destabilizing implications of massive inflows of refugees from war-torn areas in the sub-

region. In spite of declining revenues and the onset of an economic crisis, Nigeria maintained 

peace-keeping operations at very high costs.  

 

The pursuit of ‘economic diplomacy’ as an additional plank of Nigeria’s foreign policy was 

aimed at cushioning the damaging impact of the economic crisis which engulfed Nigeria in 

the 1980’s and was targeted to assuage the consequences of the structural adjustment 

measures introduced to contain the crisis. Foreign policy was re-directed from a 

predominantly political focus to an economic focus in which foreign policy instruments were 

used to advance domestic economic development objectives (Ogwu & Olukoshi 1991).  

Through ‘economic diplomacy’, launched by the Babangida government in 1988, Nigeria 

hoped to improve relations with its development partners, attract foreign investment, mitigate 

the burden of indebtedness and garner international assistance from bilateral and multilateral 

sources for the country’s socio-economic development. As Ibeanu points out in Chapter 2, 

this thrust of economic development was an important feature of what he terms the ‘realist’ 

phase of Nigeria’s foreign policy in the 1980’s and the 1990’s. 

 

To what extent the objectives of ‘economic diplomacy,’ in particular the quest to attract 

foreign investment and garner new export markets and at the same time be an acknowledged 

sub-regional and regional African leader have succeeded, is a subject of intense debate and 

contestation. What can without doubt be said is that it is one thing to perceive oneself a 

leader, it is quite another thing to be recognized as such by others. Thus, converting the 

perception of Nigeria’s leadership role in Africa into reality has remained a formidable 

challenge 50 years later. Substantial commitments of human and material resources to back 

up foreign policy decisions and actions, especially in conflict resolution and peace-keeping, 

have not yielded the desired respect and influence for Nigeria in Africa or elsewhere. Neither 

has it yielded any significant ‘dividend’ in terms of investment opportunities for Nigeria in 

the countries which it helped, nor garnered popular acceptance and support domestically as 
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Julie Sanda and Obadiah Mailafia have shown in chapters 3 and 8, respectively. The pertinent 

question is: Why? 

 

The long recognized link between domestic processes and the conduct of foreign policy goes 

a long way to explain Nigeria’s growing frustration in the actualization of its coveted 

leadership role in Africa. Weak economic and political structures, ineffective institutions and 

processes and bad governance, characterized by quarrel-some, inept and corrupt public 

officers,  have combined to undermine, except for a brief period (1975-79), the influence and 

respectability that ought to have accrued to Nigeria’s foreign policy undertakings in the past 

50 years. Although Nigerians, especially their leaders, are still presumptive about their 

country’s leadership role in Africa, many observers and scholars think otherwise.  A range of 

suggestive phrases are now being used to describe Nigeria and its relationship with the rest of 

the world: ‘a crippled giant’ (Osaghae 1998 ); ‘open sore of a continent’ (Soyinka 1996); ‘a 

giant with clay feet’; ‘hegemony on a shoestring’, ‘crumbling Tower of Babel’, ‘Africa’s 

Gulliver faced the threat of becoming the Lilliput of the globe’, etc. (see Adebajo and 

Mustapha 2008). 

 

Domestic instability, insecurity and the majority of citizens’ lack of prosperity have affected 

Nigerians’ appreciation of and support for their country’s worthy endeavours in foreign 

policy and global politics. With a projected population of 159.4 million in 2010, Nigeria is 

one of the 10 most populous countries in the world. Its population represents ¼ of that of 

Sub-Saharan Africa and 1/5 of the black race. With an estimated GDP of $183 billion (in 

2008) and a growth rate of 3.8%, as well as abundant resources, it is potentially Africa’s 

largest economy. Yet, Nigeria is one of Africa’s most chronically unstable and conflict ridden 

countries. Multicultural diversity has been complicated by negative elite mobilization of 

ethnicity and religion, mediated and compounded by one of the highest incidences of poverty 

on the African continent. In spite of attempts by the Obasanjo (1999-2007) and Yar’Adua 

(2007-2010) governments since 1999 to ‘eradicate’ poverty, statistics still point to a bleak 

picture, standing at about 70% (Usman 2007, p.4). Industrial growth production rate is 

estimated at -1.8%; there are very high levels of unemployment, life expectancy is 55 years 

and overall literacy rate is 64%.  Nigeria continues to be over-dependent on the oil sector 

which still accounts for 95% of foreign exchange earnings and 80% of budgetary revenues. 

However, oil revenues have not been properly harnessed for socioeconomic development, as 

evidenced by dilapidated infrastructure, chronic power outages and institutional decay. 
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The contradiction between being a rich country with very poor people is explained or 

accounted for by the recklessness of a greedy and self-serving Nigerian elite who have 

mismanaged the economy, undermined infrastructure and socio-economic development, and 

basically squirreled away the country’s resources into their private coffers. There is no doubt, 

therefore, that the domestic environment, characterized by insecurity, poverty, ethno-

religious mobilization and youth unemployment has negatively constrained and influenced or 

otherwise conditioned, the making and execution of foreign policy.  

 

Nonetheless, in the 50 years of Nigeria’s foreign policy, despite significant external and 

domestic constraints, there are notable and noteworthy accomplishments which are 

suggestive of a broader scope of achievements, if only lessons could be learnt and reform 

initiatives launched appropriately. No doubt there are discernable discontinuities as much as 

there are continuities, as Ibeanu has highlighted in Chapter 1; but as a whole, and as most 

chapter contributors have shown, Nigeria has actively participated as a global player for the 

resolution of conflicts, promotion of peace and advancement of democratization, even if the 

latter was an unplanned, but concomitant, if not complimentary, outcome of the former. The 

chapters in the book have together brought out the array of not only notable accomplishments 

but also the formidable challenges which Nigeria has had to contend with in its 50 years of 

foreign policy, as the following brief summary of the chapter contributions highlights. 

 

Summary of Chapters 

 
Ibeanu contends in Chapter 2 that Nigeria’s role in global politics can best be understood by 

classifying the thrust of her foreign policy into three phases, namely, the conservative, the 

radical and the realist. Each of these phases corresponds with a particular period with unique 

factors that shaped developments in and outside Nigeria. For instance, the conservative phase 

covers the 1960 -1970 period when Nigeria was concerned with issues such as attainment of 

political freedom from colonialism, protection and defense of national sovereignty and non – 

interference in the internal affairs of other African states. Nigeria’s approach to global and 

African issues in this period was conservative and pragmatic. While trying to ensure global 

stability, Nigeria was deeply concerned with requirements of managing the fragile nature of 

the country.  
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The radical phase (1970-1980) was one in which Nigeria was more assertive due to factors 

that spurred her self- confidence, such as the successful execution of the civil war, increase in 

oil wealth and the dominance of domestic politics by relatively radical military regimes.  In 

the realist phase, i.e. from the 1980’s onwards, as a result of the problems created by the 

economic crisis of that decade Nigeria pre-occupied herself with improving relations with 

creditors such as Bretton Woods institutions and forging other bilateral and multilateral 

economic relations essentially for redressing the damaging impact of the crisis and for 

sustained economic development. Thus, during this period Nigeria has essentially relegated 

to the background her hitherto keen concern about African liberation from colonialism and 

imperialism, and instead, focuses more on economic competitiveness in the era of 

globalization and forging relationships which are compatible with economic growth and 

development under the new global dispensation. 

 

In Chapter 3, Osaghae analyzes the role Nigeria has played as a sub-regional power in the 

democratization processes in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Togo and Equatorial Guinea. He shows 

how Nigeria demonstrated her influence as a leader in the West African sub-region by either 

unilaterally or multilaterally intervening in the crises in these countries, using the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) as a platform and springboard. These case 

studies aptly illustrate Nigeria’s role as an active promoter of conflict resolution, peace-

building, collective security, and democratization. This role, of course, has been replete with 

contradictory dynamics. For one, the reluctance of global powers to be actively engaged in 

African conflicts, especially after America’s bitter experience in Somalia, created an 

opportunity for Nigeria to play a leadership role, even if for altruistic reasons. For another, 

arising from its role in peace-keeping and conflict resolution, Nigeria soon recognized the 

imperative of democratization for sustainable peace-building, and became pre-occupied with 

transition to democracy projects in other West African countries as an integral part of its 

peace-building mission, even while under the tutelage of authoritarian military regimes. The 

need to resolve this contradiction may have had significant bearing in subsequent politics of 

transition in Nigeria itself in the 1990’s. For example, pro-democracy civil society 

organizations gained much mileage by hammering on the contradiction in which military 

authoritarian rulers in Nigeria, without democratic credentials, were exporting democracy to 

west African neighbours. In any case, Nigeria’s role in promoting and bringing about peace 

and democratic development in these countries has enhanced her status as a regional and sub-
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regional leader and as a major player in the United Nation’s recent preoccupation with global 

and human security, as well as democratization. 

 

The focus of Chapter 4 by Sanda is on Nigeria’s role in specifically enhancing global stability 

through peace-keeping and peace-making. Using Nigeria’s contributions in Congo, Lebanon 

and Bosnia Herzegovina, Sanda describes how Nigeria has made globally acknowledged 

contributions, albeit at tremendous costs. She underscores the fact that despite a commitment 

of enormous human and material resources to peacekeeping and peace-making in other 

countries, Nigeria has been unable to benefit substantially from these due to the absence of 

clearly defined objectives and goals underlying the interventions, targeted at maximizing the 

actualization of Nigeria’s national interest. Similarly, she points to poor coordination and 

cooperation amongst institutions and individuals involved in the policy-making and execution 

processes which are largely responsible for the inability of the country to develop well-

defined goals and a strategic framework for international peace-keeping adventures. 

 

In Chapter 5, Andrew Okolie undertakes a discussion on Nigeria’s role in African regional 

and continental peace-keeping, peace-making and peace enforcement with particular 

reference to Sierra Leone, Liberia, Darfur and Somalia. Okolie notes that peacekeeping in 

Liberia, Sierra Leone, Chad and even Guinea Bissau were carried out under the auspices of 

ECOMOG. In all these operations, Nigeria’s peace-keeping efforts were initially unilateral 

(as in the case of Chad) but later became multilateral (as in the cases of Liberia, S/Leone and 

Guinea Bissau) when Nigeria collaborated with other member states of ECOWAS. To 

Okolie, ECOMOG succeeded mainly because of the political will and doggedness of 

ECOWAS members, especially Nigeria, and due to the authoritarian nature of the 

governments of the major powers (Nigeria and Ghana) that formed ECOMOG as well as the 

enormous resources at the disposal of Nigeria. However, the main challenges ECOMOG 

faced in peace-keeping in these countries included: the brutal and protracted nature of the 

conflicts, legitimacy problem of ECOMOG, linguistic and geopolitical divisions/rivalries, 

obsolete military equipment, poor logistics and training. The success of ECOMOG to him 

further confirmed Nigeria as a hegemonic power in West Africa in particular, despite the 

shortcomings and limitations. 

 

In Chapter 6, Bobboyi analyzes what, arguably, is Nigeria’s major foreign policy triumph, the 

creation and nurturing of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). He 
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discusses the crucial role Nigeria played in the formation of ECOWAS and assesses its main 

achievements, as well as the challenges facing it. The creation of ECOWAS was a realization 

of earlier efforts aimed at economic integration and collective self-reliance in an increasingly 

asymmetrical world in which primary commodity producers are at the mercy of industrialized 

countries. The main achievements include: implementation of the peace and security protocol 

which saw the establishment of ECOMOG and its crucial roles in ensuring peace-keeping 

and conflict resolution at the sub-regional and even regional/continental levels; 

implementation of the free movement of persons and goods protocol which abolished visas 

and catalyzed closer socioeconomic relations among member states; and the implementation 

of the protocol on democracy and good governance which facilitates election monitoring and 

collective sanctioning of military coups among member states. However, persistent 

challenges include: existence of substantial non-tariff barriers and other protectionist 

measures which have prevented the successful implementation of the ECOWAS Trade 

Liberalization Scheme (ETLS) and which have obstructed the fundamental objective of 

closer sub-regional economic integration; relatively low manufacturing capacity in member 

states which has minimized the tapping of the benefits of the raw materials being promoted 

by the ETLS the inability to harmonize monetary policy and introduce a single currency; and 

the inability to tackle poverty and its impact on the socioeconomic development of the sub-

region. Significant recommendations are made on how best to consolidate and sustain the 

ECOWAS initiative by addressing key challenges. In so doing leadership, political will and 

vision are considered essential.  

 

Oculi discusses, in Chapter 7, the continuities inherent in Nigeria’s foreign policy and how 

these have manifested through the country’s membership in key international organizations 

such as the United Nations Organization (UNO), the Commonwealth of Nations and the Non-

Aligned Movement (NAM). For instance, Nigeria’s stance as a member of the UNO was 

made clear when Balewa in his speech emphasized the country’s foreign policy principle to 

include sustained relations and regional groupings, rejection of regime change in Africa 

through military coup, preference for aid from multilateral UN agencies to Africa, more 

African voices in global affairs and the notion of placing African affairs first in Nigeria’s 

foreign policy. Oculi also discusses how Nigeria has used her membership in the 

Commonwealth to demonstrate her influence and foster African interests such as the fight 

against Apartheid, hosting of CHOGM in 2003, and the use of the Nigerian diplomats to 
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resolve African crises (as in Kenya). These issues have consistently shown the nature of 

Nigeria’s foreign policy focus in the past 50 years, which is centered on Africa. 

 

In Chapter 8, Mohammed discusses how the oil resource-based economic character of 

Nigeria has defined her position in OPEC and her relations with the Arab world and the 

West. Mohammed shows how the discovery of oil, its exploration and exploitation were not 

controlled by Nigeria until long after independence. Thereafter, with oil becoming the major 

revenue source and foreign exchange earner for Nigeria, the country became a major player 

in the global oil market as an exporter of high quality crude oil. The emergence of OPEC and 

its dominance by oil-producing countries of the Middle East subsequently had an impact on 

the way Nigeria related with her oil companies at home, the Middle East, Western oil 

consumer countries such as the US and Britain especially when Nigeria joined OPEC in 

1971. Mohammed further shows how the politics of regulating oil production quotas in 

OPEC and the conflicts in the Middle East (Arab – Israeli conflict and  Iran–Iraq War) drew 

the US and her Western allies closer to Nigeria when the West re-focused its attention to the 

Gulf of Guinea (dominated by Nigeria) as a strategic alternative source of energy. 

 

Mailafia, in Chapter 9, analyses Nigeria’s bilateral and multilateral economic assistance to 

African countries and assesses the impact of these on Nigeria’s domestic economy and on the 

relationship between her and other countries in the continent as well as how this assistance 

has influenced Nigeria’s foreign policy direction. Mailafia asserts that Nigeria has used the 

ECOWAS platform to dramatize her economic and political dominance in West Africa 

through direct assistance to its members and other needy African states. Examples include the 

over $60 billion financial assistance to Benin Republic, Zimbabwe, Cape Verde, Guinea, 

Senegal,  Niger, Togo, Liberia and Mali. Additional avenues Nigeria has used to assist others 

include, the Technical Aids Corps Scheme, Nigeria Trust Fund and Nigeria Technical 

Cooperation Fund. 

 

Mailafia notes, however, that dwindling oil revenues and domestic economic constraints have 

subjected Nigeria’s charity to intense questioning, especially given the battered international 

image of the country despite this assistance and worsening condition of infrastructure at 

home with very poor socio-economic indices. Mailafia proposes the re-direction of Nigeria’s 

national interest to focus on solving Nigerian socioeconomic problems while being more 

selective in providing development assistance. 



12 

 

 

In Chapter 10, Bande assesses the significance of transnational waters and how Nigeria has 

utilized these to foster good neighbourliness as well as her own national interest. He uses the 

Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) and the Niger Basin Authority (NBA) to illustrate 

how these institutions can facilitate integration in the West African sub-region and as well 

serve as sources of livelihood for Nigerians and other nationals living along and around the 

River Niger and Lake Chad basins.  He also points to the danger posed by the bureaucracy in 

these organizations, including the lackluster attitude of member states and internal politics 

which could jeopardize Nigeria’s national interest and the prospects of sub-regional 

integration.     

 

In Chapter 11, the concluding chapter, Jega summarizes and reviews the major postulations 

of contributors and articulates a framework for re-positioning, if not re-defining Nigeria’s 

foreign policy in order for it to more effectively meet the challenges of twenty-first century 

pre-occupations with human security, development and democratization. 

 

It is evident from the chapter contributions that 50 years of Nigeria’s foreign policy are 

replete with an array of accomplishments, trials and challenges pertaining to Nigeria’s role in 

peace-making, development and democratization at the global, regional and sub-regional 

levels. Similarly, it is clear that regardless of the phase or time periods in which Nigeria’s 

foreign policy could be classified, there are discernable continuities, especially with regard to 

a focus on African issues, especially relating to conflict resolution, peace-building, economic 

integration and more recently, democratization. The extent to which these core continuities 

have been pursued, however, has been essentially conditioned or affected by the dynamic 

happenings in the domestic and external environments. Significantly, as Osaghae has asserted 

in Chapter 3: 

In an increasingly relegated Africa whose conflicts the international community failed 

to respond promptly to, it was clear that, benign colonialism or not, African regional 

powers were going to play more active roles in the affairs of their sub-regions in the 

post-cold war period. They have indeed done so mostly in the name of defending 

democracy and constitutional rule or preventing escalation of conflicts, which seems 

to be the most politically correct and acceptable justification to the global 

superpowers and international community at large for intervening in the internal 

affairs of other countries. 

 

As a regional power, Nigeria has played crucial and influential, some say hegemonic, roles 

with varied impact and consequences. These roles, however, have lacked well defined set 
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objectives as well as conceptual and operational frameworks, deficiencies which have 

imposed constraints on the extent to which they have aided the pursuit of Nigeria’s national 

interest. As Nigeria looks forward to greater roles in the next 50 years of the new millennium, 

a re-definition and re-conceptualization of Nigeria’s foreign policy objectives is required. 

Equally significant, a re-prioritization of issues and concerns in Nigeria’s foreign policy is 

also required. These are attempted in the concluding chapter.  
 
 

Chapter 2 

Nigeria’s Role in the Formation of OAU/AU and Membership of the 

Frontline States 
 

Okechukwu Ibeanu 

 

Introduction: Three Phases of Nigeria’s Foreign Policy 

In fifty years of independence, Nigeria’s foreign policy has focused principally on Africa. 

Successive Nigerian leaders professed Africa as the centre piece of Nigeria’s foreign policy. 

Indeed, Nigeria sees itself and is seen widely as a leader of Africa and this has profoundly 

influenced her role perception, both in the continent and globally. However, Nigeria’s foreign 

policy in Africa, though generally consistent, has been nuanced by a number of domestic and 

external factors. The impact of these factors has been to give Nigeria’s approach to African 

affairs certain specificities over time. This chapter contends that these specificities create 

three principal phases in Nigeria’s foreign policy in Africa, which for lack of better 

characterization may be termed the conservative, the radical and the realist phases. We also 

propose that Nigeria’s role in the formation of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), her 

participation in the activities of the Frontline States, as well the pivotal role she played in the 

transformation of the OAU into the African Union (AU) respectively correspond to these 

three phases of her African foreign policy (see Table 1). 

 

First, the conservative phase corresponds roughly to the period between independence in 

1960 and the end of the civil war in 1970. Its characteristics matured between 1960 and 1963, 

a period during which Nigeria’s perspective on Africa was principally state-centric and 

political. Questions of political freedom from colonialism, protection of national sovereignty 

within a system of sovereign equality of states, as well as the principle of non-interference in 

the internal affairs of African states were major interests. Nigeria’s approach to African 

issues during this period was essentially conservative and pragmatic, while being pro-global 

stability, which largely implied maintaining existing global power relations. Domestically, 

the principal factor that shaped this early conservative phase was the fragility of the nation-
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building project in Nigeria and the lingering threat that the country would be torn apart by 

ethnic conflicts. This anxiety was further deepened by fears of externally motivated 

radicalization capable of speeding up centrifugal forces. The main “suspect” at the time 

seemed to be Ghana under Nkrumah.  

 

Second, the radical phase which may be dated between 1970 and 1980 was marked by a more 

assertive Nigerian global citizenship with Africa the focus of that citizenship. The major 

domestic stimuli were the successful prosecution of the civil war by which Nigeria avoided 

breakup, an unprecedented increase in oil wealth and a period of radical military rule (1975-

1980). During this period, Nigeria’s perspective on Africa was principally people-centred and 

populist. Issues such as economic emancipation, protection of citizens and a new world 

economic order were central concerns. Ideologically, Nigeria tended to be radical and 

assertive, its main African objective being the end of colonial rule on the continent and 

apartheid in South Africa. 

 

Finally, the realist phase is rooted in Nigeria’s economic problems of the 1980’s. This was 

particularly so under the administrations of Shagari and Babangida. The principal concern 

during the period was economic diplomacy aimed at overcoming the economic crisis that was 

triggered by a collapse in oil revenues, as well as improving relations with external creditors, 

especially the Bretton Woods Institutions. Consequently, Nigeria neglected a number of its 

traditional concerns in Africa and increasingly sought to accommodate some of the erstwhile 

adversaries of Nigeria’s global citizenship. All justified in populist, pragmatist and realist 

terms. 
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Table 2.1: Characteristics of the Three Phases of Nigeria’s Foreign Policy in Africa 

 Conservative phase 

(1960 – 1970) 

Radical phase 

(1970 – 1980) 

Realist phase 

(1980 – date) 

Perspective on 

Africa 

Principally state-

centric and 

political. 

Independence, 

sovereign equality 

of states and non-

interference in 

internal affairs 

states were major 

concerns 

Principally people-

centred and 

populist. Issues 

such as economic 

emancipation, 

protection of 

citizens and new 

world economic 

order were central 

concerns 

Principally econo-

centric. Economic 

diplomacy, 

overcoming the 

economic crisis 

triggered by 

collapse in oil 

revenues and 

relations with 

creditors and 

Bretton woods 

institutions were 

key issues 

Major 

domestic 

impetus 

Fragility of nation-

building and 

national integration 

coupled with fears 

of external 

radicalization and 

domestic secession. 

A conservative 

political leadership 

Successful 

prosecution of a 

civil war, which 

was widely 

considered a war 

of national unity. 

Geometric rise in 

oil wealth and a 

radical/populist 

military regime 

between 1975 and 

1979. 

Collapse of oil 

revenues and 

deepening 

economic crisis. A 

series of 

unpopular civilian 

and military 

governments. 

Approach to 

African issues 

Conservative and 

pragmatic 

Radical and 

assertive 

Realist and 

pragmatic 

Orientation to 

global power 

structures 

Pro-global stability 

implying the 

maintenance of 

existing global 

Pro-reconstitution 

of existing global 

power structures 

Adaptation and 

adjustment to 

existing global 

power structures 
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power structures 

Ideological 

orientation 

Pro-West and 

largely anti-

socialist 

Radical-nationalist Realist and largely 

pro-West 

Definition of 

diplomacy in 

Africa 

Principally anti-

colonial 

(Diplomacy of 

decolonization) 

Principally anti-

imperialism 

(Diplomacy of 

popular liberation) 

Principally 

functionalist 

(Economic 

diplomacy) 

Understanding 

of African 

liberation 

Essentially political 

consisting of 

liberating the 

African state from 

colonial rule 

Essentially socio-

economic 

consisting of 

liberating people 

from imperialism 

Essentially 

economic 

consisting of 

overcoming the 

economic crisis 

Future 

survival of 

Africa 

Depends on unity 

of African states 

Unity of Africa’s 

peoples and union 

of African states 

Integration of 

African economies 

and adjustment to 

the capitalist 

world economy 

Some defining 

markers 

 Balewa government 

 Independence from 

Britain 

 Participation in the 

Monrovia group 

 Entering into the 

botched Anglo-Nigeria 

defence pact 

 Nigeria joined the 

CCTA and its 

headquarters was later 

relocated to Lagos 

 Formation of the OAU 

in 1963 

 Post-civil war Gowon 

administration 

 Murtala-Obasanjo-

Yar’Adua government 

 Nigeria’s participation 

in the Frontline States 

 Nationalization of 

British Petroleum over 

Zimbabwe 

 Massive support for 

liberation movements in 

Zimbabwe, Angola, 

Mozambique, Namibia 

and South Africa 

 Lagos Plan of Action 

 Abuja Treaty of 

African Economic 

Community 

 Babangida government 

 Babangida’s economic 

diplomacy 

 Nigeria’s ratification 

of the Constitutive Act 

of the African Union 

brings the Act into 

force in 2001 

 Establishment of 

NEPAD 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.1: Characteristics of the Three Phases of Nigeria’s African Policy 
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Fig. 2.2: Continuities and Discontinuities in the Three Phases of Nigeria’s African 

Policy 
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Some clarifications are necessary in order to properly understand this three-phase taxonomy 

representing both continuities and discontinuities in Nigeria’s foreign policy. They represent 

discontinuities because each phase is broadly different from others. Yet, there are strong 

continuities between the phases. An overlaps is to be expected because sometimes the same 

officials were prominent between phases, the foreign policy bureaucracy persisted over time 

and there was a measure of long-term elite (interests) consensus at play. These served to 

create a dialectic of continuity in discontinuity. Thus, Figure 2 shows that the pan-African 

fervour of the “conservative” phase, albeit anti-political union, persisted during the “radical” 

phase and we also see pragmatism exhibited during the “conservative” phase being expressed 

strongly during the “realist” phase. At the same time, the populism of the realist phase, 

particularly as expressed ostensibly in commitment to the economic wellbeing of the 

Nigerian citizen, seems to be a continuation of the popular-nationalism of the radical phase. 

The point then is that it is not the case that each phase was exclusively conservative, radical 

or realist. In fact, these categories are broad and may not effectively capture the varied nature 

of foreign policy decision making and implementation during each period. However, they 

provide us with an heuristic tool for understanding the broad perspectives that dominated 

each phase. 
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Secondly, each phase took some time to mature (approximately between three and five 

years), often starting under one government and fully crystallizing in the succeeding one. For 

instance, the economic diplomacy of the Babangida period already found strong antecedents 

in the Shagari government’s concerns with the deepening economic crisis and taking a lead in 

the Lagos Plan of Action. Again, the same concerns were clear in the economic accent of the 

foreign policy of the Buhari government including the resort to counter trade (bartering 

Nigerian oil in exchange for imports). Again, it has been suggested that the radical posture of 

the Murtala Mohammed government towards Angola was in fact a carryover from the Gowon 

government. Thus, the Gowon government may have been on the verge of recognizing the 

MPLA before it was overthrown. 

 

Finally, it is important to note the role of interactions between both structure and agency in 

shaping each phase. Indeed, we can speak here of “structured agency”, referring to the 

complex interaction of structures and leaders in giving each phase its specific character. For 

example, at Nigeria’s independence, the importance of structures created by colonialism and 

the rising influence of radical forces in neighbouring African countries combined with the 

character of leadership provided by Sir Abubakar to produce a largely conservative-

pragmatic foreign policy during the first phase. This is not to suggest that the Balewa 

government was necessarily in hock to the West, as some analysts have suggested. To 

illustrate, Nigeria sponsored the expulsion of South Africa from the Commonwealth in 1961 

against the wishes of its Western allies and the government abandoned the Anglo-Nigeria 

Defence Pact following domestic opposition (Ojo 1990). 

 

Conservative Phase: Nigeria and the Formation of the OAU 

For over half a century before the OAU was created on May 25, 1963, different strands of the 

“African Unity” movement had existed, culminating in what became the Pan-African 

Movement. These strands variously expressed the return of the African Diaspora to the 

continent, cultural revival, political freedom and unity, as well as economic emancipation. 

However, these strands were by no means homogenous. Indeed, in many cases they were 

deeply contradictory. As such, the “African Unity” project has always been built on 

compromise, which observers sometimes see as self-serving. Thus, Julius Nyerere described 

the OAU as a “trade union of African heads of state” and Claude Ake’s reflection is that 

leaders of the OAU were people of limited vision and tyrannical inclinations, hanging on 
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desperately to power without legitimacy; and that the OAU only expressed internal 

contradictions that were deepening underdevelopment in Africa (Mwalilino 2000). 

 

The formation of the OAU in 1963 was not the first attempt at inter-Africa unity. The 1961 

conference held in Casablanca dealt with the possibilities of an African common market and 

an African military command. Similarly, in 1960 and 1961, twelve French-speaking African 

countries signed a charter establishing the Union Africaine et Malgache which later became 

the Organization Commune Africaine et Mauriciene (OCAM). Also in 1961, a conference 

was held in Monrovia, Liberia, which resulted in the formation of the Organization of Inter-

African and Malagasy States. In addition, there was the Pan-African Movement for East and 

Central Africa (PAFMECA), as well as the Ghana-Guinea-Mali Union. All these show that 

the process of emergence of the OAU profoundly expressed longstanding divergences within 

the African Unity movement, particularly the desirable level of unity. While some strands 

preferred functional unity, others strove for full political unification. In addition, the pace of 

unification differed. While some desired a fast tracking of African unification, others 

preferred a gradual process of cooperation and common institution building before ultimately 

reaching full political integration. 

 

However, in the final buildup to the formation of the OAU, the different tendencies, 

expressed in the divergent positions of various political leaders on the continent, essentially 

divided into the Casablanca and Monrovia Groups. The Casablanca group was smaller in 

number and counted among its ranks radical governments such as Nkrumah’s Ghana, 

Nasser’s Egypt and Toure’s Guinea. By comparison, the more numerous Monrovia Group 

was the more conservative and gradualist group. Nigeria, Liberia, Senegal, Ivory Coast and 

later Ethiopia were important members of the group. These two groups came together to form 

the OAU. 

 

It therefore seems that the formation of the OAU was yet another compromise with Nigeria at 

the forefront. To appreciate this central role of Nigeria, we need to understand the mindset in 

Lagos that produced it. For Nigeria’s political leadership at the time, the country had just 

become independent, which itself was a compromise among Nigeria’s ethnic nationalists and 

between them and the British colonialists. The country was therefore struggling with internal 

problems of cohesion and disarticulated state-making. At the same time, leaders perceived the 

country as economically weak and required the support of its former colonial masters and 
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their friends for economic development. Finally, they perceived that the country was 

surrounded by “not-so-friendly” French colonies and radical regimes, particularly Ghana.  

However, beyond its own specific considerations, Nigeria considered that most African 

countries were still grappling with the challenges of state building, arising particularly from 

the yet largely contested colonial boundaries. Consequently, continental government would 

have been impossible at the time. 

 

In the circumstance, it was not surprising that Nigeria became a member of the Monrovia 

Group, which was more moderate and gradualist, placing emphasis on economic cooperation 

among sovereign African States and less on political unification of these States. This group 

also took a regional approach to problem solving but a hands-off approach to members' 

internal affairs and problems (Advameg 2010). On the other hand, the Casablanca States 

were more radical, particularly because of their desire for immediate unification of Africa and 

fight against economic imperialism on the continent. These positions were epitomized by the 

policies of Nkrumah’s Ghana, Nasser’s Egypt and Sekou Toure’s Guinea. Despite these 

differences, the two groups came together in 1963 and subsequently agreed to establish the 

OAU. Nigeria was central to brokering the compromise that made this possible. Olukoshi 

(2006) rightly observes that the compromise forged by the Casablanca and Monrovia blocs 

spanned the objectives, mandates, procedures and institutional structures of the OAU, and 

this apparently subordinated the autonomy of the continental body to the sovereignty and 

sovereign equality of members within the framework of the national boundaries set in Berlin 

in 1884/85 and inherited at independence.  This contributed in no small measure to the 

perceived ineffectiveness of the organization later in its existence. 

 

We can surmise cardinal features of Nigeria’s role in the formation of the OAU. First, 

Nigeria provided the rallying point for moderates across Africa on the burning issues of 

interest to the continent at the time. By providing this platform, Nigeria helped to create the 

context for bargaining and compromises that created the OAU in 1963. Indeed, it was at the 

Lagos meeting of the Monrovia Group that the core members of the bloc (Nigeria, Liberia, 

Senegal, Cameroun, Ivory Coast, and Togo) stepped up their attack on the Casablanca group, 

condemning the rival group on various issues, including its failure to denounce interference 

in the internal affairs of member states. Dr. Azikiwe, the Nigerian President, publicly 

acknowledged the obvious split between his group and the Casablanca group. Paradoxically, 

however, it was this public rift between the two groups that provided the window of 
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opportunity for the Ethiopian Foreign Minister, Ketama Yifru, who was on a mission to bring 

the two groups together, to successfully lobby conference participants to attend the 1963 

Addis Ababa Conference that gave birth to the OAU. 

 

Second, although Nigeria provided a rallying point for moderates and although the Abubakar 

government took a gradualist approach to African issues, it did so without being 

obstructionist or inactive. By so doing, Nigeria became a respected voice on Africa, both 

within the continent and globally. Osuntokun rightly observes that: 

Sir Abubakar’s regime was characterised by caution and conservatism 

but not inaction. His government was respected as a senior member of 

the Commonwealth and whenever Nigeria spoke it was listened to 

with respect. Sir Abubakar’s opposition to apartheid was a 

contributory factor to the expulsion of South Africa from the 

Commonwealth in 1961. He single-handedly defended Africa against 

French atomic explosion in the Sahara in the 1960s. His government 

was also involved in founding the Organization of African Unity, 

which in spite of its limited and conservative agenda provided a forum 

for Africa to act together in the defence of the people’s interests. 

(2005, p. 38) 

 

Finally, it was obvious that Nigeria’s domestic concerns and issues of national integration, 

particularly how to hold its disparate and sometimes centrifugal ethnic groups together, 

shaped its attitude of opposition to more radical tendencies that favoured strong continental 

unity and questioned the boundaries of existing African states. Thus, Nigeria, contrary to 

more radical leaders of the day such as Kwame Nkrumah, preferred an OAU that would 

protect the territorial integrity of fragile states. Nigeria therefore opposed the application of 

the right to self determination to ethnic groups within member States of the OAU (Stremlau 

1981, p. 46). At the same time, Nigeria’s pragmatism at the time led to a realization that it 

needed the West, including previous colonial countries, for her future economic development. 

This would have fallen through had Nigeria adopted a more radical, anti-imperialist approach 

at the formation of the OAU. With the benefit of hindsight, this position may not have served 

Nigeria as well as intended. However, we should not lose sight of the fact that at the time it 

was a rational, realistic and informed position. 

Radical Phase: Nigeria’s Membership in the Frontline States 

Frontline States refer to the group of independent southern African countries bordering 

apartheid South Africa, Angola, Botswana, Lesotho Mozambique, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

Formed in 1970, the group was meant to create a harmonised response of these states to 
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apartheid South Africa and to provide support, albeit covert for the liberation struggle in 

South Africa. However, ab initio this body suffered from a number of weaknesses vis-à-vis 

South Africa, which made it difficult for them to achieve their objective of ending apartheid. 

First, they were all heavily dependent on South Africa economically, the latter being the clear 

economic hegemonic power in the region. For instance, substantial numbers of citizens of the 

Frontline States were migrant workers in South Africa. In addition, they were mostly all 

members of the Southern African Customs Union, which depended heavily on South Africa 

for port facilities and for collection of customs revenue, which they shared among 

themselves.  

 

Secondly, apart from being the regional economic hegemonic power, South Africa was 

militarily far superior even to the combined capabilities of all Frontline States at any time. 

Importantly, South Africa had on many occasions shown that it was not shy of using its 

military and economic superiority to “whip” the Frontline States in line with its wishes. All 

these combined with the fact that these countries were generally poor, some of them only just 

emerging from long periods of colonial and/or white minority rule. Consequently, the 

Frontline States could only provide covert support to the anti-apartheid liberation struggle in 

South Africa. In fact, on occasions some Frontline States dissuaded the military wing of the 

ANC (Umkhonto we sizwe) from using their territories for launching attacks against South 

Africa, particularly after South Africa claimed the right to hot pursuit of guerrillas into the 

territories of its neighbours. 

 

The invitation extended to Nigeria to join the Frontline States held the possibility of 

redressing some of these disadvantages. Not only had Nigeria repeatedly shown leadership on 

issues of liberating Southern African countries from colonial and white supremacist rules, it 

had the financial muscle to stand up to South Africa. Nigeria’s participation in the Frontline 

States should be properly understood in the context of the increased radicalization of both 

domestic and foreign policies in the immediate aftermath of the civil war. By policy 

radicalization, we mean principally the far reaching changes in attitude of Nigerian leaders 

away from the predominantly pro-West and stability orientations of the First Republic. The 

successful prosecution of the civil war had given the Gowon Administration an 

unprecedented confidence in the conduct of both domestic and foreign policy, particularly in 

dealing with powerful external forces including Western powers and multinational 

corporations. Disagreements with some interests in the West over aspects of the prosecution 
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of the civil war, particularly in the initial refusal of multinational oil companies to remit 

petroleum revenues to the Federal Government, encouraged the military regime to 

increasingly look away from its erstwhile allies in the West. Support received by the Federal 

Government from the Soviet Union during the war encouraged a more balanced conduct of 

policy after the war. The Second National Development Plan clearly indicates the intention of 

the Gowon regime in the immediate post-civil war era to be a major player in Africa and the 

world.  

 

In the context of modern power relations in the world and especially of the international 

threats facing the African peoples, Nigeria cannot be truly strong and united without a 

prosperous economic base. Material power exerts a disproportionate influence on 

international morality. Nigeria will, therefore, pursue relentlessly the task of development to 

make the national economy strong, dynamic and responsive to the challenge of world 

competition (cited in Ekundare 1971, p.157). 

 

A number of events illustrate this new confidence. First, in 1971, Nigeria joined OPEC 

against the wishes and expectations of Western countries and oil multinationals which until 

then dominated the Nigerian oil sector. Second, in 1972 the Federal Government promulgated 

the Indigenization Decree which nationalised several foreign owned enterprises, many of 

which were controlled by Western interests. Third, in the same year, the Federal Government 

of Nigeria proposed the formation of a joint African Military task force to which all OAU 

members would contribute. The taskforce would be stationed in independent states bordering 

the Portuguese colonies to provide support to liberation movements (particularly against 

Portuguese colonial regimes), and to defend independent states hosting freedom fighters from 

colonialist attacks. 

 

However, the radicalization of Nigeria’s diplomacy fully matured under the Murtala-

Obasanjo era. From its inception on July 29, 1975, the administration took a number of 

domestic decisions that made it very popular among Nigerians, particularly an extensive fight 

against corruption. Regarding southern Africa and by extension Nigeria’s role in the 

Frontline States, two events stood out; recognition of the Popular Movement for the 

Liberation of Angola (MPLA) in Angola and nationalization of assets of British Petroleum 

(BP) in Nigeria. On Angola, the initial position of the government on the vexed issue of 

which was the “authentic” liberation movement following independence in 1975 was one of 
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balanced interaction with the various liberation movements. By extension, Nigeria supported 

the OAU position of establishing a Government of National Unity in Angola consisting of 

elements of the major liberation movements – MPLA, Union for the Total Independence of 

Angola (UNITA) and the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA). However, 

things changed dramatically with the open support given to UNITA and FNLA by South 

Africa. On November 25, 1975, Nigeria announced her support for the MPLA, thereby 

weakening South Africa’s influence in Angola (Sotunmbi 1990). The decision came as a 

surprise to observers of Nigeria’s foreign policy because Nigeria had often taken a moderate 

and softly-softly, pro-OAU approach to such issues. 

 

The nationalization of assets of British Petroleum (BP) in 1979 is another illustration of the 

radicalization of foreign policy and a new level of commitment to African liberation which 

justified Nigeria’s membership in the Frontline States. It was a far reaching shift from 

Nigeria’s pattern of engagement with Britain, her former colonial master and a radical 

response to Britain’s decision to continue support for the puppet and racist government in 

Salisbury as well as the apartheid government in South Africa. Nigeria was angered by the 

widespread suspicion that BP intended to lift Nigerian oil for supply to South Africa, at the 

time regarded by Nigeria as a principal adversary (Aluko 1990). At the same time, Britain 

was stalling on ending the racist, unilateralist regime in Zimbabwe. It appears that this 

singular act of the Nigerian government contributed to the Lancaster House process which 

ended in the signing of an agreement on December 21, 1979. For one, the timing coincided 

with the meeting of the Commonwealth Heads of Government in Lusaka, Zambia from 

August 1-7, 1979. Immediately after the meeting and in the wake of the nationalization of 

BP, the British government invited the Zimbabwe-Rhodesia government led by Bishop Abel 

Muzorewa, which was widely seen as a puppet of Britain and perhaps propped up by Ian 

Smith, and the Patriotic Front (ZANU-ZAPU) led by Robert Mugabe and Joshua Nkomo to a 

Constitutional Conference at Lancaster House, London. The agreement signed in December 

1979 covered the terms of an Independence Constitution, elections and particularly land 

ownership.  

 

The radical stance of the Murtala-Obasanjo regime on southern Africa carried over into at 

least the early years of the new civilian regime of Alhaji Shehu Shagari. In 1981, Nigeria 

hosted an emergency summit of the Frontline States that called on all OAU members to 

extend urgent assistance, especially military aid, to Angola to repel South African forces. 
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This was a very radical stance, notwithstanding that the concept of an African high command 

had not gained widespread support on the continent at that time. However, some African 

states advocated a mission limited to defense against racist and imperialist threats but not 

intra-African conflicts or insurgencies within independent African states. Others argued for a 

continental military command to deter external attacks, to intervene in domestic disorders, 

especially to prevent or suppress military coups, and to counter South African forces 

(Nigeria: African and Regional Issues 1994). 

 

In summary, Nigeria’s membership in the Frontline States was not only recognition of her 

longstanding role in African liberation, but a reflection of a growing confidence in her 

external relations, largely buoyed by growing petroleum wealth during the radical phase. 

Domestically, a radical military regime, which was made very popular by its commitment to 

returning the country to democratic rule in 1979, drove this new foreign policy focus on 

popular-national liberation in Southern Africa. The domestic popularity of the regime, 

particularly during the period General Murtala Mohammed was at the helm of affairs, 

coupled with a high profile involvement of radical intellectuals in crucial foreign policy 

decisions, contributed to the wide-ranging success achieved by Nigeria in the liberation of 

African countries from colonialism and racism during this period. 

 

Realist Phase: Nigeria and the Formation of the AU 

Clearly, Nigeria played a crucial and defining role in the transformation of the OAU into the 

AU from the very beginning. In April 2006, Nigeria ratified the Constitutive Act of the AU, 

which began the 30- day waiting period that brought the treaty into force (se Article 28 of the 

Constitutive Act of the African Union). This was followed by a one year transitional period to 

enable the OAU and African Economic Community (AEC) to wind down, as provided for in 

Article 33 of the Constitutive Act of the Union. This process culminated finally in the launch 

of the AU in Durban, South Africa on July 9, 2002.  

 

Apart from the specific challenges that have been raised regarding the OAU Charter and its 

implementation, the two most important precursors to the AU must be the Lagos Plan of 

Action (1980) and the Abuja Treaty of the African Economic Community  (1991). These 

documents clearly place emphasis on one of the perceived longstanding missing gaps in the 

OAU, namely the effective economic integration of Africa. Between 1968 and 1980 a series 

of resolutions by the OAU in which Nigeria participated strongly pointed to the profound 
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connections between economic integration and the attainment of the goals of the 

Organization (Parker & Rukare 2002, p. 365). These facts signify first, the inevitability of 

economic development content to the African Union and, second, the central role Nigeria 

played in its emergence. 

 

Although the pursuit of economic development has been at the heart of Nigeria’s foreign 

policy and diplomacy since independence in 1960, it was in the 1980’s that it became the 

central, if not the singular, focus of her foreign policy. Her role in the transformation of the 

OAU into the AU was set within this context. However, the broader context was the crippling 

economic crisis that the country began to experience in the late 1970’s, which fully matured 

under the civilian government of 1979 – 1983. This new theme of grounding African unity on 

economic integration resonated with Nigerian governments as a result of the country’s 

economic difficulties. 

 

In 1977, following a palpable decline in government revenues, the Obasanjo military 

government declared a programme of “belt tightening” entailing cuts in government 

spending. By 1981, two years into the new civilian government of Shehu Shagari, monthly 

imports were running on average of over N1 billion.  In that year, food imports alone stood at 

over N2.1 billion out of a total imports bill of more than N12.7 billion. Exports declined as 

the country’s exports revenues fell by N3.16 billion in 1981. The trade deficit for the year 

stood at N1.7 billion, down from a surplus of N5.1 billion the previous year. Consistent 

goading by foreign creditors to curb the nation’s mostly consumerist policies failed and when 

it finally heeded in April 1982 with the announcement of a Stabilization Act, it was “half-

hearted” by IMF standards.  In fact, that Stabilization Act may have been a mere façade for 

obtaining the Fund facility of $2.26 billion, which the government was seeking at the time.  

The Shagari government had hoped that a reactionary and pro-Western foreign policy, as 

demonstrated by Nigeria’s positions on the Chadian crisis, the Saharawi Arab Democratic 

Republic (SADR) membership of the OAU, and Qaddafi’s bid to head the OAU, would 

guarantee Western economic support. The calculation failed. When the Shagari government 

was ousted in December 1983, the Buhari regime that was subsequently in power for 

approximately one and a half years brought increased Western economic pressures on Nigeria 

by rightly rejecting some of the policies of the Bretton Woods Institutions and particularly 

questioning the context in which Nigeria’s huge external debt was accumulated (Ibeanu 1988, 

Olukoshi & Abdul-Raheem 1985). 
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It was in this context of rapid economic decline and political authoritarianism that Nigeria’s 

foreign policy in the mid-1980’s was shaped, particularly the new emphasis on economic 

diplomacy under General Babangida (Asobie & Ibeanu 2005). The single-minded objective 

of Babangida’s economic diplomacy lay in furthering the goals of the Structural Adjustment 

Programme through the promotion of exports (especially non-oil exports), attraction of 

foreign investments and loans, and rescheduling of the country’s over $30 billion external 

debt. In 1986, the then External Affairs Minister, Professor Bolaji Akinyemi, called for a 

redirection of Nigeria’s foreign policy away from the core areas of decolonization and end of 

apartheid to the new imperative of economic development. He reasoned that the impression 

in the past tended to be that the country’s vital interests were limited to the elimination of 

colonialism and apartheid. He argued that Nigeria had other interests which were more 

closely tied to the survival of the Nigerian state, the welfare of Nigerian citizens, and 

Nigeria’s leadership role in Africa and the black world. The most critical of these interests 

was Nigeria’s economic development (Asobie 1991, p. 57). 

 

The same preoccupation continued after the exit of Akinyemi as Foreign Minister.  In June 

1988, the new External Affairs Minister, Ike Nwachukwu outlined the basic elements of 

Nigeria’s diplomacy: 

 

We feel that it is the responsibility of our foreign policy apparatus to 

advance the course of national economic recovery. This entails 

negotiations and activities that will attract both foreign investment and 

other assistance required for the successful accomplishment of our 

national economic goals (Asobie 1991, p. 60). 

 

For him, this position captured the “ball-game” in international relations of the day, which is 

“self-interest and economic development” (Ogwu & Olukoshi, 1991, p. 6). 

 

At the level of strategy, Babangida's economic diplomacy was based on a realignment of 

Nigeria's foreign policy such that its pro-Western, pro-imperialist and anti-radical contents 

loomed large. In a 1991 speech to Nigerian Ambassadors, the External Affairs Minister 

summarised this strategy: 

 In your utterances and in your behavioural pattern, please remember that      

Nigeria is a developing country. It needs support from the international     

community and that support can only come when you can win the confidence 

of those whose support you seek. ... You begin to win that confidence through 

friendliness and loyalty to their cause (i.e. the cause of those whose support 
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you seek). What matters is your ability to win for Nigeria what we cannot for 

ourselves, that is, the economic well-being of our people and physical well-

being of Nigeria (Ogwu & Olukoshi 1991, p. 6). 

 

One casualty of this new found economic diplomacy was Nigeria’s role in the Frontline 

States. First, where Nigeria had traditionally backed the Frontline States, militarily if 

necessary, it refused to intervene in Mozambique in the face of the combined military 

pressure of RENAMO and South Africa. Second, the Babangida Administration mended 

fences with South Africa. According to Africa Confidential, the two countries are "no longer 

poles apart". The leaders even shared the belief in what they considered the "four growth 

poles" of Africa, "Nigeria and South Africa are the most significant for Africa in terms of 

economic muscle and population" (Africa Confidential 1992, p. 2). President De Klerk visited 

Nigeria in 1991 and Nigeria relaxed its embargo on trading with South Africa. The Nigerian 

government planned to offer 'African discounts' in order to lure South Africa into a long-term 

crude oil supply agreement. However, the South Africans preferred a quasi-barter deal in 

which Nigeria would buy South African manufactures or capital goods equivalent to the 

value of Nigeria's oil exports to South Africa. Finally, the Babangida government forged 

close relations with the leader of the UNITA rebels in Angola, Jonas Savimbi and the 

discredited leader of RENAMO, Afonso Dhlakama, was granted audience by Babangida on 

June 13, 1992.  

 

We see then that the emergence of the AU and particularly its alter ego, the New Partnership 

for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) consummated the transformation from the radical period 

of Nigeria’s foreign policy in Africa, which focused on African liberation and end of 

apartheid, to a more self-interested emphasis on economic development. Nigerian leaders 

have since continued to play central roles in the evolution of this new African unity grounded 

in the economic development project. Indeed, the dissolution of the OAU and the emergence 

of the AU cannot be dissociated from the specific roles of principal actors associated with the 

emergence of NEPAD. NEPAD had its genesis at the OAU Extraordinary Summit held in 

Sirte, Libya in September 1999. The Summit mandated Presidents Mbeki of South Africa and 

Bouteflika of Algeria to engage Africa’s creditors on the total cancellation of Africa’s 

external debt (Iwuamadi 2003).  Following this, the South-South Summit of the Non-Aligned 

Movement (NAM) and the G77, held in Havana, Cuba in April 2000 mandated Presidents 

Mbeki and Obasanjo to convey the concerns of the South to the G8 and the Bretton Woods 
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Institutions (IMF and World Bank) and also to engage them with a view to developing a 

constructive partnership for the regeneration of Africa. 

 

At the G8 summit in Japan in July 2000, the three African Presidents (Obasanjo, Mbeki and 

Bouteflika) were invited where they presented the issue of partnership with the leaders of the 

G8.  The work on developing NEPAD at that stage was known as the Millennium Partnership 

for the African Recovery Programme (MAP). Then began in earnest a process of engagement 

on a bilateral and multilateral level. During the 5
th

 Extraordinary Summit of the OAU held in 

Sirte from March 1-2, 2001, President Obasanjo made a presentation on MAP while 

President Wade of Senegal presented the OMEGA Plan. The work done by the four 

Presidents, Mbeki, Obasanjo, Bouteflika and Wade was endorsed and it was decided that 

every effort should be made to integrate all initiatives being pursued for the recovery and 

development of Africa, including the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA). 

 

In reaching this decision, the summit recognised the synergy that existed between the various 

initiatives and on July 11, 2001, the New African Initiative (NAI) was adopted as a working 

title for the purposes of the OAU summit. The NAI was finally presented to the OAU summit 

of Heads of State and Governments in Lusaka, Zambia, providing a vision for Africa, a 

statement of the problems facing the continent and a programme of action to resolve these 

problems in order to achieve the vision. Hence, NEPAD was enthusiastically received and 

unanimously adopted in the form of Declaration 1(xxxvii) as Africa’s principal agenda for 

development, providing a holistic, comprehensive and integrated strategic framework for the 

socio-economic development of the continent within the institutional framework of the AU 

(Iwuamadi 2003).  Under this declaration, a Head of State and Government Implementation 

Committee (HSIC) was established to ensure follow-up and implementation of the initiative.  

The committee was comprised of Nigeria, South Africa, Algeria, Senegal, Egypt, 

Mozambique, Botswana, Tunisia, Mali, Ethiopia, Mauritius, Rwanda, Sao-Tome, Principe, 

Gabon and Cameroon and finalised a name for the initiative, ‘The New Partnership for 

Africa’s Development’ (NEPAD).  

 

From all indications and looking at the series of OAU summits before the emergence of AU, 

it is clear that the final movement that led to the transformation of OAU into AU started in 

Nigeria, precisely with the adoption of the Lagos Plan of Action (Browne & Cummings 

1984). Some of the major provisions of the Lagos Plan of Action were later translated into a 
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treaty in Abuja, Nigeria in June 1991, when the OAU Heads of States and Government 

signed the Treaty establishing the African Economic Community (AEC). The AEC treaty 

provided a framework to achieve regional integration in Africa by consolidating national 

economies into a single continental market and perhaps more importantly, set in motion the 

process of transforming the OAU into the AU (Onunaiju 2009).  Indeed, the Abuja Treaty 

eventually led to the Fourth Extraordinary Session of the OAU Assembly of African Heads of 

State and Government in September 1999 in Sirte, Libya. Following the Sirte Declaration, the 

Constitutive Act of the African Union was adopted during the Lome Summit of the OAU on 

July 11, 2000 to replace the OAU Charter. Subsequently, the AU came into effect officially 

on May 26, 2001. 

Many critics have wondered if the AU, which Nigeria played a central role in creating, is not 

a mere parody of the European Union (EU), thus suggesting a return to the pro-West policy 

of the conservative phase of the country’s foreign policy. Indeed, it does seem that the AU is 

largely modeled on the European Union. The Constitutive Act of the African Union provides 

for an Assembly of Heads of State and Government of the Union and the Secretariat is called 

a Commission. An Executive Council of Ministers of the Union is expected to be active, as 

well as the Pan-African Parliament of the Union. There is also a Specialized Technical 

Committee of the Union, an Economic, Social, and Cultural Council, a Court of Justice and 

Financial institutions. Still, questions remain as to whether it is the best model for addressing 

the enormous challenges of Africa's development.  

 

Conclusion 

Expectedly, Nigeria’s foreign policy in Africa has shown both continuities and 

discontinuities. Among the consistencies is the country’s unalloyed focus on Africa. In this 

regard, decolonization, African unity and economic development have been central. As a 

good state-citizen of Africa, Nigeria has often seen its own freedom, unity and economic 

progress as intrinsically tied to Africa’s. However, while the themes of freedom, unity and 

economic development have been consistent, there have been clear discontinuities in 

Nigeria’s interpretation of its goals, philosophies and strategies for achieving these within the 

African context.  

 

In framing an explanation, we argued that there are three phases of Nigeria’s foreign policy 

namely, the conservative phase, the radical phase and the realist phase. We further argued 

that there are overlaps, particularly in transiting from one phase to another. But more 



32 

 

importantly, each phase is propelled by both structure and agency (“structured agency”). The 

chapter sought to identify the principal factors of structure and agency in each phase. It is 

then argued that these broad phases corresponded to certain activities, attitudes and strategies 

of Nigeria’s foreign policy in Africa. More specifically, they help us to understand Nigeria’s 

role in the formation of the OAU, her participation in the southern African Frontline States 

and, finally, her role in the transformation of the OAU into the AU. 

 

We may infer from the foregoing analysis that Nigeria’s foreign policy, particularly regarding 

Africa, has been active and consistent. It has been driven by ideals that sometimes appear to 

ignore her immediate national interest. However, there have been modifications as it has 

moved from one phase to another. A major challenge of policy is to find the right balance 

between four levels of that citizenship namely, the global, the regional (Africa), the sub-

regional (West Africa) and the national. Hitherto, excessive focus has been on the regional as 

a result of Nigeria’s economic muscle vis-à-vis other African countries. However, from the 

1980’s the country suffered economic decline coupled with deepening political 

authoritarianism. Consequently, the present moment of Nigeria’s  foreign policy calls for a 

new strategy capable of employing diplomacy to enhance economic well being and 

democracy at home, while pursuing the time-tested objectives of African unity, economic 

integration and global solidarity.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Nigeria’s Role in Democratization: Liberia, Sierra Leone, Togo and 

Equatorial Guinea 
 

Eghosa E. Osaghae 

 

Introduction  

Democratization, defined as the process by which a previously undemocratic system or 

regime becomes more enduringly and sustainably democratic, is arguably one of the major 

defining elements of the post Cold War era in Africa, the rest of the Third World and the 

former Eastern Europe. Although the USA and its Western allies sought to create – some 

would say impose in view of the regime change conditionalities that usually attend 

democratization – a liberal world order by exporting democracy to developing countries 

(Shaw 1997; Walt 2005), it is misleading to analyze democratization and democracy in 

straightjacket fashion. This is because of the inherent theoretical and practical benefits of 

democracy that have always made the system attractive: promotion of economic growth and 

development, good governance, and peace and security. Indeed, adherents of the second 

independence school of democracy’s 1980s-1990s wave in Africa, argue that democratization 

has mostly been the inevitable outcome of popular struggles for freedom, accountable 

governance and material prosperity (Osaghae 2005). 

 

One possible hypothesis from this argument, which is fairly well supported by the outcomes 

of democratic experiments in Africa, is that democratization is more likely to endure and 

succeed when it is propelled and owned by local forces than when it is foisted by powerful 

external actors. It is partly to strengthen the home-grown impetus and therefore the chances 

for success that regional and sub-regional organizations in Africa (African Union (AU), 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), Southern Africa Development 

Community (SADC), Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), African 

Development Bank (ADB), Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) as well as powerful 

countries like Nigeria and South Africa have become more actively involved in the 
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promotion of democracy on the continent. This is more easily seen in countries embroiled in 

conflict and war which have provided an opportunity to test the popular claim that democracy 

offers a peaceful and enduring framework for resolving conflicts. This instrumentalist value 

of the democratic solution, not the altruistic allure of democracy as an end in itself, has been 

the most compelling reason for the roles played by powerful African states. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine Nigeria’s role as a regional power in the 

democratization processes in West Africa based on a comparative analysis of four contrasting 

cases in which the country was deeply involved: Liberia, Sierra Leone, Togo and Equatorial 

Guinea. Why and how did the country become involved in these countries and what unilateral 

and multilateral instruments were used? What were the similarities and differences in the 

interventions and to what extent were they tied to Nigeria’s strategic interests or to playing 

Africa’s ‘big brother’ role? What were the benefits, challenges and lessons of these 

interventions, and what were their overall effects on the country’s status as a West African 

and African power?  

 

An Overview  

The foregoing provides the backdrop for analyzing Nigeria’s role in democratization in West 

Africa which has emerged as one of the hotbeds of political instability and protracted civil 

wars in the post Cold War era (Obi 2009). Between 1990 and 2008, over thirty peace accords 

involving ECOWAS, AU, UN and warring groups were signed in the sub-region. The first 

problem that confronts such analysis is how to reconcile inherent contradictions that attended 

Nigeria’s promotion of democracy in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Togo and Equatorial Guinea at a 

time when it was not itself democratic and was in fact as threatened by serious challenges to 

its statehood as the countries it sought to help. To what extent can a country, however 

powerful, provide commodities it does not have? What (moral) authority would a country not 

able to solve or manage its own conflicts have for attempting to manage conflicts in other 

countries?  

 

Notwithstanding the obvious contradictions, Nigeria assumed responsibility for 

democratization, albeit as a logical – and inevitable – concomitant and strengthener of 

conflict resolution interventions it originally initiated rather than as a direct first line 

objective. This was certainly the case in Liberia and Sierra Leone where the initial objectives 

for the military governments at the time was to end the civil war via peacekeeping, ceasefire 



37 

 

monitoring, peace enforcement and peace building and create room for negotiations and 

humanitarian operations. However, it was realized that no matter how effective these 

interventions were, it was difficult to establish enduring peace and stability without the 

democratic therapy. At that point, it mattered less whether Nigeria was itself democratic or 

not. 

 

The situation of Equatorial Guinea and Togo was evidently different because the countries 

were not at war and Nigeria had buoyed its democratic credentials through political and 

economic reforms. But the interventions took place within the same conflict 

resolution/conflict prevention/political stability framework – and sought to nip the conflicts 

in the bud and prevent them from spreading to other parts of the sub-region, which was the 

major lesson learnt from the earlier interventions in Liberia and Sierra Leone. From the 

literature, the conflict prevention genre of democratization involves interventions through 

preventive diplomacy initiatives such as fact-finding missions, quiet diplomacy, diplomatic 

suasions and pressure, and mediation. In fact, in the case of Togo, the country was willing to 

take the ‘undemocratic’ step of military intervention to bring the situation under control. As 

reported by a news agency, while the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) was using diplomatic channels to persuade Togo's coup-makers to step down, its 

leading member state, Nigeria, was playing it tougher. Quoting Femi Fani-Kayode, 

spokesman of Nigeria's President Olusegun Obasanjo, it was reported that Nigeria did not 

rule out sending troops to Togo to restore constitutional order, peace, democracy and stability 

in Togo and West Africa (See Afrol February 15, 2005).   

 

There is, however, a more established conceptual anchor for resolving the contradictions. 

This has to do not only with Nigeria’s status as a sub-regional and regional political and 

economic superpower, but also the fact that it provides a model of successful co-existence 

and diversity management in Africa (Osaghae 1999), where coexistence “describes societies 

in which diversity is embraced for its positive potential, equality is actively pursued, 

interdependence between different groups is recognized, and the use of weapons to address 

conflict is increasingly obsolete” (Berns and Fitzduff 2007, p.2). As Darkwa has correctly 

argued, successful coexistence is a requisite for meaningful democratization and democracy 

in multiethnic states: “The relationship of coexistence and democracy is in fact symbiotic. A 

multicultural society that values coexistence is best positioned to build sustainable 
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democracies. Similarly, a democracy built upon a foundation of coexistence-sensitivity is 

poised to nurture and sustain the coexistence among the citizens it represents” (2009, p.7). In 

a continent where ethnic and religious diversities underlie conflict and war and has therefore 

been one of the most potent threats to statehood, Nigeria has often found itself having to play 

credible leading roles in African states torn apart by ethnic and religious conflicts. A case in 

point is Sudan where the country’s long-standing mediation hinged on the exportation to that 

country of federalism and the federal character principle, which have worked relatively well 

as conflict management formulas in Nigeria. In the case of West African states where 

exclusionary politics are well entrenched, Darkwa identifies coexistence as a key democracy 

requirement which Nigeria, due to its familiarity with the challenges of diversity 

management, can always assist others in developing. 

 

Having tried to resolve the seeming contradictions in Nigeria’s democratization interventions 

in the countries under review, we must confront the next critical question of why Nigeria 

intervened at all, a question that goes back to the basis of the country’s foreign policy. From 

the literature, the answers range from the identification of a number of key principles and 

doctrines that give logical coherence to the country’s foreign policy behavior no matter how 

divergent and scattered they may be, to those that emphasize contextual exigencies, 

personality of head of state and managers of foreign policy including military and security 

personnel, and the effects of global changes. Nigerian foreign policy experts and practitioners 

generally favour doctrinal cohesion explanations and have listed the country’s manifest 

destiny of leadership as Africa’s and the black race’s most populous country richly endowed 

with abundant human and material resources, national interest, Afrocentricity, and 

commitment to regional and global peace and stability as key principles. The extra-ordinary 

resources deployed to the liberation of Africa from the last vestiges of colonialism in 

southern Africa, active participation in peace-keeping operations throughout the world, 

membership of key international organizations and support for concerted multilateral actions 

and in particular key roles in the formation of regional and sub-regional organizations in 

Africa (OAU, AU, ECOWAS), ratification of international conventions and treaties, various 

forms of assistance to other African and Third World countries and, most recently, the 

interventions to promote peace and stability in West Africa, are often explained in these 

terms. 
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While these explanations appear self-evidently true and have demonstrably shaped the 

perceptions and actions of foreign policy makers, their anchor on concepts such as national 

interest sometimes makes it difficult to actually understand them. What exactly is Nigeria’s 

‘national interest’: is it the interest of the head of state, the foreign policy elite, the 

intelligentsia, or the constitutive interests of civil society constituents? The national interest 

problematic was a major issue in Nigeria’s decision to intervene militarily – alone initially 

and later under the aegis of the ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) in Liberia (and 

Sierra Leone as well). Many analysts attributed the action to the personal preferences of the 

then military president, General Ibrahim Babangida, based on his presumed friendship with 

Samuel Doe (the initial plan was apparently to keep Doe in power) and the protection of 

alleged economic interests. 

 

At the other end of the spectrum are the more dynamic and contextual explanations which 

tend to be more discerning of the ebbs and flows as well as ambiguities, contradictions and 

inconsistencies in policy. In this regard, a number of factors have been identified as shapers 

of policy. Foremost among these is the Nigerian civil war, which in the context of the Cold 

War forced a review of reliance on the Western bloc, greater attention to be paid to good 

neighbourliness and the realization that the security, stability and development of the country 

is inextricably tied to relations with neighbours and the rest of the West African sub-region. 

Second is the personality of incumbent heads of state and core foreign service personnel. 

Thus, under the late General Murtala Mohammed, a maverick nationalist of sorts, Nigeria 

pursued a radical foreign policy while, by contrast, foreign policy under Tafawa Balewa and 

Shehu Shagari were conservative. Third is the state of the country itself in terms of economic 

capacity. Clearly, the emergence of Nigeria as a major oil producing country has enabled the 

pursuit of a qualitatively more ambitious foreign policy compared to the pre-oil period. 

 

Fourth is the nature of the global political order and the pressures and demands exerted on the 

country. In this regard, the strong opposition of the international community to continued 

despotism and military authoritarian rule in Nigeria in the 1990s, out of sync with the global 

trend of democratic regimes, which involved the imposition of sanctions and isolation of the 

country at a time when ironically, one of the major propellants of the peace-keeping 

interventions in Liberia and Sierra Leone was the administration of General Sani Abacha 

which sought to counteract its isolation by at least showing that the stability of the resource-

rich West African sub-region depended to a large extent on Nigeria. Furthermore, the 



40 

 

relegation of strategic interests in African affairs by the global powers, which began with the 

botched USA-led peacekeeping in Somalia and saw the international community failing to 

respond on time to deadly conflicts and wars in Africa (Rwanda, Burundi, Congo DR, 

Liberia, Sierra Leone are clear examples) provided the opportunity for Nigeria to play the 

leading roles expected of it despite its isolation. The counter-isolation strategy worked quite 

well as the interventions enhanced Nigeria’s role as a regional power with the economic, 

diplomatic and military capability to ensure peace and stability. At the heart of this was the 

ECOWAS Military Force, ECOMOG, a largely Nigerian funded and composed force, which 

was deployed to Liberia and Sierra Leone. Although ECOMOG was not the first wholly 

African peace-keeping force (the credit for that belongs to the OAU peace-keeping force in 

Chad (1982), which was commanded by Nigeria’s Major General Geoffrey Ejiga), its giant 

strides and successes have made it the reference point for homegrown conflict resolution and 

peace-building initiatives on the continent.  

 

The Logic of Nigeria’s Role in Democratization in West Africa 

We shall now turn to the main focus of this chapter which is the role of Nigeria in the 

democratization processes in West Africa with Liberia, Sierra Leone, Togo and Equatorial 

Guinea as case studies. To properly situate the analysis of the role, propelled in all cases by 

basically the same logic, we begin by interrogating the nature of the logic. The first logic is 

Nigeria’s status as a regional power in terms of population, abundant wealth, level of 

development and long history of proven leadership within and outside Africa including 

material assistance to poorer countries, which gives the country enormous responsibility for 

the peace, security, stability and prosperity of the sub-region. 

 

This status, consonant with the emergent “responsibility to protect” (R2P) doctrine, provides 

a normative framework for legitimizing humanitarian interventions. According to Knight, 

“An important element of the R2P norm is the premise that the international community 

[including major powers] has a responsibility to protect innocent lives in countries where 

governments are either or unable or unwilling to provide that protection” (2008, p.27). It is 

partly on the basis of this well acknowledged doctrine that the international community 

expects countries like Nigeria to lead the region, as enunciated in Ali Mazrui’s (otherwise 

unpopular) thesis of ‘benign colonialism’ which advocates a kind of trusteeship system under 

which Africa’s regional powers take full responsibility for the development and security of 

their ‘spheres of influence’: South Africa for Southern Africa, Ethiopia for the Horn, Kenya 
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for East Africa, Congo DR for Central Africa, Egypt for North Africa, and Nigeria for West 

Africa (Ali Mazrui, A. 1994, p.2). In an increasingly relegated Africa whose conflicts the 

international community had failed to respond to promptly, it was clear that benign 

colonialism or not, African regional powers were going to play more active roles in the 

affairs of their sub-regions in the post-Cold War period. They have indeed done so mostly in 

the name of defending democracy and constitutional rule or preventing escalation of 

conflicts, which seems to be the most politically correct and acceptable justification to the 

global superpowers and international community at large for intervening in the internal 

affairs of other countries. South Africa has been particularly notable in this regard. Its roles in 

‘stabilizing’ the southern African region has ranged from direct military action against 

Lesotho in 1995 to leading sub-regional interventions to defend democracy and constitutional 

rule in Madagascar and Zimbabwe amongst others. It is often said, in the sense of leading by 

example, that whatever happens in or to Nigeria or whatever steps the country’s leaders 

decide to take, has implications for the region. A stable and prosperous Nigeria, it is argued, 

is a necessary condition for the overall peace and stability of the region. 

 

By the 1990s, a number of developments in Nigeria, notably continued military dictatorship, 

the annulment of the 1993 presidential election which truncated the country’s 

democratization process, self-succession schemes of military leaders, increased human rights 

abuses and repression of opposition groups (one of whose high points was the execution of 

Ken Saro-Wiwa and other Ogoni minority activists in 1995), were incongruent with the 

evolving globally acceptable norms of statecraft and governance, threatening Nigeria’s 

claims to leadership as a regional power. The country came increasingly under the regime 

change agenda of global powers and the international community which took the form of 

imposition of sanctions, isolation of the Nigerian government and threats of suspension from 

major international organizations. 

 

Coming at a time the country was already fully involved in the ECOMOG peacekeeping 

operations in Liberia and in the unraveling Sierra Leonean conflagration one would have 

expected a reaction from Nigeria but instead the government of General Sani Abacha stepped 

up the ECOMOG operations especially in Sierra Leone. One plausible explanation for this 

unexpected response is that Nigerian leaders saw the noble roles the country was playing in 

ending conflict and war in the West African region as a way of reasserting its influence and 

showing its indispensability, which it hoped might persuade the international community to 
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end its isolation. The strategy worked fairly well to show the international community, 

initially reluctant to get involved in the complex West African conflicts, that no matter how 

bad the situation was in Nigeria, its role in West African and African affairs could not be 

ignored. It was partly for this reason that, notwithstanding Nigeria’s virtual pariah state 

status, the United Nations joined forces with the Nigeria-led ECOMOG in peacekeeping 

operations in Liberia and Sierra Leone. The situation improved after Nigeria successfully 

transited to democratic rule in 1999 and exploited every opportunity to redeem and 

consolidate its image and status as a regional power and win back the confidence of the 

global powers. The latter provided the impetus for interventions in the democratization 

processes in Togo and Equatorial Guinea. 

 

Despite its significant internal problems which have arguably limited its ability to function as 

a credible regional power, Nigeria has performed creditably well in providing leadership in 

the region. The country’s readiness to provide leadership sometimes at great cost and 

sacrifice is due largely to the realization by Nigerian leaders that whatever happens in the 

region also has serious implications for the country’s own stability and development. 

Considering such factors as the close historical, cultural, economic and religious ties between 

groups in the nation and rest of the region, large Nigerian immigrant populations in several 

countries that have suffered discrimination and repatriation over the years, the large 

population of West African immigrants in Nigeria, the multinational character of rebel and 

militant groups that underlies the multiplier effect and diffusion of conflict and war in 

individual countries, and the devastating effects of cross border crimes (smuggling, robbery, 

human trafficking, hard drugs), proliferation of small arms and refugee flows, it is not 

surprising that Nigeria has taken responsibility for leadership. Even so, it took the Nigerian 

civil war and more recently the interconnectedness between the violent anti-state conflicts in 

the oil-rich Niger Delta and the civil wars and political conflicts in Liberia, Sierra Leone, 

Ivory Coast, Guinea Bissau and Equatorial Guinea to persuade Nigeria of the strategic 

importance of the region. These events and developments showed how vulnerable the country 

could be in the face of a hostile West Africa given the widespread opposition to its perceived 

dominance and the deep suspicions that often attend its regional initiatives. 

 

Indeed, the greatest challenge Nigeria has faced in asserting its leadership role is the deep-

rooted opposition to its perceived dominance and overbearing power especially by the 

Francophone countries and their former colonial master, France. Such opposition has 
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sometimes taken dramatic forms such as the refusal of Togolese authorities to grant landing 

clearance to an aircraft that had on board an advance party of President Olusegun Obasanjo’s 

mediation team in 2005 and before then, the refusal of Ivorien authorities to allow a 

contingent of the Nigerian air force that was sent at the outbreak of civil war in that country. 

It is instructive that the initiative to form ECOWAS came after the bitter diplomatic lessons 

of the civil war, including the support for Biafra by Houphouet Boigny’s Ivory Coast – 

indeed, the initiative was calculated to ameliorate hostility towards Nigerian leadership – or 

dominance – especially from Francophone countries and France. With the exception of Togo 

which supported Nigeria all the way and was part of a joint ministerial committee that toured 

West Africa to seek support, almost all Francophone West African countries opposed 

Nigeria’s ECOWAS initiative. 

 

In addition, President Senghor of Senegal advocated the extension of West Africa to include 

Zaire (now Congo DR) to counteract Nigeria’s domination of the region. The continued 

emphasis on encouraging regional consensus within ECOWAS in responding to conflicts 

within individual countries, which informed the recourse to a regional peacekeeping force in 

Liberia and Sierra Leone, and regional mediation groups in Togo and Niger even when it was 

evident that the force was largely a Nigerian affair and that in the case of Togo and Niger, the 

country could act unilaterally, may therefore be interpreted as deliberate efforts to assuage 

fears of domination and the hostility that has often attended the country’s leadership. Thus, 

although it already had troops in Liberia (a fact this author who was on official secondment to 

Liberia at the time was privileged to know), Nigeria proposed the formation of a regional 

peacekeeping force. 

 

 

The second logic is the coupling of democratization with conflict resolution, post-conflict 

peacebuilding and good governance in the post Cold War reforms paradigm. The prospects 

for enduring ‘settlement’ and peace, as the experience of countries like South Africa shows 

are far brighter when a framework exists that at a minimum guarantees constitutional rule, 

inclusion, equity, consensus-building, participation, access to justice, human rights, free, fair 

and peaceful elections and accountable governance. Therefore, as Nigeria quickly realized, 

peace-keeping and peace enforcement were necessary but not sufficient to bring about lasting 
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solutions in Liberia and Sierra Leone. Democratization, which went beyond holding elections 

to include coexistence and the institutionalization of conflict management instrumentalities, 

was required to consolidate the gains of peace-building. As pointed out earlier, Nigeria had 

the credentials to manage these aspects of democratization even at a time when it was itself in 

the throes of a very difficult democratization process. The democratization-conflict resolution 

logic also applied to the Togolese and Equatorial Guinea situations except that, this time, 

Nigeria’s primary concern was to prevent the political crisis that engulfed the two countries 

from throwing the region into another round of deadly war. The crisis that followed President 

Eyadema’s death could easily have degenerated into civil war with region-wide consequences 

due to the large population of Togolese opposition leaders in exile across the region and 

historical tensions between Ghana and Togo on account of cross-border affinities of members 

of the Ewe ethnic group split between the two countries. Interventions in Equatorial Guinea 

were more related to the protection of Nigeria’s strategic resource interests but ultimately had 

to do with applying the democratic solution to political conflict and instability. 

 

This logic is complemented by institutional and multilateral advocacy and support for 

democratization as a facilitator of good governance, which became an integral part of foreign 

aid and donor support packages and was embraced by African regional bodies. One of the 

lynchpins of African advocacy was the outlawing of unconstitutional changes of government, 

rightly identified as an important factor in the dysfunctionality of the postcolonial state in 

Africa (Souare 2009). Key instruments in this respect include the Lome Declaration on the 

Response to Unconstitutional Change of Government, which was adopted by African Heads 

of States and Governments in July 2000; the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and 

Governance adopted in Addis Ababa in January 2007, and the Constitutive Act of the AU, 

which seeks to partner with Regional Economic Communities in the execution of these 

instruments in their regions. Largely because of its vast experience in peacebuilding and 

democratization support, ECOWAS took the lead in terms of the AU Act through its Protocol 

on Democracy and Good Governance, which was ratified in December 2001. 

 

The Lome Declaration and Addis Ababa Charter specified five situations as constituting 

instances of unconstitutional change of government: i. military coup d’etat against a 

democratically elected government; ii. intervention by mercenaries to replace a 

democratically elected government; iii. replacement of democractically elected government 
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by rebel movements and dissident groups; iv. refusal by an incumbent government to 

relinquish power to the winning political party after regular, free and fair elections; and v. 

any amendment or revision of the constitution or legal instruments, which is an infringement 

on the principles of democratic change of government. The essence of these charters, 

declarations, and conventions is that they legitimize the roles played by regional powers such 

as Nigeria, especially when such roles take place within the ambit of regional organizations 

as was done with ECOWAS. Nigeria’s armed intervention initiative could further be justified 

under the May 1983 ECOWAS Protocol on Mutual Assistance on Defence which provided 

for collective armed intervention in the event of aggression against any member state that 

constituted a threat to the entire community, or armed conflict between two or more member 

states, or internal conflict with proven external instigation and support. It is instructive that 

president Doe requested for military assistance from ECOWAS on the basis of this protocol.  

   

To tie the elements of this framework together, it may be said that Nigeria’s intervention in 

the democratization processes in West Africa in general was first and foremost a function of 

the leadership role it has historically played in the region, a role that assumed greater 

significance with the advocacy and facilitative roles assigned to regional bodies and powers 

by international and regional bodies on the one hand, and the neglect of African conflicts by 

the international community in the post-Cold War period on the other. The roles were further 

propelled by the tendency of protracted conflicts and civil war in West Africa to assume 

region-wide significance and engulf the entire region. Major factors in this regard were the 

diffusion of politically salient ethnic affinities across artificial boundaries created by 

colonialism and the formidable communities of exile opposition leaders and militants who 

had been forced out of their countries by despotic regimes that held sway in West Africa 

through the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. The Liberian civil war which was prototypical of the 

growing tendency had the character of a regional war not only because various rebel forces 

were composed of recruits from all over West Africa, but also because the civil wars that 

subsequently erupted in Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast and Guinea Bissau were either directly or 

indirectly connected with the Liberian situation. Then of course there was the emergence of 

democratization as an instrument of conflict resolution and a justification for external (in this 

case regional) power intervention in the internal affairs of other countries. If Nigeria was 

going to provide the regional leadership traditionally assigned to it, it had to be at the 

vanguard of these various movements. 
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This provides the framework for analyzing Nigeria’s role in the democratization processes in 

Liberia, Sierra Leone, Togo and Equatorial Guinea. As will be seen, although the essence of 

democratization in all cases was conflict resolution and peacebuilding, they nevertheless 

presented different dynamics and peculiarities, which can broadly be classified into three 

analytical categories based on the nature of the democratization antecedents and Nigeria’s 

role in them. In the first category to which Liberia and Sierra Leone belonged, 

democratization was a concomitant of peacebuilding and post-conflict stability which was 

embraced from the point when the peace process needed to be consolidated. In the second 

category which has Togo and Equatorial Guinea to a large extent, democratization was 

embraced as a conflict prevention instrument to prevent a deterioration of the extant political 

crisis and conflict into war. In the first and second categories, the immediate objective was 

regional stability, peace and security although as was pointed out earlier, Nigeria has since its 

own civil war recognized that its peace and security are closely tied to those of the region. 

The third category in which democratization was also necessitated by conflict resolution 

considerations, but had more to do with the furtherance and protection of Nigeria’s strategic 

oil interests in the Gulf of Guinea especially in the aftermath of the complicated border 

dispute with Cameroon over the oil rich Bakassi peninsula, is Equatorial Guinea. We shall 

now turn to an analysis of the cases.  

 

Liberia 

Liberia is Africa’s oldest republic, having declared its independence in 1847. Although it is 

widely regarded as a former colony of the US, Liberia was never formally colonized, having 

been established as a ‘resettlement colony’ of freed slaves repatriated from America. 

Throughout the years, Liberia remained essentially an uncompleted and contested state, a 

situation that nurtured endemic political violence that finally culminated in civil war 

throughout the 1990s. The core issues were (i) the apartheid regime in the country that 

icluded the Americo-Liberians, as repatriated freed slaves were known, together with slaves 

freed on the Atlantic (so-called Congo men) and migrants (mostly freed slave) from 

neighbouring Sierra Leone who occupied the coastal counties as citizens and the indigenous 

(upcountry, hinterland) peoples and territories as subjects; (ii) the monopoly of power by the 

True Whig party of the Americo-Liberians and exclusion of the indigenous Liberian 

populations from the political, economic and social mainstream to such an extent that those 

of them at the boundaries with Ivory Coast, Guinea and Sierra Leone were virtually stateless 
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– though through a colonial-type process of assimilation, a few indigenous Liberians were 

admitted into the privileged ranks; and (iii) the repressive character of political control. 

 

In 1980, Master-Sergeant Samuel Doe led a few other non-commissioned officers to 

overthrow the Americo-Liberian ‘dynasty’ in a bloody coup that saw the execution of several 

leaders of the ancien regime and the fleeing into exile (mostly to the US) by the new 

opposition elements.  Coming at a time when military intervention was on the decline in a 

vastly democratized West African region, the coup was roundly condemned by ECOWAS 

leaders. President Shehu Shagari of Nigeria led a walkout of leaders at an ECOWAS meeting 

attended by the Liberian military leader. Doe subsequently exploited the soft belly of the 

Cold War to entrench himself in power. He devised a democratic transition programme that 

returned him as elected president in 1985 in an election that was purportedly massively 

rigged. Having legitimized his hold on power in the increasingly impoverished country, Doe 

proceeded to replace Americo-Liberian hegemony with exclusionary and ultra-repressive 

indigenous Liberian rule that revolved around his Krahn ethnic group and pushed more 

Liberians, including progressives who supported the historic overthrow of True Whig 

oligarchy, into exile. Doe’s despotism did not however go unchallenged by opposition leaders 

in exile who used bases in neighbouring Guinea, Sierra Leone and Ivory Coast to launch 

attacks on Monrovia. 

 

The initial attacks were led by Doe’s fellow coup plotter and former deputy, Thomas 

Quiwonkpa, who was believed to enjoy the support of powerful Americo-Liberians who 

sought to return to power. The ferocious opposition finally unraveled in December 1989 

when Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) invaded the country in a 

bid to overthrow Samuel Doe. The origins and composition of the NPFL, whose forces 

trained in Libya and Burkina Faso and included dissidents from virtually every West African 

country, made it a threat to the peace and security of the entire West African region (some 

analysts saw it as an extension of Libya’s attempts to gain control of the region). The linkage 

of the NPFL with the civil war in Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast and Guinea Bissau, as well as the 

protracted conflicts in Guinea (the home base of the Mandingos who controlled the ULIMO-J 

and ULIMO-K rebel forces), and the dangers inherent in refugee movements throughout the 

region showed how far the threat potential of the NPFL could go. This fact made it easier for 

Nigeria to garner support from other countries for the formation of ECOMOG. 
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The NPFL offensive plunged the country into a protracted civil war that lasted until the close 

of the 1990s. Contrary to what many expected, the killing of President Doe by a splinter 

group of the NPFL led by Prince Yormie Johnson complicated the war which at a time 

involved over six fighting forces and splinter groups, including the Armed Forces of Liberia. 

All along the NPFL and its leader Charles Taylor remained the dominant (rebel) force and 

claimant to power. But the reluctance of ECOWAS leaders, especially Nigerian leaders, to 

allow Taylor to have his way on account of the many atrocities and war crimes he was 

alleged to have committed, which was backed by ECOMOG’s offensives against the NPFL, 

prolonged the war. Taylor was a major factor in the civil war which had erupted in Sierra 

Leone with Foday Sankoh’s RUF as the main protagonist. Many of those enlisted by the RUF 

had been trained by the NPFL and Sankoh was a known protégée of Charles Taylor with 

whom he perpetrated the blood and arms-for-diamonds trade. 

 

Taylor was also allegedly involved in the plundering of Liberia’s resources as well as the 

illegal small arms trade that was threatening to turn the entire West African region into a 

theater of war. In spite of these, it was clear that the civil wars could not be resolved without 

Charles Taylor realizing his inordinate ambition to be president, which he did following 

general elections held in 1997 (with Nigerian backing). But as Taylor’s short-lived rule came 

under serious opposition from various rebel forces which threatened to plunge the country 

into another round of war in 1999, a deal struck with him to go into voluntary exile in Nigeria 

paved the way for the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in August 2003. 

Under the terms of the agreement, all former warring factions, including government forces, 

became involved in a post-conflict process of disarmament, demobilization, reintegration and 

rehabilitation. The interim government headed by Charles Gyude Bryant under the guidance 

of the UN Mission, ECOWAS and other international community actors organized elections 

in October/November 2005. The election of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf as president, which was 

the conclusion of what we have termed here the democratization concomitant of conflict 

resolution and peace-building, finally brought to an end more than ten years of protracted 

conflict and war. 

 

The story of the Liberian civil war and its ultimate resolution is also the story of Nigeria’s 

most direct and successful regime change intervention in the internal affairs of another 

country. The country is said to have spent over $5 billion dollars and its soldiers constituted 

over 75 per cent of the military personnel. The casualty figures remain unknown but they are 
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estimated at several thousands. Nigerian soldiers were first deployed to Liberia early in 1990 

apparently to defend Doe’s government, and later formed the bulk of ECOMOG which 

undertook peacekeeping, peace enforcement and peacebuilding operations under Nigeria’s 

auspices. Nigeria was also involved – in fact led – in virtually all peace talks, negotiations 

and elections that produced the interim national government headed by Professor Amos 

Sawyer, president Taylor, interim president Bryant and finally president Ellen Johnson-

Sirleaf. Although Nigeria was the prime mover of interventions to bring peace, democracy 

and stability to Liberia, its actions were more multilateral than unilateral and were validated 

within the framework of ECOWAS and later the UN. 

 

One significant aspect of Nigeria’s role in Liberia was that it achieved its primary objective 

of regaining the confidence of the international community as a regional leader – the 

ECOMOG initiative in Liberia and Sierra Leone was applauded as a model of African 

peacekeeping interventions and Nigeria’s support for democratization was taken as an 

indication of the country’s commitment to the promotion of political and economic reforms 

though the intervention was quite unpopular at home. Many Nigerians criticized it as an act 

of personal aggrandizement on the part of General Babangida (who moreover was said to be 

a close friend of Samuel Doe) and General Abacha. Support for ECOMOG was seen as an act 

of hypocrisy because while Nigeria was promoting peace, stability, democracy and security 

abroad, the country faced unresolved conflicts, repression, human rights abuses and increased 

poverty occasioned by continued military dictatorship at home. It was therefore not surprising 

that one of the very first steps taken by the civilian government of Olusegun Obasanjo after 

its inauguration in 1999 was to order the return of Nigerian soldiers from Sierra Leone (the 

remaining soldiers served under the UN Mission). 

 

Sierra Leone 

The history of Sierra Leone is similar to that of Liberia, having started out as a British colony 

for the resettlement of freed slaves some of whom migrated to Liberia. Although a system of 

structural inequalities did not become as fully entrenched as was the case in Liberia, the 

country nevertheless suffered from the excesses of exclusionary one party rule for most of its 

history. The origins of the protracted political crisis that engulfed the country in the 1990s 

and ultimately resulted in civil war lay in the emergence of a mostly youth-based radical 

opposition movement in the country that sought to terminate the more than 23-year rule of 

the All People’s Congress Party. 
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This was the context within which the RUF led by Foday Sankoh invaded the country in 

March 1991. While the government of General Joseph Momoh was battling the rebels with 

the aid of Nigerian troops, Captain Valentine Strasser toppled the government. In January 

1996, Brigadier J.M. Bio replaced Strasser and following pressure from Nigeria and other 

powers to immediately restore democratic rule, he organized elections that were won by the 

Sierra Leone People’s Party with Ahmed Tejan Kabbah emerging president. The spectre of 

instability however continued as in May 1997, Johnny Paul Koroma led another group of 

officers to overthrow Kabbah. While the civil war in Liberia was already beginning to take its 

toll on the political scene in Sierra Leone. As indicated above, a good number of Sierra 

Leonean dissidents were enlisted and trained by Charles Taylor’s NPFL. These formed the 

bulk of the RUF which, under the leadership of Foday Sankoh invaded Sierra Leone from its 

Liberian base in 1991 to launch a civil war that was declared officially over in January 2002 

after a complicated process of negotiated settlement. Although the invasion was targeted at 

the overthrow of the government of President Joseph Momoh, the RUF had to confront 

ECOMOG not only because the peacekeeping force had established military bases in Sierra 

Leone (the Nigerian air force used the Lungi airport for its operations in Liberia), but also 

because the RUF connection with the NPFL was perceived to be the first movement of the 

NPFL’s regional extension. Indeed, based on Charles Taylor’s open boast that countries that 

facilitated ECOMOG’s operations would taste the bitterness of war, it was believed that the 

RUF attack was part of the NPFL’s strategy to break ECOMOG’s launching pads. So, to 

realize one of the immediate objectives for setting up ECOMOG, namely to safeguard the 

collective security of the region, the force had to also take on Sierra Leone.  It was in this 

capacity that it warded off several rebel attacks and reversed the coup of May 1997 by men of 

the Sierra Leonean army, and restored President Kabbah to power. A ceasefire was brokered 

in July 1999 after which Sankoh was arrested, and the UN Mission in Sierra Leone backed by 

ECOMOG organized elections in May 2002. 

 

Nigeria is widely hailed as the benefactor of Sierra Leone’s ‘liberation’ and democratization. 

Soon after the RUF invasion of 1991, the Nigerian Forces Assistance Group, which was 

administratively under ECOMOG but controlled from Nigeria, was deployed to the country 

under an extant Status of Forces agreement. The reluctance of Nigeria’s allies especially 

Ghana to get involved in another prolonged operation like Liberia meant that although the 

peacekeeping force in Sierra Leone was administratively ECOMOG, it was a wholly 
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Nigerian contingent. Nigerian soldiers played heroic roles in the wars, the Nigerian 

government arrested and detained Foday Sankoh in 2000 and helped to restructure the Sierra 

Leonean military in acknowledgement of which General Maxwell Khobe, commander of the 

Nigerian contingent, was appointed Chief of Defence Staff. Nigeria’s role in Sierra Leone 

was however far from unilateral, as it had the backing of ECOWAS, OAU (later AU) as well 

as the UN which imposed an arms embargo on Sierra Leone and passed a resolution in 

October 1997 supporting ECOWAS’ intervention. The contact group comprised of the 

foreign ministers of Nigeria, Ghana, Guinea and Ivory Coast set up by ECOWAS to negotiate 

peaceful settlement with the military junta that overthrew President Kabbah approved use of 

force as a last resort. The carrot-and-stick diplomacy paid off when an agreement to hand 

over power and restore democratic rule by April 1998 was signed in Conakry in October 

1997 between ECOWAS and the Koroma junta. Nigeria was also fully involved in the 

diplomatic manoeuvres that complemented military intervention. Ambassador Olu Adeniji 

who later became the country’s foreign minister served as the UN’s Special Representative in 

Sierra Leone and was a prime mover of the Peace Accord signed in 2000 that produced a 

government of national unity.    

 

Togo  

By 2005 when President Gnassingbe Eyadema died, he had been in office for thirty-eight 

years making him one of Africa’s longest serving leaders. During those years, Togo suffered 

under one party dictatorship and a regime of gross human rights abuse that swelled the ranks 

of opposition leaders many of whom like Sylvia Olympio, lived abroad. The country had a 

chequered history of democratization that amongst others saw the transmutation of Eyadema 

from military head of state to civilian president, having seized power in a coup in 1967, and 

the convening of a sovereign national conference, which was the dominant mode of 

democratic transition in Francophone Africa in the early 1990s. Togo also came under the 

scrutiny of La Francophonie, the group used by France to persuade its former colonies to 

embrace political and economic reforms including democratization. The failure of Togo to 

respond appropriately to internal and external pressures, which heightened fears that the 

country could easily fall prey to the protracted conflicts and civil wars that swept through 

West Africa in the 1990s led to the suspension of aid by the EU in 1993. Togo thereafter 

made efforts to improve its human rights record and relations with the opposition, but the 

country remained largely undemocratic. 
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These were the circumstances under which President Eyadema died in 2005. Following his 

death, the military led by General Zachari Nandja, chief of staff, unexpectedly set aside the 

constitutional succession provision for the Speaker of the National Assembly to take over by 

installing Eyadema’s son, Faure Gnassingbe, president (Banjo 2005). This action was 

rejected outright by the opposition and international community and met with spontaneous 

street protests and riots which were violently suppressed by the army and police. Unable to 

withstand the concerted pressure for long, military authorities were forced to organize 

elections which were allegedly manipulated to favour Gnassingbe who was declared winner. 

That declaration began a new round of crisis which was only resolved through power sharing 

negotiations between Gnassingbe and the opposition brokered by Nigeria and ECOWAS. 

 

Let us now turn to Nigeria’s role in the Togolese democratization struggles, which on balance 

was largely pro-democracy, positive and progressive. Togo has a history of cordial relations 

with Nigeria which has facilitated close formal and informal economic ties. The military 

government of General Yakubu Gowon was particularly close to Eyadema who was Nigeria’s 

greatest supporter in the formation of ECOWAS in 1975. By the time the constitutional and 

political crisis that followed Eyadema’s death broke out in 2005, Nigeria had already 

regained its voice as a credible regional power. It had not only successfully steered the 

peacebuilding and democratization processes in Liberia and Sierra Leone, the country’s 

economy was booming once again making it possible for Abuja to offer material assistance to 

Ghana and other countries.  Most of all, the country had itself become a thriving democracy. 

 

These qualitative changes enhanced the country’s leadership roles in the transformation of the 

OAU to the AU and the adoption of NEPAD as an instrument of good governance and 

economic development. Ironically, one of the key levers of the AU’s pro-democratization 

initiatives, the Declaration on the Framework for an OAU Response to Unconstitutional 

Change of Government which opposes overthrow or replacement of democratically elected 

governments by military coup d’etat, mercenaries, dissident groups or rebel movements, was 

adopted in Lome Togo in July 2000 and was invoked in the AU’s declaration of military 

intervention in Togo as unconstitutional. Article 23(5) of the African Charter on Democracy, 

Elections and Governance of 2007, otherwise known as the Addis Charter further opposed 

“Any amendment or revision of the constitution or legal instruments, which is an 

infringement on the principles of democratic change of government”. Under Nigeria’s 

leadership, the profile of ECOWAS as an agent of conflict resolution, peacebuilding and 
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collective security (anchored on the Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance of the 

Economic Commission of West African States 2001) had grown tremendously, and this gave 

it the needed verve to engage in first line mediation in any country where crisis was brewing. 

Nigeria used these platforms quite well in its democratization engagements, especially as 

President Obasanjo was chairman of ECOWAS and the AU in 2005. 

 

Following early warning signal lessons learnt from civil wars in the region, the potential of 

the Togolese crisis to unravel into a situation of civil war was high. In the new conventional 

wisdom, the most appropriate response to the situation was to nip it in the bud using 

democratization as the arrowhead. This was exactly what Nigeria did. The initial attempt by 

Obasanjo to intervene both as Nigerian president and chairman of ECOWAS (and AU) was 

rebuffed as the aircraft conveying his advance party was refused landing rights in Lome. This 

did not however deter Nigeria which assumed a tough posture on the issue that included the 

recall of the country’s ambassador and the contemplation of military intervention and 

economic sanctions. The ECOWAS mediation committee that included Nigeria’s foreign 

affairs minister Olu Adeniji (other members were the foreign ministers of Ghana and Niger) 

was also talking tough, threatening imposition of sanctions and expulsion, while at the same 

time exploring various diplomatic channels. Finally, military authorities bowed to the intense 

pressures, apologized to Nigeria over the aircraft incident, and agreed to hold elections. The 

violent eruption that followed the declaration of Faure Gnassingbe as president again brought 

Nigeria fully back in. This time, Nigeria facilitated the negotiation of a power sharing 

(government of national unity) deal between Faure Gnassingbe and the main opposition 

leaders in Abuja, which calmed the situation and enabled Togo to embark on a peaceful 

process of democratic growth. 

  

Equatorial Guinea 

Nigeria’s role in Equatorial Guinea was markedly different from that of Liberia, Sierra Leone 

and Togo. While its actions in the latter countries were mediated by multilateralism involving 

ECOWAS, AU, UN and others, in Equatorial Guinea they were more unilateral and propelled 

by mutually shared strategic interests between the two countries. Equatorial Guinea, which 

shares the resource rich Gulf of Guinea with Nigeria as well as Angola, Gabon, Cameroon, 

Congo, and Sao Tome and Principe, has had mixed relations with Nigeria. Initially, the spats 

were over the welfare of the large population of Nigerian workers in Equatorial Guinea who 

at various points suffered periodic harassments discrimination, deportation and expulsion that 
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elicited the vehemence of the Nigerian media and people who advocated invasion and 

annexation of the tiny country a la pax Nigeriana (Obadare 2001). 

 

Three closely related factors further increased the strategic importance of Equatorial Guinea 

to Nigeria. First was the fact that Nigeria’s territorial waters are located in the South Atlantic 

basin, making it rely almost exclusively on seaborne trade for its economic health (Ogwu 

2004). Second was the vulnerability of Equatorial Guinea to external interventions which 

mostly took the form of attempts by mercenaries or foreign-sponsored elements to overthrow 

the government. One such case involved British mercenaries who were arrested in Zimbabwe 

and another involved militants allegedly from Nigeria’s Niger Delta. The danger inherent in 

Equatorial Guinea’s vulnerability was fully dramatized in 1988 when it was reported that the 

apartheid regime in South Africa against whom Nigeria led the larger African struggle for 

liberation planned to establish a military base in Equatorial Guinea. The involvement of 

Pretoria in attempts by Argentina and Brazil to organize a South Atlantic Treaty Organization 

to cover coastal areas including the Gulf of Guinea was another cause for worry that led 

Nigerian foreign affairs managers and intellectuals to advocate a counter organization led by 

Nigeria and Brazil. 

 

The third factor was the discovery of oil in Equatorial Guinea in the late 1980s (it became sub 

Saharan Africa’s third largest oil producer after Nigeria and Angola) which attracted even 

greater foreign interest as the new scramble for Africa and African resources got fully under 

way. With the uncertainties that surrounded oil supplies from the Middle East in the 

aftermath of the Gulf War, the attention of the US turned to Africa (it is projected that 

African sources will account for one quarter of total US oil supplies by 2015; in 2005, the US 

derived 15 per cent of its oil from the Gulf of Guinea) and in particular the Gulf of Guinea 

which it had declared ungoverned territory on account of the lawlessness that permitted 

piracy and other maritime crimes on the high seas. Citing Jack Child, Joy Ogwu (2004) 

provides the basis for dubbing the Gulf of Guinea ungoverned territory: “The South Atlantic 

is a strategic vacuum involving large ocean areas with relatively low military presence by 

either superpowers or local littoral states. The value of the eastern portion of the South 

Atlantic has grown considerably with the increasing use of its sea level by tankers bringing 

Middle East oil to European and US markets.” The controversial deployment of a US African 

Command, AFRICOM, to the Gulf further heightened Nigeria’s anxieties. With Nigeria’s oil 

industry in turbulence – threatened internally by the unrelenting war waged by aggrieved 
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groups in the Niger Delta and externally by the loss of the oil-rich Bakassi peninsula to 

Cameroon – the country had to take its relations with Equatorial Guinea much more 

seriously. The strategic nexus between the Gulf and Nigeria’s Niger Delta crisis on the one 

hand, and the overall stability of West Africa on the other, was clearly articulated by 

President Obasanjo in an address at a meeting of the Gulf of Guinea Energy Security Group 

in Abuja in September 2006: 

The objective [in setting up the group] was to provide a forum for 

collaborative efforts…to map out modalities for energy security and orderly 

development of the Niger Delta in a climate of peace as part of the purpose of 

making the Gulf of Guinea a haven of peace, security, stability and 

predictability. The forum was therefore conceived by Nigeria as a forerunner 

of wider strategies that may be employed in other countries…The initiative 

became imperative in recognition of the importance of the Gulf of Guinea to 

the attainment of sustainable socioeconomic development of the West African 

sub-region and the sub-region’s increasing contribution to oil requests of the 

world (The Guardian 8 September 2006, p.43) 

 

Other responses included a proposal to set up a joint force, the Gulf of Guinea Guard Force 

(presumably to counter the US’s AFRICOM), the establishment of the Gulf of Guinea 

Commission on Peace, Stability and Management of Oil Resources, as well as a joint 

commission and agreements with Equatorial Guinea on maritime boundary (to prevent 

another Bakassi situation) and several joint oil exploration and production ventures. 

 

The other aspect of Nigeria’s stability-enhancing interest and influence in Equatorial Guinea, 

which assumed greater significance after Nigeria’s return to civilian democracy in 1999, was 

support for the country’s political stability and democratization. This was against the 

backdrop of Equatorial Guinea’s long history of one-party, one man dictatorship, coups, 

mercenary activities and overall political instability. Francisco Nguema, its first president 

after independence in 1968 was toppled by Teodoro Mbasogo Obiang following a bloody 

coup d’etat in 1979. A new constitution which gave extensive powers to the president was 

adopted in 1982. A key instrument of Nigeria’s policy in Equatorial Guinea was support for 

constitutional rule, elections and other democratic processes. In 2007, when the country’s 

stability was once again threatened by another mercenary-led coup, this time involving 

people suspected to be militants from Nigeria’s Niger Delta, Nigeria was in the forefront of 

condemning the attempted infraction of the constitutional process. The complicity of 

Nigerian elements was promptly denied, and Nigeria’s foreign affairs minister, Ojo 

Maduekwe, employed shuttle diplomacy overtures to reassure and protect the Equatorial 
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Guinea government. Overall, in contrast to Liberia, Sierra Leone and Togo, Nigeria’s role in 

Equatorial Guinea has been more strategic and economic though it was also increasingly 

clear that these could not be pursued in isolation of promoting and protecting democracy as 

an instrument of stability.  

 

Conclusion 

The lessons and benefits of Nigeria’s role in democratization are fairly obvious. First, it 

strengthened the appreciation of the recursive relationship between democracy and conflict 

resolution which necessitated the building of capacity in this area both for peace-keeping 

forces and the foreign policy establishment. But this did not apply to Nigeria alone as 

ECOWAS also entrenched democratization and good governance as instruments of conflict 

resolution and peacebuilding. Secondly, the interventions showed Nigeria as a promoter and 

defender of democratization, including peaceful coexistence, free and fair elections, 

constitutional rule and conflict resolution. Third, it restored and enhanced Nigeria’s status as 

a credible regional power, which increased its influence within regional and international 

organizations. Finally, the role served as a surety for Nigeria’s own continued 

democratization as, increasingly, the strength of its voice and ability to influence events in 

other countries depended on the extent to which it remains a thriving and stable democracy. 
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Introduction  

A cursory look at Nigeria’s involvement in the global arena since independence in 1960 

shows that an activist anti-colonialism posture has been a distinguishing factor. Pursued 

under the ‘Africa as centre-piece’ banner, Nigeria was in the forefront of anti-colonial and 

liberation struggles on the continent. A natural corollary to this pursuit became its activism in 

the arena of global security, specifically, peace-keeping. While peace-keeping per se is not a 

term mentioned in the Charter of the United Nations (UN), it has become a major instrument 

of conflict resolution for the UN and a major plank of Nigeria’s external relations within and 

outside the African continent. Born in the Cold War era and steeped in the power politics 

characteristic of that era, peace-keeping has evolved from its traditional conception as a 

military operation to cover a plethora of activities which include a wide range of police, 

civilian and humanitarian roles. Consequent upon these developments, the term peace support 

operations, a more encompassing term is now commonly employed.   

 

From the Congo in 1960 to date, Nigeria has been involved in over 40 peace-keeping 

missions worldwide in both military and police roles. It has also contributed senior civilian 

leadership in a number of these operations. There is an increasing demand for peace-keepers 

worldwide, thus stretching global resources. Nigeria’s largely good record and willingness to 

serve over the years has resulted in increasing demand for its personnel. Peace-keeping has 

provided  the country a “major redeeming point” in the global community. According to 

Agwai:  

The commitment to global peace has  continued to define Nigeria’s foreign policy 

since her independence in 1960. And nowhere is it more evident  than in Africa 

which has remained the cornerstone of her foreign policy. Today, Nigeria is the 

leading peace-keeping nation in Africa and  has shown tremendous leadership in all 

regional and continental efforts in conflict management (2010, p.2). 

 

The prestige accruing from such efforts has boosted the country’s leadership credentials and 

is often cited in diplomatic circles as a qualifying factor for a permanent seat on the UN 

Security Council. 

 

While Nigeria’s contributions have to a large extent been well received externally, on the 

domestic front there has been growing criticism or questioning of the rationale for such huge 

human and material investments, particularly when the benefits accruable do not seem 
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commensurate with that investment. Moreover, there is a perception that Nigeria’s generosity 

is increasingly being taken for granted. Existing literature consists largely of personal 

accounts of individual peacekeepers (Ayuba 2006), academic perspectives on the ECOWAS’ 

ECOMOG (Vogt 1992), historical accounts and military perspectives dealing with 

operational matters (Oni 2002; Ogomudia 2007; Jonah and Zabadi 2009) and others raising 

policy matters (Alli 2009; Iliya 2009). One common thread in the literature is a querying of 

the national or strategic interest served by pursuing an active peace-keeping role globally.  

 

It is against this background that this chapter addresses the following questions: What is 

Nigeria’s motivation for participating in global peace-keeping? Are there strategic national 

interests being served by this? How can Nigeria’s involvement be organised and better 

managed for maximum results and benefit for Nigeria and its citizens? What is the future of 

peace-keeping and Nigeria’s role in it? To answer these questions, we suggest that: 1) the 

poor coordination and absence of cooperation between policymaking actors (institutions and 

individuals) accounts for the absence of a well-defined, clearly articulated national interest as 

far as peace-keeping is concerned and 2) the lack of a strategic approach to peace-keeping 

has continued to rob Nigeria of tangible and intangible benefits. Nigeria’s participation in UN 

operations in the Congo, Lebanon and Bosnia-Herzegovina provide the backdrop for our 

investigation.  

 

Definitions and Mandates 

The plethora of activities that make up a Peace Support Operation (PSO) as modern peace-

keeping is more commonly referred to (or peace operation according to the Brahimi Report 

2000) has increased tremendously since its early days. The issue of definition has been 

subjected to considerable academic debate by critics of both peace-keeping theory and its 

practice (Durch 2006, p.7). We will therefore simplify the matter by adopting definitions 

developed by the UN.  

Traditional peace-keeping which emerged in the early years of the UN was born in the Cold 

War climate. Little wonder that it emphasised the principles of consent, neutrality and 

impartiality and was either a peace-keeping or observer mission. The latter involved military 

observers deployed to keep the peace where there is peace to keep i.e. where a ceasefire had 

been agreed upon while the requisite diplomatic and political moves toward resolving the 

conflict were being conducted. A peace-keeping operation would keep belligerents apart 

within determined zones thus creating space for resolution. A PSO is a complex 
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multidisciplinary, multifunctional and multidimensional operation covering a range of 

activities that includes principally peace-making, peace-keeping, peace-enforcement (see 

‘Capstone Doctrine’ 2008) and peace-building.  

 

This does not mean that all activities are necessarily part of any one operation. Peace-making 

involves diplomatic action to facilitate resolution by bringing belligerents to a negotiated 

agreement. Peace-keeping is essentially a military affair to maintain peace where a ceasefire 

has been agreed and makes room for other elements, civilian and police, to engage in the 

mission area. In peace-enforcement, coercive measures are utilised to ensure that there is  a 

peace to keep and peace-building is a long-term process wherein measures are employed to 

build national capacities after security elements have been rolled back to ensure that a relapse 

to conflict is averted (Capstone Doctrine 2008, p.17-20). Today most UN-mandated missions 

are multidimensional, thus allowing space for ‘manoeuvre’. By definition a multidimensional 

UN peace-keeping operation would have a direct political role in efforts to resolve the 

conflict and is often mandated by the Security Council to provide good offices or promote 

national political dialogue and reconciliation (See Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Linkages in a Multidimensional PKO 
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Source: Capstone Doctrine 2008, p.10 

 

A mandate is the legal authorisation for a peace-keeping operation issued by the mandating 

organisation, in this case the UN. It is derived from relevant Articles in the UN Charter even 

though the Security Council does not specifically refer to any Article in articulating a 

mandate for any mission. The UN argues that to force such a rigid compartmentalisation 

would create difficulties for countries contributing troops and/or partners providing training 

(Capstone Doctrine 2008, p.14). However, it is useful for analytical purposes and helps in 

clarifying what a mission can or cannot do. Thus Chapter VI deals with pacific settlement of 

disputes, allowing for preventive diplomacy; Chapter VII deals with enforcement action; and 

Chapter VIII allows for involvement of regional arrangements. It was the provision of 

Chapter VI that gave the legal basis for traditional peace-keeping.  

 

As the scope widened, the UN found legitimation in the other Articles and gave expression to 

its role of maintaining international peace and security. The ‘invention’ of the peace-keeping 

tool allowed it to circumvent antics of the superpowers deployed in checkmating themselves 

by veto against the employment of the collective security principle. The issue of mandate is 

critical to the deployment and tasking of a mission and to its success. A mandate can either 

strengthen the hand of a commander/mission or seriously limit the latitude for action thus 
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risking at times the lives of peacekeepers and the community it is there to protect or serve. 

When the Rwandan genocide occurred, a UN mission was on ground but its mandate did not 

allow it to act to stop the violence. Similarly, in Kosovo, Bosnians were massacred in UN 

protected areas. The Security Council has in such cases been accused of playing politics at 

the expense of the people at risk (Mbanefo 2005, p.14). Politics of the UN are such that the 

five veto-wielding powers in the UN Security Council determine the way a mandate is 

defined for any mission. Since 1999 the Security Council has placed the protection of 

civilians more firmly on its agenda resulting in four SC Resolutions on the matter (UN 

Report 2009). The latest of these, Resolution 1674, (United Nations 2006, p.11) has tried to 

ensure that a “protection of civilians” mandate provides clear guidelines for the task and 

gives enough flexibility for missions to interpret the best course of action in the circumstance. 

Africa is the largest client of UN peace-keeping initiatives in an era where western nations 

are no longer keen to send large numbers of foot soldiers to keep the peace in Africa, and 

Africa’s war theatres have been bloody and intractable.  

    

The Beginning:  Operations des Nations Unies au Congo (ONUC)   

As the conceptual framework for Nigeria’s foreign policy emerged, it came to be identified as 

a commitment to Nigeria, Africa and Africans, and to the United Nations. It is within this 

context that Nigeria became involved in the Congo crisis in the 1960s, at two levels: 

diplomatic and then with the deployment of its military assets. As Chibundu (2009) and 

Akinyemi (1974) have noted in different contexts, the decision to become involved in the 

Congo crisis was borne out of an interplay of domestic pressures, a happy coincidence of 

both governmental policy and non-governmental demands. However, in the early stages of 

the crisis, there was little or no concern in Nigeria, a situation Akinyemi attributes to the 

preoccupation of government and political parties with internal issues. As he explains, 

following the federal elections of 1959, political parties were faced with internal 

reorganisation and the country at large was preparing to celebrate independence in October 

1960. The UN decision to intervene in the Congo was a welcome development in some 

circles but at the governmental level it was still a cautious Prime Minister Balewa who said 

he was studying the situation when he gave his maiden speech at the UN General Assembly 

(UNGA) during which Congo was a major issue. A 15-member Conciliation Commission 

already decided upon by the UN before Balewa made his proposal for a fact-finding mission 

was formed on November 5, 1960 (with Nigeria as a member) comprising members of the 

Afro-Asian group who had contributed military and administrative personnel to the Congo.  
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On the political and diplomatic front, Nigeria also served on the UN Advisory Committee on 

Congo, the Secretary-General’s Congo Club and later chaired the Congo Conciliation 

Commission (CCC), barely a month after joining the UN.  Even when the House of 

Representatives in Nigeria tabled a motion of censure against the UN, Balewa defended 

Nigeria’s continued support well aware of the shortcomings of the world body, because 

“...we must all agree that it is the only body which can do such work...” (Akinyemi, 1986 

p.57) When Lumumba’s death triggered strong anti-UN sentiments in the country, Nigeria’s 

support for the UN was unwavering.
 
  

 

Nigeria’s support for Hammarskjold as UN Secretary-General was not necessarily transferred 

to all UN decisions on the Congo. For example, Nigeria lodged a complaint against 

Rajeshwar Dayal, head of the UN mission in Congo, mirroring the complaint of many 

African countries that eventually led to his removal. Dayal was replaced with a duo that 

included a Nigerian, Francis Nwokedi, and a Ghanaian. As chair of the Conciliation 

Commission, Nigeria became deeply involved in the resolution of the Congo crisis. Thus, the 

path was paved for the Nigerian government to agree to the UN request to send troops to the 

Congo. The first batch of Nigerian Army (NA) troops sent under the command of Lt Col 

Aguiyi Ironsi, was 2-batallion strong, comprising 5
th

 Infantry Battalion with Engineers, 

Signals and Medical Services elements. The 4
th

 Infantry battalion joined thereafter following 

a request for additional troops under the command of Lt Col Price. Nigerian soldiers operated 

mainly in Kivu, Kasai, North Katanga and Leopoldville provinces (Sani 2009, p.5). By the 

end of the mission a total of approximately 5,000 Nigerian Army personnel had served in the 

Congo in rotation over 4 years (Ogomudia 1997, p.116). As many as 16 officers and men of 

the Nigerian Army were decorated for their courageous acts in the Congo and Ironsi was 

appointed Force Commander in January 1964 “partially in recognition of Nigeria’s 

contribution” (Ibid, p.116). From this first outing in 1960 Nigeria has become a major troop 

contributing country (TCC) not only to the UN but also to the AU and ECOWAS operations, 

playing major and even pioneering roles in Chad and Liberia. These two operations, perhaps 

more than others, were testimony to the pride of place PSO has in Nigeria’s foreign policy. 

 

Following the successful deployment in the Congo, the NA helped out in Tanganyika in 1964 

under a bilateral arrangement between Nigerian authorities and then Prime Minister, Julius 

Nyerere. In Simbine’s assessment, the Congo operation put “Nigeria on the world map and 



64 

 

has kept Nigeria in world view since then, earning it early world recognition and respect” 

(2004, p.149). However, from 1967 to 1970, Nigerian troops were locked in a bloody civil 

war, during which the strength of the NA grew from about 7,000 to 200,000 at the end of the 

war (Sani 2009, p.8). 

 

The United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL)  

Nigeria deployed to Lebanon in 1978, contributing a total of 7,000 troops rotated in 9 

batallions to UNIFIL, and featured the third largest infantry in an operation that lasted from 

1978-1984. The Nigerian contingent was, however, withdrawn in 1983 following the second 

invasion of South Lebanon by Israeli forces which put them in the line of hostilities. 

(Ogomudia 1997, p.119).The Nigerian contingent included the Navy; its sealift capability 

was deployed in November 1982 “when she sailed a Landing Ship Tank (LST) NNS Ambe 

from Lagos to Beirut and participated...” (Akintola 2007, p.77)
 
The LST had a personnel 

strength of 90 men and 4 officers in the mission.  

 

Nigeria suffered losses in this operation as it often came under direct attack, losing 3 

personnel – Captain Oweh, Lance Corporal Mohammed Tanko and Signalman Enahoro 

(Ogomudia 1997, p.118), ammunition and equipment though the mission operated under 

rules of engagement (ROE) in which the use of arms was highly constrained. Eventually the 

Nigerian government elected to cut its losses in the ever-worsening security environment and 

pulled its troops out in 1983 (Kusa 2007, p.148; Albert 2007, p.170-173). Scholars differ in 

their analysis of this decision. While Ekoko (2007) for example saw it as an opportunity lost 

for maximising gains of that outing, Albert (2007) supports the decision, citing US 

withdrawal from Somalia as a case in point. The Military Adviser to the UN Secretary-

General at the time of the Lebanon operation made a damning revelation that buttresses 

Albert’s stand: UNIFIL was given “a mandate it could not fulfil: to escort the powerful 

Israelis out and to restore the authority of the disintegrating Lebanese government” (Rikhye 

1993, p.9). Nigeria’s involvement with the Lebanon crisis, like the Congo before it, was not 

limited to security aspects. Nigeria was engaged at the political and diplomatic level as well 

as made bold to condemn Israel and the western nations that appeared to support Israeli 

occupation of southern Lebanon. The peace-keeping mission was, however, an entirely 

military operation and its mandate defined its task as such. A military historian posits that 

“Nigeria’s overall national interest might have influenced her enthusiastic response….Nigeria 

saw the need to pay back Israel in the same coin considering her role during the Nigerian 
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civil war when she openly supported the secessionist cause, for whatever reason” (Oni 2002, 

p.16). To Ogomudia, Nigeria’s involvement in UNIFIL was both “a means of fulfilling an 

international obligation under the UN Charter (and) also a foreign policy objective” (1997, 

p.118). 

  

In the 1990s the Nigerian military became even more involved in PSO, the high point being 

the ECOMOG deployment to Liberia. An essentially humanitarian intervention, ECOMOG 

was soon to engage in enforcement action as it became evident that there was no peace to 

keep in the classic peace-keeping sense. As at February 2010 Nigeria had 4,968 officers and 

personnel in PSO worldwide with 1,609 in Liberia and 3,305 in Darfur. The highest ranking 

Nigerian is Lt-Gen C. I. Obiakor, Chief Military Adviser to UN Secretary General who has 

been serving in that capacity since 2008 (Daily Trust 2010).  

 

The United Nations Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina (UNMIBH) 

According to Durch, when the UN looked at Bosnia-Herzegovina in mid-1992, it saw the 

Congo, “an experience never to be repeated” (1993, P.8). The UN Operation in Congo 

(ONUC) had set a precedence for coercive action, what is now known as peace enforcement, 

and it came with disastrous consequences. The UNMIBH, essentially a police operation, 

comprised the International Police Task Force (IPTF) and UN Civilian Office. The Nigeria 

Police was part of the IPTF to which it deployed a total of 110 personnel  in Sarajevo, 

commanded first by Simeon Midendu and then Godwin Obi ( Nwolise 2004, p.172). The 

sterling performance of the police first in Congo and then in Namibia (1989-1990) where the 

Nigerian Police contingent was rated the best (Nwolise 2004, p.135), increased the demand 

for Nigerian police personnel. Police peacekeepers received accolades and medals for their 

accomplishments in both missions. Thus, when the UN decided to dispatch an International 

Police Task Force to Bosnia-Herzegovina, Nigeria police was sought after to provide peace-

keepers.  

 

The scope of police roles in peace-keeping has increased considerably since then, so also the 

participation of Nigeria Police. Not only does the Nigeria Police Force (NPF) contribute civil 

police officers it is also a pioneer and foremost Formed Police Unit (FPU) provider since 

UNMIL in 2004. An FPU is a composite police unit with an executive mandate i.e. a “fully 

armed unit saddled with…law enforcement and other allied duties in the mission area” (Okiro 

2009, p.152). Police in PSO is a growth area and NPF has not lagged behind in this 
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development. With a total of 108 women peace-keepers in 2007, one of the highest 

worldwide, the NPF policy is to attain “a minimum of 15% women representation in all 

deployments” (Owohunwa 2007, p.290).The Nigeria Police today manages PSO matters in a 

full-fledged department under the DIG Operations. As at June 2009 it was comprised of a 

total of six hundred and sixteen (616) officers and men and women deployed in operations all 

over the world. Of this two hundred and forty five (245) are members of Formed Police Units 

in Haiti and Liberia, while three hundred and seventy-one (371) are Police monitors in both 

UN and AU Missions. The areas of deployment are: Haiti (MINUSTAH) - one hundred and 

twenty nine (129); East Timor (UNMIT) fifty seven (57), Kosovo (UNMIK) - twenty (20), 

Liberia (UNMIL) one hundred and forty-two (142); Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) – Four (4); 

Sudan (UNMIS) fifty-seven (57); Cote D’Ivoire (UNOCI) - four (4); Afghanistan one (1) and 

Burundi – one (1). Similarly, two hundred and one (201) Nigeria Police Officers and men are 

deployed in Sudan (UNAMIDS) as Police Monitors [NPF website]. 

 

Civilian Dimensions 

PSO being multi-dimensional also involves civilian actors. Whereas Nigeria has an 

impressive record as a major troop and police contributing country (T/PCC), its record on the 

civilian side has neither been consistent nor appreciable. No doubt Nigerians such as 

Ambassadors Olu-Adeniji and Shola Omoregie who have headed missions in Liberia and 

Guinea-Bissau, respectively have held high profile positions. So also Ambassador Baba Gana 

Kingibe who headed the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS) as Special Representative 

of the Chairperson of the African Union Commission. Most recently Prof Ibrahim Gambari 

has been appointed to the highest office in a UN mission as the UNAMID Joint Special 

Representative. Often such appointments are made in recognition of a country’s contribution 

in a particular mission. However, on the whole, Nigerians serving at various levels in a 

civilian capacity in PSO have largely deployed either as international civil servants seconded 

to the UN, or as contract staff hired directly to the mission concerned or as UN volunteers. 

Yet, the civilian dimension is another key growth area for PSO globally, given the increasing 

involvement of UN and regional organisations in peace-building-related activities. The UN 

indicates that within 5-10 years, a post-conflict state has a high probability of relapse into 

civil war if left unchecked (Capstone Doctrine 2008, p.22). This is the finding on which it has 

hinged the development of multidimensional peace-keeping. The AU and ECOWAS have 

adopted a similar approach in developing their capacities for conflict management. As both 

organisations build up their intervention mechanisms, the African Standby Force (ASF) and 
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its ECOWAS counterpart, several opportunities abound especially in the civilian dimension. 

In what follows, we consider matters arising from Nigeria’s role in PSO over the years. 

 

 

PSO in Nigeria’s Strategic Matrix: Matters Arising 

A subject of popular discourse is that of Nigeria’s gains and losses in PSO. Bamalli’s view is 

that the Nigerian Armed Forces are the better for the exposure gained in PSO; it has brought 

“…immense improvement in the training, exposure and education of the Nigeria Armed 

Forces…[and] collectively enhanced the profile of the …nation as a whole” (2009, p.253). 

On the other hand, there are those who argue that the practice of the military profession is 

watered down by the regular involvement of Nigerian troops in peace-keeping. One source (a 

serving Senior Military Officer in Defence Headquarters) explains that regular combatant 

soldiers learn how to defend themselves offensively and defensively and avoid such losses as 

were suffered in Liberia and Sudan, for example. In peace-keeping, however, force is used 

based on the rules of engagement (ROE) allowed for the mandate and this can only be in self-

defence or for the protection of civilians as the mandate allows (UN 2006, 2009). Similarly, 

Agwai clarifies thus: 

The principles employed in conventional warfare do not apply in PSOs for the 

obvious reason that in PSOs you have no defined enemy.  Although the principles of 

war may be employed during Peace Enforcement (PE) operations, their application is 

guided by more stringent rules of engagement (ROE). (2010, p. 6)  

  

Gen ID Pennap, Chief of Operations Defence Headquarters, in a telephone interview explains 

further that “the persistent and continuous use of soldiers in peace-keeping reduces their 

effectiveness in combat operations... Peacekeeping generally is a police duty just like internal 

security operations” (April 22, 2010).  He, however, admits that on-going re-training of 

troops to update and bring them up to required standards would mitigate any negative effect.  

 

Nigeria’s engagement in ECOMOG has also received vociferous criticism given the 

magnitude of resources expended. Although there is  controversy about the actual financial 

expenditure in ECOMOG, former president Olusegun Obasanjo (see Oluyemi-Kusa 2007, 

p.153) suggests a figure of approximately 8 billion US dollars while Brigadier General Sani, 

Director of Peace-Keeping Operations, Army Headquarters quotes 10 billion US dollars (Sani 

2009, p.8). Nigeria, the backbone of the operation that lasted over a decade, provided “12 

combat battalions, an air squadron …apart from the loss of lives of officers and soldiers and 

equipment” (Sani 2009, p.8). It is estimated that over 800 soldiers lost their lives in that 
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operation, and were said to have been brought back and buried in the night “to avoid public 

outcry and panic” (Malu quoted in Oluyemi-Kusa 2007, p.153). Oni argues that the figure of 

800 is but one single instance of mass burial, stating further that “existing official but 

restricted documents on NIGCON operations in Liberia and Sierra Leone show a gross 

underestimation of the total picture” (2002, p. 252-253). Be that as it may, in the assessment 

of another former Head of State, Abdulsalami Abubakar, “Nigeria can claim a fair share of 

the glory for peace that is enjoyed in Sierra Leone today.” He then admits that over 70% of 

ECOWAS troops and 80% of funds were provided by Nigeria, and that Nigeria “lost 

economically by this”. He nevertheless concludes that “Nigeria has gained a lot…[it is] now 

recognized as a sub-regional superpower and respected in the international community at 

both AU and the UN” (Abubakar 2009, p.195). Undertaken in the spirit of ‘Responsibility to 

Protect,’ Nigeria’s action also served as a precursor to the development and emergence of this 

international norm. Malu admits that “without Nigerian involvement and leadership, it is 

doubtful that the peace could have been achieved” (2009, p.174).  

 

The gains derivable from peace-keeping are both tangible and intangible. While some accrue 

directly to the individual peace-keeper, others are systemic and institutional. For example, 

individual soldiers receive allowances which contribute to the family’s welfare, as well as 

awards which are personal to them. However, Nigerian soldiers alleged they been short-

changed by commanders as the case of the ‘Akure 27’ illustrates. Twenty seven soldiers 

protesting illegal diversion of their allowances were convicted for mutiny in 2009. Officers 

who served in ECOMOG operations also recount similar experiences. A logistics officer who 

served in the NIGCON Depot in Liberia in the mid-90s recounts in an interview (April 22, 

2010) that on several occasions rations supplied to them from home arrived in a condition 

that was unfit for human consumption. Soldiers often were forced to stretch their meagre 

allowances of $150 a month to feed themselves. Oni corroborates this: “It was not an 

uncommon experience to find acute shortages in the rations meant for troops either as a result 

of perishable supplies that had gone bad or inadequate supplies” (2002, p. 248).  

 

No doubt the situation has improved considerably and the economic gains accruable are 

significant to the extent that soldiers actually lobby to be deployed on missions, particularly 

UN missions. The Nigerian Armed Forces have since the ECOMOG days progressively 

instituted self-regulating measures to improve the welfare of personnel and conditions under 

which they are deployed in international engagements. But overall, these can hardly 
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compensate for the extra-ordinary sacrifices the nation continues to make for global peace. 

Agwai sums it up thus: 

 In spite of our long years of participation in peacekeeping,  experience has shown that 

Nigeria has not capitalized on her human and material contributions to the UN. Even 

though economic considerations have not been the motivation behind Nigeria’s 

contribution… nothing stops her from benefitting from such efforts as some countries 

are known to be doing at the moment.  In order to achieve this goal Nigeria has to her 

ability to take part in Peace Support operations (PSO) both in quality and  level of 

participation. 

 

In the words of another seasoned Nigerian peace-keeper,  

 Nigeria is known for its robust peace keeping capability operations and its 

preparedness to sacrifice for Africa. We should not continue to partake in peace 

operations as we have in the past and are still doing without pausing to go into self 

introspection in order to come up with firm standards, principles or procedures that 

would guide us  in choosing to participate or not [sic] in future PSOs, based on 

our  beliefs, culture, political expediency our foreign policy thrust and  our 

national and security interests and even our economic standing.” (Iliya 2009, p.2)  

 

The pertinent questions arising therefrom are: What is the national interest and how is it to be 

determined? Iliya asks further, “How would the protection of the national interest affect our 

choice to…participate in Peace Support Operations or not?” (Iliya 2009, p.8). Alli, while 

agreeing with the imperative of defining a national objective identified as socio-economic 

development, however, cautions that it is  

 imperative for the nation to review its approach … in such a manner that would not 

jeopardize the maintenance of global peace  and the achievement of the national goal 

of socio-economic development.” (2009, p.23)  

  

He advises further,  

 Nigeria should stop any unilateral peacekeeping activity and seek at all times the 

collective burden-sharing and UN approved and sponsored approach to peace support 

operations. At the same time  Nigeria should ensure that Standby Force arrangements 

already  decided upon by the AU and the ECOWAS are operational and available for 

deployment for peace support operations.” (2009, p.24)  

 

The complexity of contemporary PSO has opened it up to a wider array of actors, institutions 

and opportunities and training for PSO is a growth area in the nation’s defence and police 

sectors. The training curricula used in the National Defence College (NDC) and Nigerian 

Army Peacekeeping School (NAPKC) are based on UN Standardised Modules and conform 

to international standards and best practice. Nigerians are slowly becoming accustomed to 

opportunities available for civilians in PSO and Nigeria is beginning to contribute to global 

efforts at knowledge production for use by the PSO industry within the UN system and 
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beyond. These include doctrine development, training standards and manuals and operational 

procedures. None of this has happened as a result of deliberate systemic or national effort 

though nations that have a well-planned system have received recognition and beyond that, 

have gained a seat at the table where the agenda for the ever-burgeoning PSO industry is set.  

 

One glaring area in which Nigeria has failed to maximise the gains of PSO is in the area of 

logistics, specifically contingent-owned equipment (COE) holdings. The UN reimburses 

contributing countries for providing equipment according to a specified Table of Equipment. 

According to former UNAMID Force Commander, General Agwai: 

…If Nigeria has 10 APCs and they stay in Darfur for one month, that is US$ 

60,000. Multiplied by one year, you get a total of US$ 720,000  on  the 10 

APCs  alone. 

 

…. When it comes to this, you are actually making money. I have evidence 

to prove that there are countries today that are virtually running their 

military, particularly the army, based on their investments in the UN. 

All what you need to do is invest…. If a battalion is equipped to meet UN 

standards, each battalion will fetch you a minimum of US$ 1.2 million a 

month. But if you don’t invest, you cannot get anything. And that is the 

problem we are having in the third world, particularly in Nigeria” (quoted in 

Afrique en Ligne 2009).  

 

General Owonibi, a former Force Commander in United Nations Mission in Liberia 

(UNMIL), corroborates the points raised above. In an interview (March 24, 2010) he said 

countries that have well organised national systems have more to show for their PSO efforts. 

He cited examples of the largest TCCs – India, Pakistan and Bangladesh – as countries which 

are able to deploy within a month if need be, once the necessary groundwork is completed.   

 

With regards to policy and decision-making for PSO, the lines of communication are not very 

clear in Nigeria. There is also lack of coordination and consultation among key agencies 

involved with PSO, resulting in lack of information and leakages in the decision-making 

process. At independence, foreign policy was the direct responsibility of the Prime Minister; 

as the first external relations minister he was actively engaged with the decisions of the day. 

When a Minister (Jaja Wachuku) was appointed to that portfolio, the PM remained personally 

and closely interested in foreign affairs. The office and person of the PM were major players 

in foreign policy decision-making and more specifically, in the decision to participate in the 

Congo operation.  So also was the Parliament of the day. Nigeria’s decision to involve itself 

in the Congo was hinged on the nature and dynamics of the federal system, its pulls and tugs, 
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as manifested in the First Republic. The political parties had views, well-publicised, on 

events unfolding in the Congo and the role of the UN in containing the situation. They also 

had strong views on government’s handling of the circumstances. We know all this because 

debates were held in the public sphere with events of that time well-documented and 

information accessible. 

 

Over the years the circle of decision-making has become smaller, the flow of information has 

become more and more restricted, as has the sphere of public discourse. The growing 

involvement of the military in peace-keeping and constricting of the policy and decision-

making space is largely a factor of military rule though it is yet to change much under civil 

rule since 1999. Military rule and increasing requirements for security aspects of peace-

keeping combined to facilitate Nigeria’s increasingly active posture in peace-keeping. An 

army general, Joseph Garba, was External Affairs Minister when Nigeria sent a large 

contingent to Lebanon. At the time of UNMIBH, the Nigeria Police had honed its skills in 

modern peace-keeping with the Namibian experience where it acquitted itself well, returning 

with accolades and international applause. The demand for Nigerian peace-keepers was on 

the increase and so it was considered a matter of pride to be asked to send troops and/or 

police. The army particularly, and later police, came to be represented in UN Headquarters, in 

the Department of Peace-keeping Operations (DPKO). This made the line of communication 

between UNDPKO and TCCs/PCCs more direct. The usual process is that a peace-keeping-

related requests for troops or police is made to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) 

through Nigeria’s Permanent Mission to the UN in New York and sometimes directly from 

UNDPKO to MFA (depending on the matter at hand). It is then passed onto MOD especially 

where it relates to security requirements. However, a senior government official alleged that 

Nigeria’s representatives in New York have on occasion made commitments without 

necessarily consulting MOD to know the situation on ground. Requests for very senior 

appointees have also on occasion been made directly from the UN Secretary-General to the 

President. While this is in the nature of high-level international politics, it further distorts 

channels of communication down the line. 

 

In terms of coordination, a senior Police Officer who had worked in the office of the 

Inspector-General of Police confirmed (February 2010) that in current practice police 

authorities make decisions independent of military authorities and vice versa because each is 

acting within its area of professional competence, and with little if any, direct political 
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guidance. The question therefore arises as to how political and strategic guidance for these 

decisions are derived and how subsequent actions are fed into the foreign policy decision-

making process. The principle that dictates that an army should not send itself to war, applies 

in peace-keeping. An army does not serve itself but its political authority and so the decision 

to deploy military assets to peace operations outside the shores of Nigeria should be subjected 

to wider consultation among stakeholders, particularly the legislature, whose role in this 

process is constitutionally-defined. 

 

Nigeria’s Defence Policy (2006, p.21-22) makes provision for peace-keeping, and the Nigeria 

Police routinely considers peace-keeping part of its operational mandate. If peace-keeping 

evolved and is indeed within the purview of foreign policy, the missing link in this policy 

area remains the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. So far, the involvement of MFA is limited. 

According to Akinterinwa, then Special Assistant to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the 

MFA relies on concerned ministries, departments and agencies (MDA) to carry on with 

external relations as concerns their sphere of competence and keep MFA informed of their 

activities (Interview March 2010). This may not be unconnected with the dearth of specialist 

officers in the Foreign Service today. However, reporting back is not always done, thereby 

hampering coordination efforts. This situation continues to rob the country of a coordinated 

and integrated national system for managing PSO.  

 

The Imperative of a PSO Policy  

What is required is a policy that articulates a shared, comprehehensive, strategic vision, 

which addresses the complexity of the global environment and the demands of modern peace 

support operations and which determines interests to be served in each operation and 

provides a framework for determining which operations to participate in. Moreover, peace-

keeping today has grown much more complex than the military and police operations of 

yesteryears. The civilian and humanitarian dimensions are yet to be taken on board in 

Nigeria’s articulation of possible areas for peace-keeping participation. PSO is today a 

multifarious industry encompassing high-level politics, extensive financial contributions, 

economic opportunities, training activities, international discourse and knowledge production 

and partnerships spanning many of these areas. Participation is not restricted to field 

personnel but includes headquarters staff, finances, good offices, diplomacy, intelligence, 

civilian and humanitarian staff, logistics, administration, doctrine and policy development. A 

comprehensive policy would encompass these dimensions and more while providing a guide 
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as to what kinds of missions Nigeria would be interested in and why, as well as the nature 

and extent of its involvement.  

 

The proposed policy would be an instrument for better governance of that aspect of Nigeria’s 

external relations and make for greater transparency in the way Nigeria’s human and material 

assets are expended in pursuit of global peace and security. It would also be a guide for 

oversight and serve to institutionalise PSO practice in Nigeria, giving it coherence. The 

country’s contributions should be formally incorporated and given a more focused expression 

by Nigeria’s official voice on the foreign scene, principally the President and key officials of 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Undoubtedly, the PSO policy would be an overarching 

‘policy within policy’ and this should be embedded within the nation’s foreign policy as a 

well-articulated document that would facilitate coordination. Concerned authorities and 

agencies would then draw on it to develop their own institutional and professional guidelines. 

To that end, the Presidency working closely with ministries of Foreign Affairs, Police Affairs 

and Defence should lead the process of participatory policy formulation.  

 

At the operational level it would also be useful to establish a dedicated coordination unit 

within MFA in which liaison officers from the Police and Military would serve to assist the 

flow of information and processing of documents and information across stakeholders. There 

is a precedence for this in the First Republic during which a military liason officer served in 

the then Ministry of External Affairs. Perhaps now more than ever, such a function is 

required. The National Defence College has played a coordinating role and has been in the 

forefront of harnessing and galvanising the nation’s interests for maximum utilisation of 

assets for PSO, especially in the area of education and training and contributing to the 

continuous global discourse. This position should be formalised in the proposed PSO policy. 

The military and increasingly the police, have garnered much experience, expertise, 

knowledge and documentation in the area of peace-keeping that are unmatched by any single 

agency. Harnessing these in the most realistic manner will greatly benefit Nigeria and 

Nigerians.  

 

Conclusion  

In this era of transition to democracy, Nigerians are increasingly asking what are the benefits 

of the country’s various forays into peace-keeping? They raise this query not because they 

expect direct personal gain but because they see how the country is being criticized on the 
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international scene in spite of enormous sacrifices in the promotion of global peace (Alli 

2009) and lost opportunities to gain more mileage than it has so far. As Nigeria marks 50 

years of independence on October 1, 2010, it is essential that we plan for the next 50 years. In 

the specific area of peace-keeping this should begin with a strategic review and assessment of 

the past and a long hard look at the world and where it is headed as well as where Nigerians 

want to position themselves in that future. It is likely that Nigeria will continue to engage in 

international PSO. What is required is an approach that would maximise the experience and 

expertise of the past 50 years and ensure that they yield tangible results in the pursuit of well-

articulated national objectives. In this regard, it is recommended that as a first step the 

Presidency do the following:  

 Convene a PSO Committee comprising military and police professionals, civil 

servants, academics, the media and other relevant stakeholders to advise on the best 

options for documenting the last 50 years of the nation’s contributions to global peace 

and security in the specific area of peace-keeping; 

 Institute a standing inter-agency committee for the purpose of consultation and 

coordination on PSO matters until the system is able to fashion out the appropriate 

institutional response to PSO; and 

 Initiate a consultative process for formulating a PSO policy.  
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Andrew C. Okolie 

 

This chapter focuses on Nigeria’s role in regional peace-keeping, peace-making and peace 
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political crisis, which culminated in the assassination of Patrice Lumumba and the 

assumption of power by Mobutu Sese Sekou. Since then, Nigeria has sent peace-keepers to 

Lebanon, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Bosnia Herzegovina, Somalia, Sudan and Rwanda.  

Although there have been sporadic reports of problems, they have not been significant 

enough to lead to an abrupt end of Nigeria’s peace-keeping operations anywhere.  

Nigeria’s involvement in peace-keeping, especially in Africa, may be a logical policy 

corollary to the commitment of its leaders to African independence from colonialism and 

foreign domination, its sense of itself as the regional power with a determination to keep 

other nations from exercising strong influence in what it considers its sphere of influence and, 

above all, its consideration of what constitutes its national (especially national security) 

interest. This may explain why Nigeria’s commitment to peace-keeping in Africa has hardly 

wavered even during severe economic and political strains under varying administrations. 

Even when the Nigerian government was most isolated diplomatically by the international 

community in the 1990’s, peace-keeping remained for it a vital link to the world.   

Nigeria’s peace-keeping record on the continent includes operations in Chad, Liberia, Sierra 

Leone, Somalia, and Sudan. This chapter, however, concentrates on Nigeria's role in peace 

support operations in Chad, Liberia and Sierra Leone; peace-keeping/peace-making/peace 

enforcement operations in which Nigeria was the prime mover or initiator and closely tied to 

its position as a pre-eminent power in Africa, especially in the West Africa sub-region. They 

are the operations that more forcefully define Nigeria’s image as a major contribution to 

global security and also more clearly mark her contributions in that regard. They also 

demonstrate the challenges and limits of Nigeria's peace-keeping capabilities as well as 

embody important lessons for Nigeria and the African and global communities. 

Chad 

Peace-keeping in Chad resulted from the political crisis that followed the country's 

independence, culminating in a coup d’état in 1975 (believed to have had French support) 

during which the country’s first President, Francois (later Ngarta) Tombalbaye, was 

assassinated. Nigeria was uncomfortable with what it considered the meddling of France and 

Libya in Chad, its neighbour to the North East and motivated by the desire to thwart attempts 

by foreign powers to exercise influence in what Nigeria considered its natural sphere of 

influence.  

After the assassination of Tombalbaye, his successor Felix Malloum faced a Libya-sponsored 

civil war throughout his tenure in office from 1975 to 1979 and in 1977, Libya seized a piece 

of Chadian territory, the Aozou Strip. In 1979, rebel forces attacking from the north, with 
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Libyan backing, brought down the Malloum regime.  However, as there was no cohesive 

regime to replace it given the factionalization of the opposing forces, a Nigerian force of 

approximately 800 soldiers intervened to restore order. The intervention sent a strong 

message about Nigeria's readiness to intervene in the region when it deems a conflict as 

having the potential to either produce a humanitarian disaster or affect its national interests. 

Nigeria's peace-keeping deployment followed efforts to reconcile rival Chadian factions that 

were attacking each other. Its offer to mediate in the crisis led to two summits in Kano 

between March and April 1979, the unilateral formation of a Union Government in Chad on 

April 29, 1979 by some of the factions, a conference in Lagos in May 1979 which the Union 

Government shunned, and another conference in Lagos in August of the same year 

(Yar’Adua 1979).  The second Lagos conference produced a Transitional Government of 

National Unity with Goukouni Oueddei as President, Abdulkader Kamogue as Vice President 

and Hissen Habre as Defence Minister. Delegates also agreed to the withdrawal of French 

troops and their replacement by an African force (James 1993, p.140). In 1980, the crisis 

worsened as Libya sent troops to support Goukouni Oueddei, the nominal President, who was 

being challenged by Hissen Habre, the Defence Minister, himself backed by the French who 

Libya saw as a major threat to its interests. In March 1980, Hissen Habre seized the capital, 

N’Djamena. 

Nigeria commenced peace-keeping operations in Chad in 1979 but was manoeuvred out by 

the French and their client, Hissen Habre, with the Americans supporting them from the 

sidelines. Nigerian peacekeepers returned in 1982 however as the dominant component of the 

OAU peace-keeping presence in Chad in the wake of a so-called agreement by Libya and 

Chad to ‘merge’, a ploy by Libya’s Gaddafi to maintain influence in the country (Kingibe 

2009; James 1993, p.140). 

Nigeria's intervention was motivated by the desire to prevent the influx of refugees into the 

country through its North-East border with Chad as well as its determination not to allow a 

hostile government in Chad as relations had been strained from clashes over Lake Chad. The 

Lake Chad Basins supports the livelihood of many Nigerian communities and both countries 

expected to explore for oil there (James 1993). Nigeria was also interested in halting what it 

considered Libyan expansionism and limiting what it saw as French meddling in the sub-

region, having perceived France as its main rival in the contest for influence in the sub-

region. However, France and Nigeria, as well as the US were worried about Gaddafi’s 

radicalism had a common interest in curtailing Libyan expansion and Shehu Musa Yar’Adua, 
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Chief of Staff in Obasanjo’s military government, headed Nigeria's mediation efforts in the 

conflict. He summed up Nigeria's position and as follows:  

The Chadian conflict contains all the germs of the disease of instability 

which...threaten every one of us.  Chad has an unhappy colonial past and has 

since independence been bedevilled by divisions along tribal, religious and 

ideological lines...it is the primary responsibility of Chadians to solve their 

own problems...but we also feel our obligation to find an African solution to an 

African problem (in Shehu Musa Yar’Adua Foundation, 2004, p.142). 

The Chadian peace-keeping operation was the first case of sub-regional peace-keeping by 

Nigeria in which the country was the initiator of the operation and deployed troops and 

personnel to carry it out. The intervention also exposed Nigeria's limitations. By many 

accounts it was a disastrous experience for Nigeria as its inexperience in the geopolitics of 

the Cold War and other diplomatic and operational inadequacies became glaringly manifest 

(see Berman and Sams 2000; Adisa 1996; Aguda 1996; Ndiaye 1996; Imobighe 1996).  The 

lessons learnt from this experience helped to guide subsequent peace support operations in 

the West African sub-region. 

Ambassador Baba Gana Kingibe, a former career diplomat explained that when Nigeria 

discovered that they could not operate from N’djamena due to the hostility of the government 

there, they approached the US for logistical support. But the US appeared reluctant to provide 

support and continued to stall while Hissen Habre consolidated his hold on power.  

Apparently Nigeria did not understand that US interests were different (2009). And Nigeria 

became further involved in an unwinnable situation with no clear exist-strategy. In fact one of 

the important lessons of the Chadian experience was the need not to go it alone in the sub-

region as well as the need to be more sensitive to linguistic as well as colonial and 

geopolitical divides in the sub-region. According to Kingibe (2009), this notwithstanding, the 

intervention announced Nigeria's arrival on the regional peace-keeping stage. The sight of 

Nigerian military planes, piloted by Nigerians, landing in Chad with troops and equipment, 

sent a powerful message to the French and others in the international community that Nigeria 

was determined to be a key player in conflict management and stabilizing efforts in the sub-

region, and would strive to protect its national interests. 

ECOMOG: Liberia and Sierra Leone 

While Nigeria's initial peace-keeping intervention in Chad was largely unilateral, its 

interventions in Liberia and Sierra Leone through ECOMOG were multilateral as Nigeria 

worked with other member states of ECOWAS to form a collective response to the security 

and humanitarian challenges posed by conflicts in those countries.  It was the first such action 

by a sub-regional organization in Africa, relying principally on its own personnel, money and 
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military materials and to manage three conflicts in West Africa: Liberia, Sierra Leone, and 

Guinea Bissau between 1990 and 1998 (Adebajo 2002, p.1). The declared objective included 

the establishment of an interim government which would exclude all warring parties and 

subsequently the supervision of elections which would produce a popularly elected 

government in Liberia (Aguda 1996; Essuman-Johnson 2009).  

 Later the ECOMOG mandate changed from peace-keeping to peace enforcement. It also 

included a mandate to: 

 Disarm and demobilize the various warring factions; 

 Conduct and observe elections; 

 Rehabilitate and reintegrate soldiers into local communities; 

 Restructure and reform security forces; and  

 Oversee transitional civilian authorities (see Adebajo 2002, Turk 2000, Olowo-

Ake 1996). 

 

Background to the ECOMOG Interventions 

On April 12, 1980, a group of non-commissioned officers of the Liberian Armed Forces led 

by Master-Sergeant Samuel Doe, staged a military coup that overthrew the Liberian 

government and assassinated President William Tolbert. The coup appeared to be a reaction 

to the political dominance and marginalization of indigenous Liberians by the Americo-

Liberian elite, rising social discontent and political repression both in the military (such as 

poor housing conditions) and in the broader Liberian society. Social discontent culminated in 

the riots of April 14, 1979 against an increase in the price of rice (Johnson 1996; Vogt 1993; 

Hutchful 1999; Essuman-Johnson 2009). The coup, at least temporarily, brought to an end the 

political dominance of the Americo-Liberians which began with the founding of the country 

by ex-American slaves in 1847. 

Master-Sergeant Doe, who became President following the coup, soon imposed a reign of 

terror on Liberians, especially those in the opposition resulting in the commencement of an 

insurgency by the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) led by Charles Taylor. Said to 

be supported by the Libya, Ivory Coast served as the launching pad for Taylor’s forces while 

training took place in Burkina Faso. This would have implications for attempts at a peaceful 

settlement as those countries resisted ECOMOG intervention (James 1993, Johnson 1996). 

The rebels recorded quick military successes and posed a real possibility of capturing 
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Monrovia, the capital, when ECOMOG intervened. As a result, Taylor regarded ECOMOG 

as an enemy for much of the period of the Liberian conflict.   

The ECOMOG intervention followed several failed mediation attempts in the crisis by 

Nigeria and other members of ECOWAS.  Charles Taylor remained adamant and 

intransigent.  He refused to attend or participate in peace initiatives and ignored agreements 

that were reached at them, including reneging on his own commitments. Despite controlling 

two-thirds of the country, he could not win militarily because of the ECOMOG (MacQueen 

2002: 174). Other factions were to emerge as benefits began to accrue to Taylor as a result of 

his military victories, including recognition as a major player and control of economic 

resources in the areas under the control of his troops. The proliferation of factions further 

complicated and undermined the peace effort. 

The Liberian conflict appears to have been an important factor leading to the conflict in 

Sierra Leone, which saw ECOMOG intervening. The monopolization of political power by a 

one-party state, political repression and rising social discontent ultimately led to a military 

coup by Captain Valentine Strasser that overthrew the government of Joseph Momoh in April 

1992.  

By the 1980s illegal/unofficial mining led to sufficient declines in government revenue for 

the ineffective, corrupt central one-party regime led by President Siaka Stevens. President 

Stevens handed over power to General Joseph Momoh.  By the time in 1995, the country’s 

infrastructure and key institutions had virtually collapsed.   

The Sierra Leonean war, which erupted in 1991 occurred for two related reasons. The control 

of diamond mining and an attempt by NPFL’s Charles Taylor to undermine ECOMOG in 

neighbouring Liberia. The war was started by a group called the Revolutionary United Front 

(RUF) founded by an ex-soldier, Foday Sankoh and radical ex-student leaders and lecturers 

who were thrown out of the universities in the 1980s after a series of protest actions.  It also 

included Liberians and Burkinabes, that received training in Libya. 

Initially the insurrection was popular as it articulated grievances of the popular masses.  But 

internal squabbles led to the elimination of intellectual leaders such as Abuh Kanu and 

Rashid Mansaray resulting in Sankoh becaming the undisputed leader.  

When Strasser led a group of soldiers who stormed the State House in 1992 demanding 

unpaid wages, Momoh panicked and fled.  Strasser seized power and proceeded to recruit 

street kids and criminals into the army raising the size from 3,000 to 1,0000.  He also 

contracted foreign mercenaries to help push back rebels already controlling vast areas of 

diamond rich territory and were marching on Freetown, the capital. Strasser’s successor 
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Kabbah involved other mercenary outfits who fought alongside ECOMOG to restore peace in 

Sierra Leone.  

 

ECOMOG’S Challenges 

ECOMOG interventions were very difficult indeed. Conflicts they were designed to monitor 

(and, perhaps bring to an end) were among the numerous post-cold war conflicts that were 

particularly brutal and protracted. While Cold War insurgencies had clear ideological 

undertones or political agendas, these post-cold war conflicts had none, other than capturing 

power and economic resources. They were also often able to resist external pressure due to 

their complexity of their interests and support networks. For instance, when ECOMOG 

intervened in 1990, the Liberian state had virtually collapsed, warring factions were 

splintering and proliferating and the most powerful faction, Charles Taylor’s NPFL, opposed 

ECOMOG’s intervention, condemning it as a Nigeria-led attempt to deny it the political fruits 

of its military labour. Taylor kept his promise of attacking ECOMOG troops when they 

landed.  

The missions severely tasked Nigeria's diplomatic, logistical and military strength and 

capacities. There were legitimacy questions, linguistic and geopolitical divisions and rivalries 

and operational challenges. In economic terms the timing of the interventions was 

inauspicious. From the beginning there were questions as to whether ECOMOG had the 

mandate and legitimacy to intervene, given that ECOWAS was merely an economic 

grouping. Mutual security protocols that would have allowed ECOWAS to anticipate crises 

had not been implemented. Linguistic and geopolitical problems in the area further 

compounded matters. The Francophone countries, with loyalty towards France, saw Nigeria 

as trying to impose its will (James 1996; Essuman-Johnson 2009; Hutchful 1999; Adebajo 

2002). France continued efforts to undermine and displace Nigeria as the sub-regional power, 

while Libya efforts to exercise influence in the region were opposed by Nigeria and the West. 

In the Liberian and Sierra Leone conflicts, Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso, Ghana and Nigeria 

were at some periods accused to have taken sides rather than remain impartial or neutral 

mediators. Therefore, the closeness of regional actors to the conflict societies, while 

providing the advantage of depth of knowledge of issues and locales, also posed serious 

challenges. Thus they were perceived to be too interested in the outcomes, thereby requiring 

international intervention to resolve the conflict (Hutchful 1999; Dorn 1998; Adebajo 2002; 

Vogt 1996; Adisa 1996; Johnson 1996).   
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With regard to economic resources to prosecute intervention, the sub-region and the rest of 

Africa (indeed the entire Third World) were reeling in economic crisis and structural 

adjustment imposed by multilateral financial institutions in response to the international debt 

crisis. Most countries in the sub-region could not afford the cost of peace-keeping operations 

which left Nigeria, itself in severe economic crisis, to shoulder much of the burden. As a 

result, Nigeria was the main personnel and equipment contributor and the driving military 

and diplomatic force behind ECOMOG. The force began with 3,500 troops in August 1990 

and by mid-January 1993 troop strength had reached 16,000 of which 12,000 (75%) were 

Nigerians. Nigeria also provided 90% of funding for ECOMOG during much of the war from 

1990 to 1994 (Adebajo 2002, pp. 48 & 55; Vogt 1996, p. 307). 

Military challenges included obsolete equipment, poor logistics, training and interoperability, 

made worse by language differences. The field force was virtually independent of the 

political directorate (ECOWAS) making political control of troops and commanders difficult. 

Thirdly, ECOMOG had no reliable allies for peace, including the factions and their 

sponsors/sympathizers. Agreements were made and broken with ease resulting in a stalemate 

that led to the invitation of the OAU and UN which then brought legitimacy, impartiality and 

international pressure that helped end the conflicts. 

There were other challenges. For example, the ECOMOG troops, including Nigerian units, 

did not have adequate doctrine (i.e. training inclusive of equipment that an army or force 

requires to fight the next war or conduct the next operation). The Liberian operation also 

exposed inadequacies of battlefield necessities, such as maps, intelligence and 

communications equipment (Aboagye 1999; Lai 2010). 

The capture and killing of Doe and his guards at ECOMOG headquarters on September 9, 

1990, as well as negative media reports of ECOMOG looting and illegal trade, dampened 

troop morale. The killing of Doe raised serious unresolved questions about ECOMOG 

neutrality and possible complicity. So did changing political fortunes in Sierra Leone.  For 

instance, the Sierra Leonean contingent to ECOMOG was supportive of Captain Strasser’s 

coup (for promising to end the conflict in Sierra Leone and continuing with ECOMOG 

participation) and openly demonstrated that support to the embarrassment of the Nigerian 

contingent.  But they did not have the same enthusiasm towards President Ahmad Tejan 

Kabbah who replaced Strasser in March 1996.  However, they openly supported the Major 

Johnny Paul Koromah’s coup of May 1997. The divergence of interests between Sierra 

Leonean and Nigerian troops dampened the morale of the entire force (Aboagye 1999, p. 

161). 
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Poor accommodation, poor feeding (with soldiers individually buying and cooking their own 

meals), poor transport and corruption (including soldiers using ECOMOG vehicles for private 

commercial transport), were other critical issues that undermined the mission (Aboagye 1999, 

p. 162-166).  A senior Nigerian diplomat who served in Liberia during part of the ECOMOG 

operation there said that ECOMOG had been supplied with motorcycle helmets rather than 

military steel helmets and also with rotten tomatoes, rotten fish and sand-filled garri (cassava 

flour) due to corruption in the procurement process. In his words, “ECOMOG operations 

have been presented as a huge success story, but there were too many scandals involving 

contractors and commanders” (interview March 24, 2010). According to Stephen Ellis 

(2006), one of the most egregious examples of corruption by ECOMOG in Liberia was the 

total removal of the Buchanan iron ore processing machinery for onward sale while the 

Buchanan compound was under ECOMOG control.  

Nigeria has long been ridiculed in UN peace-keeping operations for ill-equipping its troops.  

Not only have troops not been well-equipped, salaries and allowances have also not been 

promptly paid. In January 2008, the UN threatened to de-activate the two Nigerian 

Contingent (NIGCON) battalions serving in UNMIL in Liberia on account of inadequate 

equipment. This inadequacy resulted from Nigeria's failure to implement the MoU which it 

signed before deploying the troops. The UNMIL headquarters had called the inadequacy of 

logistics of Nigerian troops a “disappointment” adding that the country had “failed to meet 

UN-Nigeria MoU on equipping its troops with the right calibre of military and peace-keeping 

equipment” (Taiwo 2009). In fact, Nigeria was reported to have been losing $1.2 million 

monthly for deploying a battalion that was equipped below UN standards for peace-keeping.  

For example, an armoured personnel carrier earns a country $6,000 per month if it is 

equipped up UN standard. The Chief of Training and Operations, Defence Headquarters, 

Maj. General Ishaku Pennap acknowledged to a reporter that “We also discovered that before 

now, our troops were deployed without First-Aid kits. We are now deploying each 

peacekeeper with the First-Aid kits…” (Taiwo 2009).   

There were other problems. Nigeria did not deploy a full complement of forces and troops 

were often inadequately prepared for deployment. Staffing was also poor. For instance, rather 

than the UN standard battalion ratio of 800/25 (i.e. 800 troops to 25 officers), Nigeria’s ratio 

was often 200/5 or 500/10. One of the troop commanders in both Liberia and Sierra Leone 

reported that he received only a 24-hour notice to lead troops to Liberia. “I was writing 

soldiers’ names in the air after we had departed,” he said (Interview April 2, 2010). This is 

contrary to the minimum of six months training required for troop build-up (marrying up 
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different categories of troops: combat, medical, engineering, carpenters, masons, etc), 

concentration, briefing, mission statements, rules of engagement, international passports, 

vaccination cards, physical checks, next of kin arrangements, including payments. He also 

disclosed that rather than based on merit, troop and commander selections were sometimes 

influenced by nepotism (with soldiers producing with notes from senior officers and 

prominent Nigerians asking that they be included in the missions. One consequence was that 

many Nigerian soldiers died due to the carelessness of commanders. For example, both the 

commander and a retired senior diplomat who worked at the Nigerian mission in Liberia at 

the time confirmed that many Nigerian soldiers died at Tubmanburg because they were 

participating in illegal diamond mining (Interview April 2, 2010). 

Despite these shortcomings, Nigeria's participation and leadership of ECOMOG was 

extremely beneficial to conflict-ridden countries and the sub-region and is acknowledged as 

an important contribution to addressing global concerns with peace and security.  

 

 

Reasons for Success 

The ECOMOG interventions were largely successful due mainly to the political will and 

doggedness of ECOWAS members, particularly Nigeria. For humanitarian and self-interest 

reasons the regional body could not abandon the campaign midstream. Secondly, the 

interventions combined three phases of conflict resolution: peace-keeping, peace-making, and 

peace enforcement, altering the mandate of field forces as developments on the ground 

dictated. In Liberia, for instance, ECOMOG operations, in relation to carrying out its 

mandate, were largely informed by in response to the security situation on the ground. Where 

it encountered violence against its troops (e.g. when its troops were attacked on landing), or 

opposition to decisions of ECOWAS, it engaged in peace enforcement. Otherwise it followed 

traditional peace-keeping principles such as fairness, firmness, neutrality, mediation, 

negotiation, etc. (Aboagye 1999, p. 158; Vogt 1993). ECOMOG found it expedient to enter 

into alliance with factions in the Liberian conflict, such as the Independent National Patriotic 

Front of Liberia (INPFL) and the Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL) but it later disarmed the 

former when the situation warranted. This flexibility derived from the de-coupling of the 

military from the political directorate. 

Nigeria's dominance and determination to succeed helped to make possible the 

disengagement of the military from the diplomatic operations.  While this weakened political 

control of the troops, it made military operations more cohesive and decisive than the 
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fractious politics of ECOWAS would have allowed.  The ability to sustain the Nigeria-led 

military pressure was critical in ending the conflict and minimizing humanitarian costs.  

Ironically, the authoritarian hold which the key ECOMOG governments (Nigeria and Ghana) 

had on their populations helped them to sustain ECOMOG military operations. In fact, when 

the Banjul Accord (with the demand for free election as a component), paved the way for 

ECOMOG intervention in 1990 key ECOMOG countries such as Ghana and Nigeria were 

under military rulers who were resisting the demand for elections by their own civil societies.  

As Eboe Hutchful explains: 

The ability of the ECOMOG countries, and Nigeria in particular, to sustain the almost 

indefinite support of the force in a period of critical economic and fiscal difficulty at 

home, could only be explained in terms of the existence of authoritarian political 

structures, which did not permit any political debate on, oversight of or accountability 

towards these actions (1999, p. 12). 

But this authoritarian hold also ensured that human security, in the sense of human and 

political rights, was undermined in the conflict societies. Their military character partly 

explains why ECOMOG remained primarily a military venture with little of the 

accompanying civilian activities that have become associated with peace-keeping, including 

policing, human rights monitoring, humanitarian activities, and the establishment of 

administrative structures in liberated areas. It is also possible that the financial drain of 

ECOMOG interventions may have worsened social discontent in leading countries such as 

Nigeria and led to more pressure by civil society for military rulers to relinquish power. Thus, 

while the political processes in Nigeria helped to shape ECOMOG interventions, peace-

keeping also helped to shape political processes in Nigeria (see Hutchful 1999, p.3). The 

irony was not lost on Nigerian civil society when Nigeria's military rulers claimed to promote 

democracy in the sub-region while obstructing it at home. This contradiction motivated them 

to argue that military rulers in Nigeria might produce a domestic version of the Liberia or 

Sierra Leone crisis. 

Benefits of ECOMOG/Nigeria's Leadership 

The ECOMOG intervention helped to save lives and restore democracy in Liberia (1995) and 

Sierra Leone (1998). Ports, power stations, communication facilities, roads and bridges were 

revitalized in Liberia and Sierra Leone paving the way for stabilization in the sub-region and 

mobilization of international donor support for the war-torn countries (Adebajo 2002).  Much 

credit goes to Nigeria. 30,000 refugees were repatriated in addition to thousands more who 

found refuge and protection in the areas under ECOMOG control (Aboagye 1999, p. 210).  

Nigeria's diplomatic contributions are equally significant. A key long-term achievement of 

ECOMOG under Nigeria's leadership was the regions consensus on matters of regional 
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security. In the past, ECOWAS had paid lip-service to regional security and the 1981 treaty 

was never implemented. Indeed, member-states had heretofore displayed cynical disregard 

for regional security as seen in the way Francophone countries aided the invasion of Liberia 

and deliberately frustrated peace initiatives (Hutchful 1999, p. 15; Vogt 1993 and 1996; 

Aminu 1996).  

Nigeria also helped to expand the concept of peace support operations in a manner that 

weakened the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of member-states, a 

principle behind which leaders have historically hidden while perpetrating acts of internal 

repression that might threaten the entire region. When on May 25, 1997, a military coup 

overthrew the newly installed democratic government in Sierra Leone, Nigeria reacted by 

using its Navy to bombard Freetown and followed it up a year later with an invasion. The 

coup-plotters were removed by force, and Nigeria was accused of interfering in the internal 

affairs of a member-state of ECOWAS. Critics claimed that the situation that prompted the 

intervention was materially different from the armed insurrection by the Revolutionary 

United Force (RUF). The then ECOWAS Secretary General, Abass Bundu, who had 

supported intervention in Liberia, now argued against the Nigerian intervention in Sierra 

Leone (Hutchful 1999, p.15). Ghana also did not appear to be favourably disposed to 

Nigeria's intervention; it sent troops but claimed they were only meant to evacuate Ghanaian 

citizens. 

ECOWAS countries unanimously agreed that the coup was unacceptable and should not 

stand. Fears were again raised about Nigeria's unilateralism. But the unanimity in rejecting 

the coup indicated an expansion of the concept of regional security and what might justify 

intervention. 

The issues thrown up by this, as well as the civil war in Guinea-Bissau in which ECOMOG 

did not commit troops (Senegal and Guinea did) were dealt with in December 1998 at the 

Fourth Extra-ordinary Summit of the ECOWAS Heads of State and Government held in 

Lome, Togo. The summit approved the establishment of a sub-regional mechanism for 

conflict prevention, management and resolution, and sub-regional security. A July 1998 

meeting of experts in Banjul, Gambia, drafted a set of proposals for such a mechanism for 

approval by the Heads of State meeting in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso in October. Among 

the proposals were that “…though the organization [ECOWAS] was established for the 

primary purpose of economic integration of the region, economic development can only be 

effectively pursued in a secure and stable environment” (Hutchful 1999, p. 16).  Also while 

the provisions for intervention would not extend to “…internal situations that are sustained 



89 

 

and maintained from within”, it would apply to those situations in which an internally driven 

conflict threatens to generate a humanitarian disaster, pose a serious threat to peace and 

security in the sub-region or erupted “… following the overthrow or attempted overthrow of a 

democratically-elected government” (Hutchful 1999, p.16). Clearly, the member-states or 

ECOWAS had realized that conflict was not helpful and that internal anarchy could lead to 

regional political instability as a result of Nigeria's initiatives and diplomacy.  

In December 2009, the ECOWAS Chiefs of Defence Staff meeting in Freetown, Sierra Leone 

approved the ECOWAS Standby Force (ESF) brigade structure and composition. This, 

according to ECOWAS, would boost the Commission’s participation as a major stakeholder 

in the AU exercise designed to test the operational readiness of the African Standby Force 

(ASF) comprising the standby forces of the continent’s Regional Economic Communities 

(RECs). According to Hassan Mamman Lai, a Brigadier-General and Chief of Staff of the 

ESF, it was the ECOMOG model that was essentially copied for the ASF and ESF.  The 1999 

ECOWAS Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution formed the basis 

for the AU continental equivalent, resulting in regional arrangements for the standby force by 

the various regional economic groupings (Interview March 11, 2010). 

The 6,500 strong ESF includes a Main Brigade and a Task Force, which can deploy in 14 

days instead of the 30 days previously planned in conformity with African Union standards.  

A provisional approval to the Main Brigade Structure and composition was earlier given at 

the June 2009 meeting in Ouagadougou. Defence Chiefs also agreed to consider, at their next 

meeting, details on the operations of the Committee of Chiefs of Security Services, including 

police, gendarmerie, customs and immigration services (Leadership 16 Dec. 2009, p.16). 

Nigeria's experience with ECOMOG and other peace-keeping operations encouraged it to 

work hard at the continental level to provide impetus to the establishment of the ASF but also 

the African Union Non-Aggression and Common Defence Pact.  The operating mechanism of 

the latter came into force in January 2010 with a treaty adopted during the Fourth Ordinary 

Session of the Assembly of Heads of State and Government of the AU held in Abuja in 

January 2005. According to the AU Commission Chairperson, Jean Ping, it is expected to 

provide "more speedy attention and stronger deterrent signals" to the numerous conflict 

situations in Africa (Obayuwana 2010). 

In making these contributions to ECOMOG interventions, Nigeria has incurred enormous 

costs. Due to lack of transparency, it is difficult to state with any degree of certainty the 

financial cost. Estimates have ranged from eight to twelve billion US dollars (Oluyemi-Kusa 

2007; Atoyebi 2007). While some of the cost came back to Nigeria in terms of ECOMOG 
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contracts, it still represented a huge sacrifice in a time of severe budgetary constraints at 

home resulting from the collapse of oil prices. 

An unfortunate consequence of employing ECOMOG veterans to pacify Niger Delta 

militants who had taken up arms to fight for a greater share of oil revenues from the region is 

that many of those light arms are believed to have come from ECOMOG operations 

(Hutchful 1999, p. 14). 

Peace-keeping may also have helped prolong military rule in Nigeria by moderating pressure 

from the international community for political liberalization in the country. The ECOMOG 

mission, for instance, helped Nigeria's military rulers ward off the threat of more severe 

international sanctions against their regimes. While some sanctions were imposed, Nigeria 

still sold oil to its traditional customers; officials of the regime continued to travel around the 

world and their assets were never frozen. By demonstrating their indispensability in peace-

keeping in a region from which the West was retrenching militarily, the regimes were able to 

avoid complete diplomatic isolation (Adebajo 2002).  Peace-keeping also helped Nigeria to 

establish itself as the hegemonic power in the sub-region.   

Explaining Nigeria's Participation in Peace Support Operations in Africa 

A set of reasons explains each case of Nigeria's participation in peace-keeping in Africa. 

Some have adduced the personal interest of Nigeria's rulers while Nigerian leaders point to 

national interest, humanitarian considerations and regional stability as reasons for 

intervention. For example President Babangida had this to say: 

[In] a sub-region of 16 countries where one out of three West Africans is a Nigerian, it 

is imperative that any regime in this country should relentlessly strive towards the 

prevention or avoidance of the deterioration of any crisis which threatens to jeopardise 

or compromise the stability, prosperity and security of the sub-region....We believe 

that if [a crisis is] of such level that has the potentials to threaten the stability, peace 

and security of the sub-region, Nigeria in collaboration with others in this sub-region, 

is duty-bound to react or respond in appropriate manner necessary to .... ensure peace, 

tranquillity and harmony (Babangida 1990). 

Certainly Nigeria's interventions through ECOMOG, cannot be said to have been solely 

motivated by the pursuit of national interest or humanitarian concerns. Perhaps this partly 

explains the lack of follow-up or “peace dividends” some critics say Nigeria never realizes. 

National interest alone cannot explain the shift from the government's opposition to Samuel 

Doe in the pre-Babangida period to its support for Doe from the time that Babangida came to 

power. It does not explain why Taylor was prevented from taking Monrovia only to later 

promote a settlement that put Taylor in power years later, thus prolonging the conflict.  The 

personal interest of rulers, such as Babangida’s (and President Rawlings’s) friendship with 
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Samuel Doe, was perhaps also important. Doe, in fact, visited Nigeria and personally 

appealed to Babangida to intervene to save his regime. He may also received a plane-load of 

arms apparently delivered by Brigadier-General David Mark (Vogt 1993; Hutchful 1999; 

Aguda 1996), A retired senior Nigerian diplomat indicated that the position of Nigeria’s 

foreign ministry at the time was that Nigeria had no business intervening in Liberia and that 

Nigeria lacked credibility in trying to prevent someone from seizing power with force. “In 

fact, a good number of Ministry staff took leaves of absence at the time hoping that the 

Liberian crisis would be over by the time they returned [because they did not want to be 

posted there]” (Interview April 2, 2010). 

Apart from personal motives, economic motives have also been identified as reasons for 

Nigeria's intervention. Economic interests include an agreement to exploit the Bong iron ore 

mine in Liberia to feed Nigeria’s Ajaokuta Steel Mill, which would have been jeopardized in 

the event of Doe’s removal. According to this view, ECOMOG was used as a multilateral 

veneer for what were clearly Nigeria's unilateral objectives. Nigeria's leaders, however, 

defended their participation on the grounds of consistency with a national peace-keeping 

tradition and humanitarian grounds of saving lives. 

While both partially true, reasons for Nigeria's participation are more complex than either 

position allows. These may be broken down into two broad categories, objective and 

subjective conditions. It is important to note that factors that may not have influenced the 

decision to intervene/participate may have played a role in sustaining or prolonging the 

participation. The objective conditions include: Nigeria's size, population (a fifth of Africa’s 

population), resources (richest in the sub-region), the size of its military (the largest in 

Africa), colonial experience (which makes it wary of allowing external powers free rein in 

the sub-region). Subjective Conditions in a world dominated by a handful of global powers, 

Nigeria could not claim world power status or project global power. Therefore, projecting 

regional power status was more feasible. 

Another subjective reason was the Nigerian government's fear of the so-called domino effect, i.e., 

destabilization spreading from hotspots to other countries in the sub-region thereby threatening 

regimes including Nigeria. Nigerian military leaders have historically inveighed against coups in the 

region by radical junior military officers. Thus when Jerry Rawlings, a Flight Lieutenant, overthrew a 

regime of senior military officers in Ghana and executed many, the Obasanjo government cut off oil 

supplies to Ghana in order to put pressure on the Rawlings regime. Also when Doe seized power in 

Liberia the Shehu Shagari civilian government barred Doe from attending the OAU Heads of State 

meeting in Lagos and coordinated a move to deny him succession as Chairman of the OAU (Vogt, 

1993, p.198). Punitive action was again taken against the Rawlings regime when Rawlings staged his 



92 

 

second coup in 1981. But relations with Doe improved when Babangida came to power in 1985 (Vogt 

1993; Hutchful, 1999). As Hutchful (1999, p.7) explains reactions of Nigerian governments likely 

derive from “the desire of the ascendant Nigerian bourgeoisie to act as a conservative bulwark of 

stability in the region [as well as] the anxiety of its military wing to avoid a repetition of the traumatic 

uprising of their own ranks in July 1966” (1999, p.7). 

Additionally, Taylor’s civilian insurgency raised concerns that render Nigeria's intervention in terms 

of Babangida’s friendship with Doe inadequate. The defeat of any official army by civilian insurgents 

(as in Uganda) would potentially undermine prestige of the military in the sub-region. Babangida 

reportedly emphasized this element in speeches to his military commanders at the initial stages of the 

intervention. This seemed to have been particularly frightening given the rapidity of Taylor’s NPFL’s 

and Sankoh’s RUF’s advances in Liberia and Sierra Leone respectively. The known presence of 

dissidents from other West African countries in Taylor’s army created concerns that Taylor (and his 

Libyan sponsors) had wider regional interests and  that other West African states could follow once 

Liberia and Sierra Leone fell (Hutchful 1999). 

There was also concern over the possible influx of refugees and the pressure it would put on resources 

as well as its potential destabilizing effect (Vogt 1993; 1996; Aminu 1993; Johnson 1993; Adisa 

1993). Babangida stuck to the humanitarian line in his public defence of the mission. 

Nigeria has no territorial ambition in Liberia or anywhere else.  We are in Liberia, because 

events in the country have led to the massive destruction of property, the massacre by all the 

warring parties of thousands of innocent civilians including those of foreign nations, women 

and children some of whom had sought sanctuary in the churches, mosques, diplomatic 

missions, hospitals and under Red Cross protection, contrary to all recognized standard of 

civilized behaviour and international ethics and decorum...should Nigeria and other 

responsible countries in this sub-region stand and watch the whole of Liberia turned into one 

mass graveyard? (quoted in Johnson 1996, p.290). 

Another reason for Nigeria's participation in peace support operations is external pressure, especially 

from the US (e.g. Chad, Liberia, and Sierra Leone). Enormous external pressure was brought to bear 

on Nigeria by Western countries, especially the US, to send peace-keeping troops as they became 

increasingly unwilling to send troops to Africa following the humiliation of American troops in 

Somalia. Currently the US is mounting pressure on Nigeria to send troops to Somalia where the state 

has clearly failed and factional fighting has turned the country into a failed state. While the Nigerian 

government has publicly said it would commit troops, it is unclear that it is willing to send troops to 

that chaotic and extremely dangerous situation. This was not helped by America’s refusal to allow the 

Islamic Courts Union which seemed to have had the potential to restore peace in the country to 

assume power when it controlled most of the country’s territory, including the capital, Mogadishu. In 

retrospect it may have been better to have a government to hold accountable rather than the chaotic 

and lawless situation currently existing in Somalia. 

In addition, personal interests of Nigeria's rulers and military commanders evidenced by the personal 

friendship of Babangida and Doe, some were allegedly involved in the illicit diamond trade, 

particularlly in Sierra Leone. Indeed ECOMOG was accused of deliberately prolonging the conflict 
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because of this illicit gain. The Indian General who commanded UN forces in Sierra Leone, Vijay 

Jetley, made strong allegations against Nigerian military commanders in a letter which he wrote to the 

UN, a charge vehemently denied by Nigerian commanders. He alleged that the Nigerian army was 

“interested in staying in Sierra Leone due to the massive benefits they were getting from the illegal 

diamond mining.” He further accused the Nigerian Commander, Mohammed Garba and the UN 

Secretary General’s Special Representative, Oluyemi Adeniji, both Nigerians, of undermining the UN 

mission and making Nigerian interests “paramount even if it meant scuttling the peace process” 

(Washington Post September 10, 2000). ECOMOG troops have also been accused of removing 

economic assets from Liberia, to the extent that the phrase ECOMOG came to be translated by local 

critics as “Every Car Or Movable Object Gone.” (Cleaver 1998; Turk 2000). While the illicit trade 

was certainly not a reason for intervening, it may have helped to prolong the conflict.  

Whatever the truth may be, the lesson here is that troops need to be well equipped, their welfare 

assured and discipline enforced. Another important reason for Nigeria's participation seems to be a 

way to keep the military busy diverting ambitious officers away from plotting coups. General Sani 

Abacha was said to have used ECOMOG assignments to rid himself of troublesome units and 

officers, many of whom were subsequently retired at the end of their posting (Hutchful 1999). 

Peace-keeping also served as income augmentation for the military as an institution and for serving 

personnel in times of austerity and shrinking budgets. It is difficult to reduce military spending when 

commitments are being made for peace-keeping. In addition, payments by the UN to participating 

governments, such as Nigeria's for peace-keeping operations, help to subsidize military spending in 

times of severe budget cuts.  Seen in this light, peace-keeping becomes a form of low wage labour 

export. Allowances paid to the troops and civilians on peace-keeping missions have become an 

important source of income, leading to intense lobbying by soldiers and police officers for peace-

keeping duties.  Ibrahim Gambari, Nigeria's former Foreign Minister and Permanent Representative to 

the UN, while delivering a lecture at the American University of Nigeria, Yola on December 5, 2009, 

recalled being told by Paul Kagame, then Vice President of Rwanda, to go and greet members of 

Nigeria's police contingent who, the Vice President said, were doing an excellent job. Gambari 

recalled how he met the police officers and asked them why they are so good outside Nigeria but 

terrible at home. Their commander responded that if they get in Nigeria what the UN gives them – 

decent uniforms, boots, generous allowances that are paid promptly, etc. – they would be as good 

inside Nigeria. 

The practice of giving reward to better troops on foreign assignments has a long history. As Saliu 

Ibrahim notes, with respect to Nigeria's first peace-keeping operation: 

The Nigerian troops were enthusiastic in service in the Congo and one of the reasons was the 

special allowances that they were paid while serving there.  In addition to his normal pay, a 

soldier was entitled to a daily UN allowance, a Nigerian special Overseas allowance, an 

additional allotment for his family and an allowance in lieu of leave he was unable to take 

while in the Congo.  Taken all together these meant that a private soldier whose normal 
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monthly pay was less than 10 pounds sterling might receive up to £26.7s.6d a month in 

allowances. Higher ranks receive considerably more” (1993, p. 87). 

On Ghanaian troops in Lebanon, Erskine, a former army commander, noted:  

‘Op Sunrise’ undoubtedly helped to improve the living standards of our troops. For once they 

could afford freezers, cookers, hi-fi systems, television sets and all sorts of household items 

normally too expensive for them. A corn-milling machine – known to the Ghanaian troops as 

a ‘knicker-knocker’ – became the status symbol for all troops on ‘OP Sunrise’. Almost every 

soldier bought one, either to use commercially, or to sell (Hutchful 1999, p. 13).   

The ECOMOG operations, which did not receive significant UN financial support and therefore, were 

not that well-endowed, saw troops helping themselves to resources in their theatres of operation.  

Peace-keeping and Nigeria’s National Interest 

Many critics of Nigeria's foreign policy have focused on what they regard as Nigeria's 

inability or unwillingness to leverage its peace-keeping role in its relations with countries in 

the region, especially the beneficiaries of peace-keeping efforts.  It is, therefore, important to 

examine this claim in some detail. An informed attempt at identifying Nigeria's national 

interest would include the following: 

 Stability in the region and the promotion of greater regional cooperation;  

 Prevention of refugee exodus from conflicts;  

 Keeping foreign troops (national armies and mercenaries) out of the region; 

 Developing markets for investments, goods, services and labour. 

  

While peace-keeping has given Nigeria its best international polish, it is, paradoxically also a 

metaphor for Nigeria's numerous failings at home – lack of planning, short-attention span on 

critical issues of national development including foreign policy, the impact of over-reliance 

on oil revenues (leading to a lack of real interest in exploring markets for investment and 

export by Nigerian businesses).   

Many Nigerian critics liken Nigeria's enormous peace-keeping sacrifices to Santa Claus 

(Father Christmas) gifts given as pure charity, without expectation of returns. Some blame 

the country for not having a strategy and follow-up actions; others accuse the African 

beneficiaries of Nigeria's largesse of ingratitude towards Nigeria. Such sentiments flare up 

particularly when any of those countries or their peoples take actions that are deemed 

inimical to the interests of Nigerians, including those resident there. Examples include the 

recent violent attacks on foreigners, including Nigerians, in South Africa and the appointment 

of a Rwandan general, Patrick Nyamvumba, to lead the United Nations/African Union 

Hybrid Mission in Darfur (UNAMID), in place of a Nigerian.  While material and diplomatic 

gain may not dictate or inform Nigeria's participation in peace-keeping operations, it is 

Nigeria’s position that it is unfair to miss out on such opportunities where they exist just 
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because of the inattentiveness or lack of strategy and preparedness of Nigeria's leaders and 

diplomats and that countries should duly reciprocate Nigeria's gesture by treating Nigerians 

well and conceding important multilateral leadership positions.   

The Nigerian government’s stated objectives and preparations for peace-keeping operations 

must be reviewed in order to see the extent to which they are designed to fit with Nigeria's 

national interest as outlined above. Major General Suraj Abdurrahman, then Director of 

Policy, Nigerian Armed Forces, in a presentation at a seminar organized by the Austrian Blue 

Helmet Association, noted that Nigeria's objective in its peace-keeping efforts in Africa, 

especially West Africa is neither financial reward nor international accolades. Rather its 

expected reward is simply peace (Abdurrahman, n.d.).  

In the area of training, for instance, it is interesting to note that the curriculum of pre-

deployment training does not seem to include doctrine on “national interest.”  According to 

Abdurrahman,  

The curriculum outline for the (pre-induction training) program includes the 

organization and composition of peace-keeping forces, peace-keeping concepts, geo-

political briefs on the host country, code of conduct and the mission mandate. 

Additionally, instructions on laws of war, humanitarian assistance and cooperation 

with NGOs, operational and non-operational safety measures are included. There is 

also a 2-day package on humanitarian international law conducted by the ICRC (n.d.). 

That the Nigerian government does not systematically pursue its national interests through 

peace-keeping, may be connected to the authoritarian manner in which decisions about 

Nigeria's participation in peace-keeping/peace-making have been made. In none of these 

cases was Nigeria's participation subjected to systematic public debate and scrutiny. To be 

sure, there were commentaries in the mass media but they were no substitute for debate 

within institutions of democracy such as the parliament. Thus, key decisions were made 

within military circles. Indeed, Nigerians have not really been consulted by their leaders on 

whether the country should participate in these operations which have cost many Nigerian 

lives and enormous resources. Funding for missions has likewise not been subjected to debate 

and public scrutiny. Legislative oversight and scrutiny, even under civilian governments, are 

seen as an irritant by the Executive; under the military it was non-existent. 

Thus, with regard to decision-making and governance generally, the Nigerian people have 

had little input in Nigeria’s participation in peace-keeping and, as a result, there is little 

accountability. Operations, have not been funded by taxation to any significant degree, but by 

oil rents from which the people are alienated. Demands for accountability have been feeble at 

best and have largely been ignored by successive Nigerian governments. In this context it is 

more likely that Nigerian governments would pursue the short-term personal and political 
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interests of those in power rather than articulate and pursue key national interests identified 

above. 

 

Conclusion 

Without doubt, Nigeria has been instrumental in bringing about peace in Africa, especially in 

the West African sub-region. Yet, this has come at great cost to Nigeria both in financial, 

human resources and social terms. Reasons for Nigeria's participation/leadership in peace 

support operations in Africa are varied and cannot be tied to one particular factor. While 

personal relationships among leaders are important in foreign policy, the factors shaping 

Nigeria's peace-keeping contributions are multi-faceted. These include the need to prevent 

humanitarian disasters, the need for political stability in the sub-region and for the avoidance 

of the so-called domino effect of conflicts spreading to other areas, including Nigeria, as well 

as domestic and international pressures to intervene.   

It can be said that Nigeria has shouldered these burdens simply because it could.  Its 

geographic location in a region with much smaller, less endowed countries makes it difficult 

for Nigeria to avoid international and, sometimes, domestic pressures to intervene to prevent 

or reduce humanitarian disasters and to help end conflict and stabilize the region. In the 

ECOMOG operations that effort was sustained despite severe economic difficulties at home 

largely because Nigeria was under military rule with little accountability.  Also important was 

the weak political control of military commanders from ECOWAS, allowing commanders 

more flexibility to adapt to evolving situations on the ground.   

However, such interventions could be better thought out in the future. There is little doubt 

that Nigeria's intervention prevented Charles Taylor from achieving a military victory. Yet 

after the enormous human and material losses, a settlement was reached that put Taylor in 

power. This raises serious questions as to whether the intervention, which may have 

prolonged the war, actually cost more lives than it saved. According to Christopher Turk: 

Ultimately, ECOMOG`s success was less in peace-keeping, since the fighting may 

well have been more prolonged and heavy than if it had not intervened. The 

ECOMOG operation was, in reality, an ambiguous exercise in attrition, sustained by 

Nigeria's willingness to accept heavy material costs which succeeded largely because 

of eventual compromises made bilaterally between the then Nigerian President, Sani 

Abacha, and Charles Taylor which gave Taylor much of what he sought (2000, p. 13). 

But just as foreign policy often reflects domestic policy, disorganization and poor political 

leadership at home are often reflected in peace-keeping operations. There is often little 
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strategic thinking and planning regarding leveraging the enormous goodwill that comes from 

peace support sacrifices to further national interests.   

There is certainly a need to address some of the key issues thrown up by Nigeria's 

experiences with peace-keeping. These include the need to mobilize other countries in 

support of peace support operations rather than acting unilaterally; the need to plan well and 

develop clear-cut objectives for going in with a plan to exit; the need to select troops and 

commanders on merit and to train, equip and reward troops to keep their morale high, 

including articulating and familiarizing troops with what Nigeria's national 

interests/objectives are in each given operation.  There is also a critical need for the country’s 

political and diplomatic leaders to clearly understand the geo-political interests and 

ideological leanings of international actors so as to better understand how to respond to given 

international situations based on the likely interests of those actors.   

Some of these issues are already being addressed through the ECOWAS Standby 

Force/African Standby Force, currently being put together by the ECOWAS and AU. Hassan 

Lai is confident that a great deal of work has gone into the ESF with donor support to ensure 

that Nigerian troops will no longer go into peace support operations unprepared and ill-

equipped (Interview March 11, 2010).  But more needs to be done. Above all, given Nigeria's 

size and resources relative to other countries in the sub-region, it is likely that Nigeria will 

continue to shoulder the bulk of the burden of peace-keeping whenever peace is threatened in 

the sub-region. It is critical, therefore, that the country invest in preventive diplomacy, in 

particular helping to prevent crisis from degenerating into humanitarian catastrophes. Nigeria 

should, therefore, use its influence to promote good governance, democracy and human rights 

in the sub-region and indeed Africa. This means that it must do the same at home so as to 

have the moral authority to do it elsewhere. 

It is also important to re-examine the concept of peace-keeping by regional actors who are 

often closer to conflict societies. They may have a better understanding of underlying issues 

in the conflicts and may deploy troops quicker than is typical of the UN. However, their 

closeness may also work against peace efforts as they may have a stake in the outcomes of 

conflicting parties. The conflicts in Sierra Leone and especially Liberia fell into such 

category, with key regional actors demonstrating biases, and, in some cases, undermining 

peace efforts for much of the period. While it is likely that the UN will continue to rely on 

regional organizations for peace-keeping, especially in Africa where the appetite for Euro-
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American troop deployment for peace-keeping is declining, it is important that regional 

peace-keeping is carried out under close UN supervision and with the injection of troops from 

outside the affected region. There should not be different peace-keeping standards for 

different regions.  Global peace-keeping should continue to be a UN responsibility. 
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Chapter 6 

Nigeria, ECOWAS and the Promotion of Regional Integration in West 

Africa 
 

Hamid Bobboyi 

 

Introduction 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy has undergone a series of transformation, in focus and tempo in the 

last fifty years. From the sedate and cautious days of the Tafawa Balewa regime, through the 

combative years of the Murtala – Obasanjo era, to the difficult- and some may add painful– 

years of International Monetary Fund [IMF] politics and diplomacy under the Babangida 

regime, these changes were patently reflective of the complex matrix of Nigeria’s socio-

economic and political landscape and the varying fortunes of the international environment. 
 

Despite these transformations, the promotion of regional integration and development has 

remained one of the cardinal objectives of Nigeria’s foreign policy. As far back as October 8, 

1960 when Prime Minister Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa addressed the United Nations 

General Assembly on the occasion of Nigeria’s admission as the ninety ninth member of the 

august body, he identified “the promotion of African unity” and “the creation of the 

necessary conditions for the economic, political, social and cultural development of Africa,” 

as two of the guiding principles of Nigeria’s engagement with the world (Otubanjo 1989, p.1-

11). These principles were re-affirmed by subsequent governments and reformulated under 

http://web.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v4/v4i1a1.htm
http://www.bestwebbuys.com/Nigeria-in-International-Peace-Keeping-1960-1992-ISBN-9789782601506?isrc=b-search
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different guises, including the geometric Afro-centrism of the Murtala-Obasanjo regime, to 

suit the exigencies of the time and the temperament of their leaders (See Garba 1987; 

Gambari 1989). 
 

The continuity in Nigeria’s quest for regional integration and development, despite 

occasional incongruities, engendered one of the nation’s major foreign policy triumphs. The 

coming together of fifteen Heads of State and Government on May 28, 1975 in Lagos, to 

append their signatures to the treaty establishing the West African Economic Community 

(ECOWAS) was a glowing tribute to Nigeria that brought to a successful conclusion years of 

hard-work and diplomacy under the leadership of General Yakubu Gowon. This chapter 

discusses the crucial role Nigeria played in the formation of ECOWAS, assesses its 

achievements and the challenges facing it and proffers recommendations for enhancing 

Nigeria’s role in moving ECOWAS forward. 

The Context  

The broad contours of the evolution of ECOWAS have been fairly well-established as is the 

theoretical basis and conceptual problems of a customs union and trade liberation framework 

within the West African Sub-region (See Akinyemi et al, 1984; Gana 1984; and Bappah 

2007). However, this discourse by its very nature has tended to obscure basic elements of the 

socio-economic and political context of Nigeria’s role in the formation of the sub-regional 

organization and the essence of Nigeria’s participation in this challenging exercise. Firstly, 

the strategic position of Nigeria in the West African Sub-region is evident. With 52.48% of 

the population of the sub-region and ample material endowments at its disposal, Nigeria, 

even at its passive moments, is an indispensable element in the sub-regional equation. The 

ECOWAS Report of 2008 dispassionately observed: 

A careful examination of the economies and population of the 

ECOWAS Member States shows that ECOWAS is a good 

model of regional economic integration in which the strong and 

weak co-exist to foster socio-economic development on a large 

scale. Nigeria is the dominant economy in the region 

accounting for 62% of the regional GDP in 2007. Given the 

size of the Nigerian economy in relation to its neighbours, it is 

expected that Nigeria will continue to play its leadership role, 

within the frame-work of solidarity, in fostering sustainable 

regional economic development (ECOWAS Report 2008, 

p.24). 
 

The second contextual element which deserves mention relates to the bitter experiences of the 

Civil War, which ravaged the nation from 1967 to 1970. The Civil War tested Nigeria’s 

resilience and re-affirmed its belief in the triumphant ethos of unity and solidarity, 

reconciliation and the imperative of mutual co-existence. But the Civil War was not only a 
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test of Nigeria’s resilience, it was also a test of the resilience of solidarity and good 

neighbourliness in the West African Sub-region. Although France threw its weight behind the 

Biafran cause, it was only President Felix Houphouet-Boigny of Cote D’Ivoire and President 

Zinsou of Dahomey (now Benin Republic) who broke ranks with their West African 

compatriots to support the dismemberment of Nigeria (Nwolise 1989, p.206). Others, 

including Benin Republic after the ascendancy of President Mathew Kerokou in 1969, stood 

their ground and gave varying degrees of support to Nigeria’s Federal Government and its 

Head of State, General Yakubu Gowon. It is probable that the cordial relationship between 

General Gowon and the President of Togo Republic, General Gnassingbe Eyadema, might 

have emerged during this trying period in Nigeria’s history. As Nwolise pointed out, the latter 

was active in preventing weapons smuggling into Biafra and “seized the aircraft used for gun-

running to Biafra which crash-landed on his territory and handed over to the Nigerian 

Government millions of Nigerian Pounds found in it” (1989, p.206). 
 

Thirdly, Nigeria’s confident outlook, coming out of the Civil War experiences, was further 

re-inforced by a bourgeoning economy predicated on a sharp rise in oil revenues beginning 

from 1971. Income from the export of oil which stood at $104m in 1968 jumped to $1,337m 

by 1971. With the oil embargo in 1973, this figure was to reach $8,513m by 1974, 

constituting approximately 92.6% of Nigeria’s export earnings and 82.1% of total revenue 

(Akindele and Ate 1988, p.75). The era of the petro-dollar economy had properly begun and 

Nigeria had the financial wherewithal to put action to word in the pursuit and realization of 

the cardinal objectives of its foreign policy, especially the promotion of regional integration 

and development.       
 

But it should also be added that the dramatic rise in oil prices in the first half of the 1970s, of 

which Nigeria was a major beneficiary, had the effect of bringing into sharp focus the unfair 

and exploitative relationship that existed between primary commodity producers and the 

industrialized countries and, indeed, exposed the frailties of the prevailing International 

Economic Order. The dominant rhetoric of international economic discourse within the 

developing world was fair trade and this was pursued with vigour at the United Nations (UN) 

General Assembly, the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), Economic 

Commission for Africa (ECA) and other fora (Adedeji 1984). There was equally the 

realization that developing countries would have to act together and form stronger economic 

and trade blocks to extract better terms of trade and meaningful development assistance from 

the industrialized countries. The term, Collective Self-Reliance, ambiguous as it may seem, 
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had become a doctrine and its significance could not have been lost on leaders of the West 

African Sub-region when they came to establish ECOWAS. 
 

Nigeria and the Formation of ECOWAS 

Although the doctrine of Collective Self-Reliance had been an active part of the regional 

agenda since the 1960s, efforts to bring about a West African Sub-regional group that would 

actualize it were disjointed and self-defeating. There are two major perspectives on this 

historical epoch. Firstly, is the Francophone perspective, which focuses on the efforts of 

France’s former West African colonies to come together as a politico-economic group in the 

sub-region. The first important arrangement in this direction was the formation of the Union 

Douarniere Entre Des Etats De L’Afrique Occidentale (UDAO) or the Customs Union of 

West African States, a pre-independence contraption meant to consolidate French neo-

colonial dominance over its former colonies. The UDAO arrangements were, however, short-

lived and in 1966 a new treaty was signed in Paris for the establishment of the Union 

Douarniere Des Etats De L’Afrique De L’Ouest (UDEAO). Customs arrangements under 

UDEAO lasted a little longer but virtually collapsed in 1972 to give way to the emergence of 

the Communaute Economique De L’Afrique De L’Ouest (CEAO) on April 17, 1973, at the 

height of consultations to form the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 

(See Gana 1989, Ezenwe 1984 and Bappah 2007). 
 

The second perspective, largely ignored by scholars, is one which focuses on the broader 

effort to enhance economic co-operation and development across the colonial divide, a 

perspective which may provide a better understanding of the dynamics of economic relations 

in West Africa and indeed the foundation of ECOWAS. According to Adebayo Adedeji, 

Nigeria’s Commissioner for Economic Development under the administration of General 

Yakubu Gowon and his chief policy advisor on West African Integration: 
 

The first attempt to achieve collective self-reliance in West 

Africa was made in November 1963 when a conference on 

industrial harmonization in the sub-region was held here in 

Lagos. This was followed, in Niamey, by a conference on 

economic co-operation in October 1966. At a similar 

conference at Accra, in April 1967, an agreement on the 

Articles of Association of a proposed Economic Community in 

West Africa was signed. Under this framework, an Interim 

Council of Ministers was established with the task of preparing 

a draft treaty for the proposed community. The Interim Council 

held its first meeting in Dakar, in November 1967, when it was 

agreed that the inaugural meeting of the proposed community 

should take place at the level of the Heads of State or 

Government (1984, p.xxiv-xxv). 
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Adedeji (1984) also pointed to another effort, this time by the Organization of Senegalese 

River States which resulted in a summit of West African Heads of State at Monrovia in April 

1968 and the signing of a protocol establishing the West African Regional Group. The 

summit mandated Nigeria and Guinea to prepare priority studies on areas of co-operation 

while Liberia and Senegal were tasked with preparing a draft treaty and protocol for a 

customs union. “Later in the year,” Adedeji stated,  

Officials of the Governments of Nigeria and Guinea met to prepare the studies 

which were submitted to the then fourteen West African States pending their 

consideration by the Interim Council of Ministers. Unfortunately, this body 

never met. Consequently, neither the priority studies nor the draft treaty and 

protocol on the Customs Union were considered, let alone adopted. This was 

the standstill in which West Africa found itself until April 1972, when Heads 

of State of Nigeria and Togo decided to revive the process of achieving 

economic co-operation in the sub-region and accordingly mandated their 

ministers and officials to work out the framework and strategy of such co-

operation (1984, p.xxiv-xxv). 
 

The processes initiated by the Nigeria – Togo Project took three years to come to fruition. 

The two parties, having participated in several failed integration projects, were fully 

conversant with the socio-economic and political cleavages of the sub-region and the 

gargantuan challenges that lay ahead. They began with extensive consultations and a joint 

Nigerian – Togolese Ministerial Delegation, led by Professor Adedeji, visited the 

independent West African States between July and August 1973. They also adopted a 

pragmatic approach with modest and realistic goals for the new community. This entailed 

pursuing limited objectives capable of early realization as well as having an open-door policy 

“to enable all the countries in the sub-region to become members of the community if and 

when they were ready,” (Adedeji, 1984). On December 14, 1973, Nigeria and Togo were 

finally able to submit their proposals to a meeting of Ministers from the fifteen West African 

States in Lome, Togo, where the basic principles for the creation of ECOWAS were agreed 

upon. Ministerial meetings to examine the draft treaty were subsequently held in Accra in 

February 1974, Monrovia in January 1975 and in Lagos in May 1975 (Adedeji 1984, xxv and 

Okwuosa 2009, p. 2). It was these spirited efforts that paved the way for the Lagos Summit 

and the signing of the ECOWAS Treaty by the fifteen West African Heads of State on May 

28, 1975. 
 

Despite quick ratification of the treaty by many member states – and by June 23, 1975 seven 

states had ratified the treaty – ECOWAS could not properly take off until November 1976 

when the West African Heads of State signed, in Lome, the relevant protocols to the 

ECOWAS Treaty. These include: 
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i) Protocol relating to the Definition of the Concept of Goods originating from 

Member States of ECOWAS;  

ii) Protocol relating to the fund for Co-operation, Compensation and Development of 

ECOWAS, now called ECOWAS Bank for Investment and Development. 

iii) Protocol relating to the Re-exportation within the ECOWAS of goods imported 

from third countries. 

iv) Protocol relating to the Contribution of Member States to the Budget of 

ECOWAS. 

v) Protocol relating to the assessment of loss of revenue by Member States as a result 

of trade liberalization within the Economic Community. (Adedeji 1984, p.xxv-

xxvi; Okwuosa 2009, p.2 and Irele 1990, p.127–221). 

 

It was also in November 1976 that Lagos, Nigeria was adopted to host the Secretariat of the 

Community while Lome, Togo was chosen as the headquarters of the ECOWAS Fund. In 

January 1977, the first Executive Secretary of ECOWAS, Dr. Abubakar Diaby-Ouattara of 

Cote D’Ivoire was appointed and when he reported for duty in March 1977, it could be said 

that ECOWAS as an organization had properly taken off (Okwuosa 2009).         

ECOWAS and Its Institutions 

Despite the time it took for member-states to build concensus on key protocols, ECOWAS 

has been able to evolve over the last three decades as a multi-facetted sub-regional 

organization with distinct institutions which helped nurture its growth. The apex institution as 

provided for by Article 7 of the Treaty of ECOWAS as amended on July 24, 1993 is the 

Authority of Heads of State and Government which serves as “the supreme institution of the 

community,” and is responsible for its general direction and the control of its affairs. The 

Authority of Heads of State also elects it chairman, usually on an annual basis from the rank 

of its members. The chairmanship profile of the organization given in Table 6.1 indicates that 

Nigeria and Togo, the two founders of ECOWAS, have been most favoured in the 

appointment, with Nigeria occupying the position nine times and Togo six times. 
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Table 16.1:   Annual Summits of the ECOWAS Authority, 1975 -2009 

S/No Date Venue Chairman 

1 November 1976 Lome H.E. General Gnassingbe Eyadema 

2 22 April 1978 Lagos H.E. General Olusegun Obasanjo 

3 29 May 1979 Dakar H.E. Leopold Sedar Senghor 

4 28 May 1980 Lome H.E. General Gnassingbe Eyadema 

5 29 May 1981 Freetown H.E. Dr. Siaka P. Stevens 

6 29 May 1982 Cotonou H.E. Mathieu Kerekou 

7 29 May 1983 Conakry H.E. Ahmed Sekou Toure 

8 23 November 1984 Lome H.E. General Gnassingbe Eyadema 

9 6 July 1985 Lome H.E. General Gnassingbe Eyadema 

10 1 July 1986 Abuja H.E. General Ibrahim B. Babangida 

11 9 July 1987 Abuja H.E. General Ibrahim B. Babangida 

12 25 June 1988 Lome H.E. General Gnassingbe Eyadema 

13 30 June 1989 Ouagadougou H.E. Captain Blaise Compaore 

14 29 May 1990 Banjul H.E. Alhaji Sir Dauda Jawara 

15 6 July 1991 Abuja H.E. General Ibrahim B. Babangida 

16 29 July 1992 Dakar H.E. Abdou Diouf 

17 24 July 1993 Cotonou H.E. Nicephore D. Soglo 

18 6 August 1994 Abuja H.E. General Sani Abacha 

19 28 July 1995 Accra H.E. Flight Lieutenant Jerry J. Rawlings 

20 26 July 1996 Abuja H.E. General Sani Abacha 

21 28 August 1997 Abuja H.E. General Sani Abacha 

22 30 October 1998 Abuja H.E. General Sani Abacha 

23 9 December 1999 Lome H.E. General Gnassingble Eyadema 

24 15 December 2000 Bamako H.E. Alpha Oumar Konare 

25 21 December 2001 Dakar H.E. Abdoulaye Wade 

26 31 January 2003 Dakar H.E. Abdoulaye Wade 

27 19 December 2003 Accra H.E. John A. Kufuor 

28 19 January 2005 Accra H.E. John A. Kufuor 

29 12 January 2006 Niamey H.E. Mamadou Tandja 

30 19 January 2007 Ouagadougou H.E. Blaise Compaore 

31 January 2008 Ouagadougou H.E. Blaise Compaore 

32 December 2008 Abuja H.E. Blaise Compaore 

33 January 2009 Abuja H.E. Umaru Musa Yar’adua 

34 January 2010 Abuja H.E. Goodluck Jonathan 
 

Source: ECOWAS Annual Report 2008 Appendix iii and ECOWAS Briefs 

The second institution, after the Authority of the Heads of State and Government, is the 

Council of Ministers which under article 10 of the ECOWAS Treaty of 1993 is charged with 
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responsibility for the functioning and development of the community, making 

recommendations to the Authority and approving the appointment of all statutory appointees 

other than the Executive Secretary. The Council comprises the Minister in-charge of 

ECOWAS and any other Minister of each member state. Two institutions which have also 

emerged as an integral part of the community are the Court of Justice and the Community 

Parliament. The latter has 115 Seats which are distributed among the 15 members of the 

Community. Nigeria, with over half the population of the sub-region, has 35 Seats. The 

Parliament is currently being restructured with the tenure of the Speaker reduced from 5 to 4 

years and with plans for direct elections (ECOWAS Briefs 2009). 
 

The last major institution is the Executive Secretariat established under Article 17 of the 

Revised ECOWAS Treaty of 1993, which is charged with the responsibility of co-ordinating 

the day-to-day  activities and programmes of the organization. The Executive Secretariat was 

in 2007 transformed into a Commission with a President, a Vice-President and seven 

commissioners (Okwuosa 2009, p.8) and with a new legal framework for enacting and 

implementing community Acts. In addition to the Commission’s seven departments, its work 

is also being complemented by several specialized agencies of the Community including 

West African Health Organization (WAHO), West African Monetary Agency (WAMA), 

ECOWAS Youth and Sports Development Centre (EYSDC), ECOWAS Gender 

Development Centre (EGDC), Water Resources Co-ordinating Unit (WRCU), the West 

African Power Pool (WAPP) and the Inter-Governmental Action Group against Money 

Laundering and Terrorism Financing in West Africa (GIABA). There is also the ECOWAS 

Bank for Investment and Development (EBID) headquartered in Lome Togo, which replaced 

the ECOWAS Fund. Nigeria has approximately 32% equity shareholding in EBID. (Okwuosa 

2009, p.12). 
 

Nigeria’s Engagement with ECOWAS 

The emergence of ECOWAS as a concept in 1975 and its profound transformation into a 

complex organization thirty five years later, bear testimony to the strong faith West African 

leaders have placed in regional integration and their perseverance in translating this faith into 

action, despite sharp differences in language and culture as well as palpable disparities in 

human and material endowments. Nigeria’s engagement with the sub-regional body was 

equally predicated on its abiding faith in regional unity and integration, a faith substantially 

modified by the changing fortunes of the nation’s socio-economic and political landscape and 

the temperament of its leaders.  
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The first challenge of Nigeria’s foreign policy after the overthrow of General Yakubu Gowon 

in July 1975 – and it could be argued its first triumph as far ECOWAS was concerned – was 

the decision to relocate the organisation’s headquarters from Lome, Togo to Lagos. 

According to Joseph Garba, then Nigeria’s Commissioner of External Affairs,  

even though it was common knowledge that Nigeria was the principal 

financier of ECOWAS, paying a third of its budget, the headquarters was 

being given away because Eyadema, being no fool, wanted it. The Secretary-

Generalship, which Eyadema was offering in compensation, carried a four-

year term, renewable only once. After at most eight years, Nigeria would have 

had to wait more than a century for another turn if the principle of rotation 

were to be rigidly followed. Murtala did not like it. My job was to let 

Eyadema know our feelings (1987, p.4-5).  

 

The Togolese President of course felt that Nigeria was acting in bad faith. He had the support 

of Senegal which, for its own reasons, did not want a change in the status quo. Nigeria, on its 

part, was able to mobilize key Francophone states including Guinea and Cote D’Ivoire and 

ultimately conceded the Secretary-Generalship to the Ivorian technocrat, Dr. Abubakar 

Ouattara. Togo had to give in but not without a demand for massive financial aid. The 

country was apparently adequately compensated when it was agreed that the site for the 

headquarters of the ECOWAS Fund would be in Lome. 

 

The second aspect of Nigeria’s engagement with ECOWAS pertains to the nation’s effort to 

maintain a healthy balance between the dictates of the “national interest” and the imperatives 

of regional integration. And this task was not an easy one especially between 1975 and 1986. 

The Murtala-Obasanjo regime, coming on the heels of a liberal and open-handed General 

Yakubu Gowon (Garba, 1987) and faced with declining economic fortunes, had little room to 

maneuver. The Adedeji Panel which was established to review the nation’s foreign policy 

was convinced that Nigeria could no longer afford to serve as “Father Christmas,” and its 

external engagement, including its engagement with ECOWAS, must yield tangible benefits 

to the nation. These nationalistic considerations delayed the signing of key ECOWAS 

protocols and the take-off of ECOWAS itself. 

 

Despite the “nationalistic fervor,” however, it was Nigeria that got its act together to oversee 

negotiations on the ECOWAS Protocol of 1979 relating to the free movement of persons, 

right of residence and establishment. This development remains one of the most enduring 

successes of ECOWAS and laid a solid foundation for the emergence of a borderless 

community of people. The Protocol relating to the Free Movement of Persons, Right of 
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Residence and Establishment was negotiated during the chairmanship of General Olusegun 

Obasanjo, Nigeria’s Military Head of State and was signed on May 29, 1979 when he handed 

over the mantle of ECOWAS Chairmanship to President Leopold Senghor of Senegal. 

Although Nigeria had cause to invoke the “national interest” in the expulsion of ECOWAS 

citizens in 1983 and 1984 and in the closure of its national borders between 1984 and 1986, 

its abiding faith in the 1979 Protocol and other supplementary protocols was never seriously 

questioned. It is indeed significant to note that it was Nigeria, under the leadership of a new 

democratic President, Chief Olusegun Obasanjo that pushed for “fast-tracking” the 

implementation of many of these protocols. President Obasanjo called for a mini summit of 

Head of State and Government on March 27, 2000, on the creation of a borderless ECOWAS. 

The Final Communiqué of this Abuja meeting took far reaching decisions on the free 

movement of persons in the sub-region, including: 

 

i) Granting ECOWAS citizens the maximum 90-day period of stay at entry points by 

April 13, 2000; 
 

ii) Abolishing the Residence Permit requirement for each others’ citizens in the spirit of 

equal treatment of Community citizens; 

 

iii)  Issuing and the effective use of the ECOWAS Travel Certificate; 

 

iv) Adopting and the introduction of a single ECOWAS Passport; and 

 

v) Adopting and the introduction of a multi-country, Shengen-type visa. 

 

These bold steps, spearheaded by Nigeria, put ECOWAS and the West African sub-region in 

the enviable position of being the only sub-region in Africa where citizens can freely travel 

from one country to another without need of a visa. Although the Shengen-type ECOWAS 

Visa is yet to be implemented, the ECOWAS Passport has become a reality, being used by 

over 70% of Community Citizens. The state of implementation of these resolutions relating to 

the free movement of persons in the sub-region as at November 6, 2009 is summarized as 

follows: 

 

Table 6.2: State of Implementation of Protocols and Decisions Relating to the free 

Movement of Persons 

 

  Country 

 

Abolition of 

Entry Visa 

ECOWAS 

Travel Journal 

ECOWAS 

Passport 

ECOWAS 

Brown Card 

Benin 

4 January 1981 

 

Yes 

Yes Yes Yes 
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Burkina Faso 

6 April 1982 

Yes No No Yes 

Cape Verde 

11 June 1984 

Yes No No Island 

Cote d’Ivoire 

19 January 1981 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Gambia 

30 October 1980 

Yes Yes No Yes 

Ghana 

8 April 1980 

Yes No No Yes 

Guinea 

17 October 1979 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Guinea Bissau 

20 August 1979 

Yes No No Yes 

Liberia 

1 April 1980 

Yes No Yes No 

Mali 

5 June 1980 

Yes No No Yes 

Niger 

11 January 1980 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Nigeria  

12 September 1979 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Senegal 

12 May 1980 

Yes No Yes Yes 

Sierra Leone 

15 September 1982 

Yes Yes No Yes 

Togo 

9 December 1979 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Source: ECOWAS Commission 2009 

  

The third aspect of Nigeria’s engagement with ECOWAS is the issue of Peace and Security 

in the sub-region. As Muhammad Ibn Chambas, the erstwhile President of the ECOWAS 

Commission pointed out,  

ECOWAS started as an inter-governmental organization with a diplomatic and 

economic development agenda. However, it did not take long before 

ECOWAS realized the missing link in the equation: Peace and Security. The 

obvious nexus between peace, security and development cannot be over-

emphasized. Barely a decade after the creation of ECOWAS, conflicts 

emerged in Liberia and Sierra Leone as a phenomenon not confined to the 

borders of individual nation-states, but with serious regional implications both 

in its causes and effects (Ibn Chambas 2005). 

  

The details of Nigeria’s engagement with ECOWAS to address these crises and the 

emergence of ECOMOG are treated elsewhere in this book. In this chapter, we shall raise 

only three salient points. First, Nigeria was one of the first countries to realize the importance 

of Peace and Security in the ECOWAS equation and work with other member states towards 
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its realization. The first protocol on this issue, Protocol on Non-Aggression, was signed in 

Lagos in April 1978 when General Olusegun Obasanjo was the Chairman of ECOWAS. This 

spurred the subsequent adoption of related instruments, including the Protocol Relating to 

Mutual Assistance on Defence of 1981, which is usually cited “as the basis for the eventual 

establishment of ECOMOG.” (Laro 2002, p.1). 

 

Second, and despite the involvement of other member-states in the mobilization and 

deployment of troops the bulk of the troops, in both Liberia and Sierra Leone and the 

resources to support them eventually came from Nigeria. With the exception of General 

Arnold Quoinoo of Ghana who commanded the first ECOMOG contingent in August 1990, 

all subsequent commanders were equally from Nigeria (Laro 2002, p.5). Third, the two 

Nigerian military leaders who served during this period, General Ibrahim Babangida and 

General Sani Abacha were committed to the success of peace-keeping operations in the sub-

region. The establishment of the Standing Mediation Committee (SMC) which subsequently 

deployed troops to Liberia was considered a brain-child of General Babangida (Oche 2006, 

p.16) who was also made chairman of ECOWAS on July 6, 1991, during the height of the 

Liberia crisis. General Abacha was also closely involved not only in the deployment of troops 

to Sierra Leone as well as the re-instatement of President Tejan Kabbah after the coup of May 

25, 1997 by Major Johnny Paul Koroma. The ECOWAS Abuja Summit of August 28-29, 

1997 was decisive in placing a total embargo on the new military junta. General Abacha was 

made chairman of ECOWAS on August 6, 1994 and subsequently redrafted to serve 

ECOWAS from 1996 to 1998, apparently to deal with the persistent sub-regional crises. On 

the whole, it could be said that Nigeria, despite the encumbrances of its military dictatorships 

or perhaps because of them, was able to contribute significantly to the consolidation of peace 

and security in the sub-region. As Okwuosa pointed out, “the peace and security portfolio of 

ECOWAS has given that organization a pride of place on the continent,” to the extent that it 

is regarded as a model in sub-regional peace-keeping (2009, pp.4-5). 

 

The fourth aspect of Nigeria’s engagement with ECOWAS is the issue of Democracy and 

Good Governance. The emerging conflicts and crises in the 1980s and 1990s in several West 

African countries and the resultant instability convinced ECOWAS that there could be no 

meaningful development without peace and security. At the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, there was a further realization that the consolidation of peace, security and 

development was equally dependent on the pursuit of good governance. This realization was 
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further re-inforced by the changing political landscape of the sub-region. Ghana had had a 

stable democracy for several years. Senegal had a peaceful transition which saw the 

emergence of President Abdoulaye Wade. Most significantly, Nigeria had also just emerged 

from years of military dictatorship with the newly re-branded Chief Olusegun Obasanjo as 

democratic President. Nigeria had sufficient moral capital to expend in order to mobilize the 

sub-region in a convincing manner to face the challenges of good governance and 

development. It is therefore not surprising that at the Extra-Ordinary Summit of ECOWAS 

Heads of State and Government in Abuja on April 11, 2001, the final communiqué was very 

emphatic on the need to strengthen democracy in the sub-region, as the latter was generally 

viewed as the essential key to good governance. By December 2001, the Protocol on 

Democracy and Good Governance was adopted by the sub-regional organization, making the 

issue of political governance an integral part of the West African agenda. This growing 

sentiment for democracy and good governance has made it less difficult for members to 

sanction infringement of the democratic process and to support former President Umaru 

Musa Yar’Adua and President Dr. Goodluck Jonathan to enforce prescribed sanctions against 

Guinea and Niger.    
 

The Funding of ECOWAS 

Nigeria’s strategic interest in the development of ECOWAS, coupled with the size of its 

economy, make it the principal source of funds for ECOWAS activities both before and after 

the introduction of the Community Levy. The funding formula for ECOWAS, it should be 

pointed out, was a contentious issue from the inception of the organization and was one of the 

factors which delayed its take-off. Based on Article II of the Protocol Relating to the 

Contributions by Member States to the Budget of the Economic Community of West African 

States, Nigeria’s assessed contribution amounted to approximately 35% of the Community 

budget. Nigeria strongly objected and was granted a modest reduction. It was on account of 

this substantial financial contribution that Nigeria was able to justify the relocation of 

ECOWAS Headquarters from Togo to Lagos. As Nwoke stated, it also argued for:  

a weighted system of voting, so that voting power would be distributed 

according to contribution to the Community budget, a position that would 

have conferred veto power status on Nigeria in ECOWAS decision-making. 

That proposition failed because the other member states maintained that voting 

must be a function of sovereign equality instead of a function of money (2005, 

p.135-6). 

 

With introduction of the Community Levy in 2003, total revenues due to ECOWAS have 

recorded a substantial increase, appreciating by 97% in 2008. It is also clear that Nigeria, 
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with a contribution of 332,007,924 Units of Account (UA) between 1
st
 July 2003 and 31

st
 

December 2008, provided 59.93% of ECOWAS revenues during this period, making it by far 

the largest financial contributor in the sub-region. In fact, it has been argued that if Nigeria 

were to reconcile fully its accounts with ECOWAS, the quantum of its contribution may 

amount to about 80% (Field Notes, 2009). The assessments, deposits and balances relating to 

the Community Levy as at June 30, 2009 are given in Table 6.3. 
 

 

 

 

Table 6.3:  Summary of Member States Community Levy Deposits as at June 30, 2009 

Community Levy Assessments And Deposits as at 30
th

 June 2009 

Member 

 states 

 

CCY 

Assessment 

(CCY) 

Deposits 

(CCY) 

Balance 

(CCY) 

Total UA % 

Benin CFA 1,586,334,588.00 1,156,831,084.00 429,503,504.00 1,539,678 1.88 

Burkina Faso CFA 1,729,261,555.00 1,818,013,025.00 -88,751,470.00 2,420,824 2.95 

Cabo Verde ESC 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Cote D’Ivoire CFA 4,381,972,791.00 4,035,134,006.00 346,838,785.00 5,370,786 6.54 

Guinea GNF 5,312,981,000.00 0.00 5,312,981,000.00 0.00 0.00 

Guinea-

Bissau 

CFA 127,561,391.00 0.00 127,561,391.00 0.00 0.00 

The Gambia GMD 15,147,830.69 13,426,207.17 1,721,623.52 339,352 0.41 

Ghana CEDI 20,308,026.37 19,785,664.61 522,362.76 10,756,193 13.10 

Liberia USD 2,416,846.64 8,646,904.00 -6,230,057.36 5,787,843 7.05 

Mali CFA 1,878,216,172.00 1,993,288,508.00 115,072,336.00 2,652,891 3.23 

Niger CFA 1,024,375,876.00 741,563,809.00 282,812,067.00 987,549 1.20 

Nigeria  NAIRA 9,224,849,221.75 8,883,010,213.69 341,839,008.06 45,153,942 54.99 

Senegal CFA 3,393,379,981.00 3,466,992,199.00 -73,612,218.00 4,614,019 5.62 

Sierra Leone LE 2,508,518,931.59 2,484,647,341.58 23,871,590.01 544,600 0.66 

Togo CFA 1,503,888,922.00 1,460,382,028.00 43,506,894.00 1,944,208 2.37 

 Total (UA) 82,111,884 100.00 

Source: ECOWAS Briefs, 2009        

The problems of ECOWAS funding and related issues have begun to once again raise serious 

concerns among Nigeria’s regional integration stakeholders about the enormity of the 

nation’s sacrifices on behalf of ECOWAS and the lack of tangible returns from the nation’s 

investment in the organization. During the course of the field research for this paper, two 

major opinions emerged. First, that Nigeria should not remit more than 60% of the 

Community Levy to ECOWAS and that the outstanding 40% should be applied directly to 

supporting meaningful development projects within the sub-region. Those who champion this 
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opinion make reference to the top heavy bureaucracies of ECOWAS institutions and the 

inability of the commission to engage in any tangible developmental activity in the region.  

Table 6.4:  Breakdown of State, Population % and Financial Burden 

S/No Member State Population 

% 

Cumulative Financial Burden % 

1 Benin 3.03% 1.68% 

2 Burkina Faso 5.43% 2.22% 

3 C. Verde 0.17% 0.20% 

4 Cote D’Ivoire 7.15% 5.93% 

5 The Gambia 0.58% 0.59% 

6 Guinea 3.41% 0.39% 

7 Guinea – Bissau 0.55% 0.14% 

8 Ghana 8.08% 13.82% 

9 Liberia 1.18% 0.55% 

10 Mali 4.41% 2.54% 

11 Niger 5.19% 1.31% 

12 Nigeria  52.48% 59.93% 

13 Senegal 4.25% 7.55% 

14 Sierra Leone 1.93% 0.79% 

15 Togo 2.24% 2.33% 
  

Source: ECOWAS Briefs, 2009 

The second opinion holds that Nigeria should remain a faithful member of ECOWAS for the 

survival of the region and the progress of its people. This group also points out that Nigeria 

has worked assiduously to bring ECOWAS to where it is and any effort to scuttle these gains 

are not only short-sighted but counter-productive. It is therefore fundamental, according to 

this opinion, that Nigeria pay the ECOWAS the requisite attention it deserves and work with 

other members states to put in place a robust and purposeful Reform Agenda which would 

entail the following: 

i) Clear and unambiguous commitment to the development of the sub-region such that 

expenditure on Administration is curtailed at 40% of total revenues and the remaining 

60% expended on development projects within the Community. Any effort to expand 

the current bureaucracy must be subjected to a rigorous cost-benefit analysis before it 

is embarked upon. 
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ii) Fair formula of sharing responsibilities as well as benefits within the Community and 

ensuring that both the weak and the strong have a real stake in the sub-regional 

organization. 

iii) Recognition of Nigeria’s contributions to ECOWAS and ensuring that some 

privileges are allotted to it, including being a Permanent Commissioner of 

Administration and Finance (Field Notes, October 2009-January 2010).  

Systemic Challenges 

The development of ECOWAS over the last three decades was undoubtedly a challenging 

process which harboured as many expectations as it did disappointments. Some of these 

expectations have been realized with Nigeria in partnership with member states playing a 

significant role. However, systemic challenges still abound which seem to militate against the 

development of ECOWAS, diminish the leadership role of Nigeria and threaten to undermine 

the very basis of economic integration in the sub-region. The first fundamental challenge 

relates to problems associated with the implementation of the ECOWAS Trade Liberalization 

Scheme (ETLS). Bappah (2007) in an extensive evaluation of the scheme, has come to the 

conclusion that despite its take-off two decades ago, its achievements have been quite 

modest. Although over 807 enterprises and 2,536 products have registered under the ETLS 

and have benefited from it, the strong expectation that the ETLS would significantly improve 

trade among ECOWAS members, facilitate the flow of goods within the sub-region and 

encourage collective self-reliance has not been realized. A number of factors may be 

responsible for this failure. First, a substantial number of Non-Tariff barriers retard intra-

community trade within the sub-region. Bappah reported that all the enterprises he surveyed 

“responded negatively when asked if they were satisfied with the degree of freedom with 

which they moved their goods within the West African market” (2007, p.67). Second, there is 

also a low manufacturing capacity within the sub-region and the few industries at hand 

cannot maximally benefit from the raw materials being promoted by the ETLS. The few 

countries that have a larger manufacturing sector, like Nigeria, have not articulated a clear 

vision of facilitating the participation of their enterprises in intra-community trade. Lastly, 

there still remains the survival of protectionist tendencies which makes the implementation of 

a Common External Tariff (CET) rather difficult and arbitrary (See ECOWAS Report 2008, 

p.73-78). 
 

The second major challenge facing ECOWAS has been the inability of the sub-region to take 

concrete steps required to harmonize their monetary policies and work towards a single 
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currency. Progress in attaining macroeconomic convergence has been slow and the poor 

performance of many of the sub-regional economies makes realization of this objective a 

herculian task. 

It should also be pointed out that contradictory policies between the Francophone UEMOA 

Zone and the Anglophone West African Monetary Zone (WAMZ), especially as they relate to 

exchange rates with the former preferring a pegged exchange regime, have not helped in the 

harmonization of Monetary Policy As the ECOWAS Report stated, “any effort to develop a 

common strategy towards the adoption of a common currency in ECOWAS must, first of all 

resolve this policy difference. The choice of exchange rate regime is a critical area that must 

be reviewed if a single track approach is to be pursued successfully.” (2008, p.63) Nigeria has 

not been able to develop full confidence in the process of a West African Monetary Union 

and to establish effective partnerships necessary for its realization. 

The third major challenge for ECOWAS has been its inability to tackle poverty effectively 

and to promote Human Development in the sub-region. According to the UNDP Human 

Development Report (2009), ECOWAS Member States have some of the worst indices in the 

world with Niger Republic occupying the last position in the world with an HDI ranking and 

value of 182 and 0.340 respectively. Niger is closely followed by Sierra Leone (180
th

, 0.365), 

Mali (178
th

, 0.371), Burkina Faso (177
th

, 0.389), Guinea-Bissau (173rd, 0.396) and Guinea 

(170
th

, 0.435). The next batch of ECOWAS members in this category are Liberia (169
th

, 

0.442), Gambia (168
th

, 0.456), Senegal (166
th

, 0.464), Cote D’Ivoire (163
rd

,  0.484), Benin 

(161
st
, 0.492) and Togo (159

th
, 0.499). There are only three ECOWAS members which have 

an HDI score of 0.5 or above and these are Nigeria (158
th

, 0.511), Ghana (152
nd

, 0.526) and 

Cape Verde (121
st
, 0.708). As Okwuosa lamented, “the programmes that impact on the daily 

lives of citizens are so absent that one encounters more EU signposts on projects in the rural 

villages of ECOWAS States than those of ECOWAS itself. Ordinary citizens sometimes ask 

what ECOWAS is all about. This is an unhappy trend.” (2009, p.5)   

It is also important to take into account the fast growing population of the region which was 

just over 120 million when ECOWAS was established in 1975 and projected to increase to 

430 million by 2020. Forty-five (45%) of this population is estimated to be under 15 years, 

thereby putting West Africa in the unenviable position of having the youngest population in 

the world (Ibn Chambas 2005, 15). Urgent efforts to develop capacity must be put in place to 

cater for this population if peace and security is to be sustained in the sub-region. 

Nigeria and the Future of ECOWAS 
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In his lecture at the Founders Day of the Nigerian Institute of International Affairs (NIIA) in 

2004, the immediate past President of the ECOWAS Commission, Dr. Muhammad Ibn 

Chambers, identified the strategic importance of Nigeria to the West Africa Project and how 

the success of the Nigerian experience holds the key to West African integration. Ibn 

Chambas, however, could not hide his hopes and fears as well as the impediments which 

could hamper the realization of Nigeria’s full potential in the sub-region (2005, 21-23). The 

first issue raised by the President of the ECOWAS Commission is the importance of 

constitutional and democratic rule to enhancing the leadership role of Nigeria, thus: 

A democratic Nigeria in which there is respect for human rights, the rule of 

law, a culture of tolerance and dialogue, is morally better placed to mediate in 

the numerous conflicts plaguing the region and Africa (Ibid, p.22).  

Secondly, is the creation of a socio-economic environment, 

which is business-friendly and people-centred in which probity, transparency 

and accountability thrive and corruption uprooted. Such an environment will 

boost both domestic and foreign direct investment which, in turn, will create 

employment and opportunities for generating wealth. Additionally, the 

monetary and fiscal discipline that the reforms seek to attain will enable 

Nigeria meet several ECOWAS economic policy harmonization criteria for 

building a West Africa – wide customs union and the circulation of a single 

currency (2005, p.22). 
 

Two other issues raised by Ibn Chambas pertain to the dangers of protectionism and 

isolationism which strategically important countries are wont to engage in, particularly during 

periods of economic distress. According to Ibn Chambas,  

we must resist the temptation to protect local industries that are unwilling to 

make the necessary technological and managerial adjustments to compete 

effectively in the regional market. I dare say that producers who are unable to 

stand the fairly lax competition of the West African market will stand no 

chance of penetrating the wider African market, not to talk of the global 

market (2005, p.22). 

On isolationism, Ibn Chambas believes that Nigeria must lead the way in the implementation 

of ECOWAS Protocols on free movement of persons, goods, services and capital:  

Our goal of achieving a borderless West Africa can only be realized if our 

peoples are able to freely move about in West Africa as our forefathers did 

before colonialism brought about the existing boundaries. Free movement will 

help us increase trade amongst West African States. Increased trade means 

that more goods and services will be produced, increased production means, in 

turn, increased job creation and opportunities to fight poverty and increase 

wealth for our people (2005, p.23). 
 

The views and concerns of Ibn Chambas have also been echoed by other authors, especially 

those involved with economic integration policy. Oche (2006, p.23-25) drew attention to 
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factors which conspired to undermine the role of Nigeria in ECOWAS including economic 

stagnation and renewed French interests in the sub-region as well as allegations of 

domination by Nigeria over her smaller neighours. Nwoke raised the issue of Nigeria’s poor 

leadership image which undermines the effectiveness of its role in ECOWAS, (2005, p.138). 

“Charity,” according to Nwoke,” begins at home. Nigeria cannot provide effective sub-

regional leadership when we have not done so well in the area of leadership in Nigeria” (Ibid, 

p.138). Despite these shortcomings, Nigeria has been able to show a number of “good 

leadership directions” towards facilitating sub-regional integration. These include its Good 

Neighbourliness policy, the establishment of a Ministry of Co-operation and Integration in 

Africa as well as a Fast Track Initiative, in partnership with Ghana, to promote West African 

Integration. (Ibid, pp.140-141)  
 

It should also be pointed out that during the course of the fieldwork for this research, several 

issues have been raised especially by Nigeria’s regional integration stakeholders on the 

various impediments to Nigeria’s leadership role in ECOWAS and what needs to be done to 

remove these impediments. There is a general concern that Nigeria does not have a well-

articulated vision of what it wants in ECOWAS and in the West Africa Project as a whole. 

Many Nigerian officials even when they attend meetings do so without proper briefing; key 

issues are left unattended and there is no subsisting strategy to realize set goals and 

objectives. We pay the piper but have little knowledge and appreciation of the music he plays 

let alone dictate the tune. There is also a general lamentation even among technocratic 

stakeholders the integration process has not fully incorporated important key stakeholders. 

The former President of the ECOWAS Commission regretted the conspicuous absence of the 

Organized Private Sector (OPS) from “this evolving partnership in the integration process” 

(Ibn Chambas 2005, p.18). Civil society as well as community organizations are equally not 

involved at the national level. It is therefore essential to hold an ECOWAS Forum which will 

serve the purposes of advocacy, sensitization and mobilization by working with all 

stakeholders for the realization of ECOWAS objectives. 
 

Finally, many stakeholders believe that Nigeria must forge an effective partnership with key 

member states to ensure that ECOWAS focuses on infrastructural and socio-economic 

development. The current state of human development in the sub-region is seen as a great 

embarrassment. Plans to create an elected parliament as well as additional expenditure on 

ECOWAS institutions should be embarked on only when the financial resources to fund them 

are raised outside the budget. The future of ECOWAS lies with its ability to meaningfully 
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and significantly address the enormous developmental challenges facing the sub-region. 

Nigeria, as its principal financier, must guide it rightly to realize this cardinal objective.      

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the role of Nigeria in the formation of ECOWAS as well as its 

engagement with the regional organization over the last three decades. Nigeria’s efforts at 

establishing this veritable organization and the sacrifices it has made to fund and sustain its 

activities demonstrate not only its status as a regional power but also its commitment to 

promoting mutual self-reliance and socio-economic development in the sub-region. 

ECOWAS has recorded many outstanding achievements including freedom of movement of 

persons, residence and establishment; innovative Peace-keeping initiatives as well as 

institution-building. Nigeria’s leadership and its commitment to the sub-regional organization 

made these achievements possible. But ECOWAS is also being confronted with gargantuan 

problems in the areas of trade liberalization, monetary union, infrastructural as well as human 

development. These are equally Nigeria’s problems. In the face of rising, regional and 

developmental challenges, Nigeria must get play its destined role in leading ECOWAS. 
 

The promotion of regional integration has remained a cardinal principle of Nigeria’s foreign 

policy since independence, giving rise to one of the major achievements of Nigeria’s global 

engagement – the formation of ECOWAS. The fact that ECOWAS itself was formed during 

the terminal year of General Gowon’s military regime and that key achievements including 

the formation of ECOMOG and attempts to restore democracy in Liberia and Sierra Leone 

were recorded under the military leadership of General Babangida and General Abacha, 

indicate that despite the enormity of its socio-economic and political problems, Nigeria has 

endeavoured to play a crucial role in promoting regional development in West Africa. The 

country’s strategic leadership role will however depend on a number of factors. First, Nigeria 

will need to have a well-articulated West African agenda, with clear goals and objectives that 

will safeguard the development of the nation and the socio-economic wellbeing of the entire 

sub-region. Second, for Nigeria to exercise true leadership in the sub-region, it must begin to 

shore up its moral capital in the sub-region by developing a dynamic democratic culture and 

safeguarding the integrity of its governance and socio-economic institutions. Third, Nigeria 

must realize that the exercise of leadership requires effective engagement with other countries 

of the sub-region and develop effective partnerships to re-engineer and refocus the activities 

of ECOWAS on infrastructural and human development in order to garner a respectable place 

for the nation and indeed for the generality of Nigerians: a pride of place in the affairs of the 

sub-region.    
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Chapter 7 
 

Nigeria in the United Nations, the Commonwealth and the 

Non-Aligned Movement 
  

Okello Oculi 

 

Introduction 

This chapter places emphasis on what has been termed the ‘Balewa Doctrine’ as a guide to 

understanding Nigeria’s activities as a member of the United Nations, the Commonwealth 

and the Non-Aligned Movement. Key aspects of this doctrine include: the value that Nigeria 

places on an activist and creative manifestation of sovereignty and national independence; the 

promotion of freedom, justice, human rights and the rejection of colonial and post-colonial 

governance in Africa; the primacy of peace and security within and between nations; and the 

promotion of socio-economic development.   

Nigeria’s relations with the Commonwealth exhibit a peculiar record of bitter-sweet relations. 

In collaboration with India and Tanganyika, Nigeria in 1961 succeeded in expelling apartheid 

South Africa from the Commonwealth. Humiliated leaders of the racist regime in return 

supported Biafra in the 1967-1970 civil war (Ingelaere 2009, p.518). Five years later, 

Britain’s reluctance to sell arms to Nigeria may have played a role in the military leadership 

enacting harsh measures against Britain’s economic interests as a result of her resistance to 

majority rule in Zimbabwe (Whiteman 2008). This legacy of dramatic diplomatic relations 

within the Commonwealth will be discussed as well as creative roles played by Nigeria. 

Nigerian professionals working in specialized agencies of the United Nations and the 

Commonwealth have often played extraordinary roles relevant to Nigeria’s key areas of 

foreign policy. Records of two such performances will be noted. The chapter critically 

reviews Nigeria’s diplomatic score card and offers recommendations for reform. 

 

Nigeria and the United Nations 

In his speech at the UN Assembly on October 7, 1960, Prime Minister Balewa focused on a 

number of themes that have gained primacy in the subsequent five decades. Key was the right 

of Nigeria to avoid taking sides in the cold war, though Nigeria would remain committed to 

the Commonwealth as the nation “was proud to have been accepted as a member” (Obiozo 

1985, p.190). Another was the rejection of the immediate establishment of a Union 

Government in Africa as it would not be practicable in the immediate future. However, 

sustained relations and consultations between states were welcome and would evolve into a 

political union as a “natural result”. 
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As an early illustration of the import of Balewa’s speech for future policies, his notion of the 

formation of regional groupings in Africa as an intermediate stage towards an African Union 

Government gave impetus to the creation in 1975 of ECOWAS. Regional groupings are 

assigned a significant role in the Charter of the United Nations and it was not out of place for 

Balewa to anticipate them as the future of Nigeria’s foreign policy. 

Third was the rejection of the use of military coups or support for opposition parties who 

undermine the authority of properly chosen leaders of African states. Such measures, Balewa 

warned with considerable foresight, could become a major threat to peace, security and 

stability in Africa (Obiozor 1985, p.195).  The value that subsequent Nigerian governments 

would place on playing an active role in preserving international peace and security would be 

evidenced by over 250,000 Nigerian troops participating in ten different peace-keeping 

operations between 1960 and 1995 (Ohumoibhi 2008, p.231).  For a country with a non-

industrialised economy but with the ability to support military weapons and logistics, Nigeria 

promoted a vital United Nations goal by supplying human resources. The country would also 

benefit by receiving additional training for military personnel.  

Fourth was Balewa’s preference for aid from multilateral United Nations agencies; deemed 

independent of political strings placed by major powers during the bi-polar cold war era. For 

instance, his government was apprehensive of accepting scholarships awarded by Socialist 

bloc countries that could prove to be opportunities to indoctrinate Nigeria’s youths with 

radical socialist values.  

Collaborative Activities within the United Nations 

In subsequent decades Nigeria’s role in the United Nations and its agencies has run on 

several tracks. Nigeria succeeded in winning a seat as a non-permanent member of the 

Security Council during the 1966/1967 sessions in order to ensure that the body did not 

provide support to Biafra during the civil war. This strategic move would later be used to 

enhance Nigeria’s global diplomatic status as a key player in promoting the UN’s 

commitment to achieving decolonization and independence in southern Africa. Competing 

with neighbouring Niger Republic, Nigeria also contested for a seat as a non-permanent 

member of the Security Council during the 1978-1979 sessions. The country’s delegation 

won a hard-fought battle during the sixth round of voting by the General Assembly, receiving 

the required two-thirds majority vote. One vital vote may have come from fulfilling a 

promise previously made by General Gowon to pay salaries of civil servants of a Caribbean 

island country (Interview with Wigwe 2009). 
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Nigeria joined non-Commonwealth leaders to expel apartheid South Africa from membership 

in the United Nations. Prime movers within the corridors and chambers of the United Nations 

secretariat in New York were Ambassadors Salim Ahmed Salim of Tanzania, Leslie 

Harriman of Nigeria and Ahmadu Cisse of Senegal. Salim recalled that when Abdul-Aziz 

Bouteflika of Algeria assumed the Presidency of the General Assembly in 1974, the African 

Group sought and received his cooperation: 

For fifteen years an overwhelming vote by the United Nations General 

Assembly  (in condemnation of apartheid in South Africa) would be 

interpreted by the President of the United Nations General Assembly as 

‘a warning and moral abhorrence of apartheid’. With Bouteflika as 

President, he assured us: ’Salim I will do my duty’. With votes from 

Africa, Asia and the Socialist Bloc, South Africa was expelled from the 

United Nations. The United States, Europe and two Latin American 

countries abstained (Salim 2009). 

Permanent representatives of Nigeria and Tanzania were part of a larger collective effort to 

include Nigeria, located in far away West Africa as a member of the Frontline States. Nigeria 

won this status through the vigorous, sustained and significant diplomatic, financial and 

military resources invested in support for the Liberation Committee of the Organisation of 

African Unity (Nnoli 1989, p.262). 

Nigeria was also in the forefront of diplomatic actions opposing the racist European-settler 

government in Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Portuguese colonial domination in 

Mozambique, Angola and Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde, and in support of independence 

for South-West Africa (now Namibia). The country gave $400,000 to officials of South West 

Africa Peoples Organisation (SWAPO) to support diplomatic lobbying at the UN and 

$165,674 to train future officials that would administer an independent Namibia. (Ohumoibhi 

2008). In 1977 the Obasanjo regime hosted a joint world conference at the United Nations 

which committed participating countries to undertake Action Against Apartheid. Ambassador 

Harriman as Chairman of the United Nations Committee for Action Against Apartheid 

alerted the Nigerian government of the UN Secretariat’s interest in holding such a 

conference. Three themes were important to Nigeria: (1) a focus on the danger to 

international peace and security posed by South Africa’s becoming highly militarized, 

including the acquisition of nuclear power; (2) a focus on rallying African support for armed 

struggle and liberation movements fighting against apartheid; and (3) condemnation of 

governments (including Israel and Britain) with considerable investments in South Africa as a 

record of sales of arms to that country (Obasanjo 1990, p.142). 

Obasanjo’s call for punitive action against “enterprises and organizations that are party to the 

system” of apartheid in southern Africa would be manifested in 1979 when his government 
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nationalized British Petroleum (at a value of over 2 billion Naira) as well as Barclays Bank. 

The regime also banned government ministries from awarding contracts to British firms. 

Barring opportunities to bid for contracts in Nigeria’s booming oil economy was bound to 

have “a biting effect on the British economy”. The decision protected against future reversal 

by the incoming civilian administration with a decree requiring any decision to overturn to be 

approved by the National Assembly (Obasanjo 1990). This bilateral act was part of a wider 

African call for the ban of sales of arms to South Africa and support for majority rule in 

Zimbabwe. 

What has received little attention is the struggle by Nigeria’s diplomats and nationals within 

UN agencies over policy issues. Unlike African countries which can be intimidated by donor 

countries with threats of aid funds being cut for standing firm on positions at policy-making 

sessions, Nigeria, since the post-civil war oil revenues, “can say certain things which other 

African countries fear to say” at policy meetings of Specialised UN agencies (Aghaulor 

2009).  

At sessions of the World Health Assembly of the World Health Organisation, (WHO), 

Professor Eyitayo Lambo, Nigeria’s Minister of Health, initiated many debates concerning 

socio-economic issues that affect health while Professor Ransome Kuti pushed for emphasis 

on Primary Health Care (PHC) as more relevant for African countries (Okello 2009). 

Nigeria has also drawn up proposals for a collective African welfare at the United Nations 

General Assembly. As Chairman of the African Union, President Obasanjo in 2003 reiterated 

the continent’s demand for the structural democratization of the United Nations for the 

benefit of fair representation for Africa’s interests. He stated: 

How can the United Nations continue to perpetuate and justify a 

situation whereby Africa is the only continent without a Permanent 

Seat in the Security Council? In order to promote reform and 

democratization of the Security Council, Africa, with 53 member 

states, should be allocated at least two permanent seats commensurate 

not only with the continents’ size but its track record of contributing 

to the maintenance of international peace and security (Ogwu & Alli 

2007, p.40). 

Attaining permanent seats for Africa in the UN Security Council would almost certainly see 

Nigeria as a major contender for one of the seats and would carry a collective benefit for 

Africa. Governing boards of UNDP, UNICEF and UNFPA are “dominated by donor 

countries” with developing countries having limited impact on policy decisions. A permanent 

seat by Nigeria in the Security Council would augment her strength in opposing anti-African 

views of donor countries (Saleh 2009).  
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Some have suggested that under Kofi Annan’s leadership, policy making within UN agencies 

increasingly assumed a hostile North-South divide. As an example, G-77 countries 

collaborated with China to stalemate adoption of the UNDP’s Medium-term Strategic 

Framework because “they felt (that) it reflected creeping conditionality and were unhappy 

about how much they have been consulted”. Half of the 36 members of the UNDP Executive 

Board felt that emphasis on human rights and open elections were “impositions of a particular 

(North) view” (Sale 2009). The perception that richer Northern countries exert greater control 

over the UN strengthens the validity of Nigeria’s call for a collectivist strategic positioning of 

two African countries as permanent members of the Security Council. 

In 2000, Nigeria took Africa’s struggle against global corruption to the UN General 

Assembly and succeeded in the General Assembly’s adoption of a resolution “not only 

condemning corruption and illegal transfer of funds abroad” but also “calling for the 

repatriation of such funds to their countries of origin” (Oche 2005, p.165). The novel linking 

of corruption to countries that receive stolen funds imposed on them responsibility and 

obligation for removing such funds from investment within their own economies. 

Notwithstanding difficulties in implementing the resolution, it lifted the convenient cover that 

responsibility for corruption within African countries was one-sidedly African. In response, 

Britain enacted legislation by which corrupt companies could be prosecuted under Section 

108 and 109 of the Anti-Terrorism, Crime, and Security Act 2000. On September 25, 2009 

British company Mabey & Johnson pleaded guilty to charges by the British Serious Fraud 

Office (SFO) of bribing ministers in Ghana’s National Democratic Congress government 

(Doudu 2009, p.10-11), establishing an important precedent. 

Nigeria and Democratization of the UN 

Military President General Ibrahim Babangida travelled to the United Nations in 1990 to 

strongly advocate that Africa receive at least two seats as permanent members of the UN 

Security Council (Interview with Ghazali 2010). The committee of the UN General Assembly 

charged with drafting a resolution on reform, “Open-Ended Working Group on the Question 

of Equitable Representation and Increase in the Membership of the Security Council 

(OEWG)”, had continued to meet for over a decade in search of a consensus. African 

countries, however, could not agree on the option of permanent membership without veto 

power, a provision which South Africa and Nigeria accepted (Fasulo 2004, p.51). 

Vigorous public debate inside Nigeria over strategies for mounting an effective campaign for 

achieving Nigeria’s election posed the challenge of determining arguments for the special 

contribution Nigeria would make as a permanent member. Coming decades after the collapse 
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of apartheid and colonialism across Africa outside Western Sahara focus has shifted to 

placing emphasis on the potential role of culture; human resource development; and 

promotion of democratic governance and justice (Gambari 2005). 

Between 1978 and 1999 Nigeria’s external debt grew from $2.2 billion to $28.6 billion (Oche 

2005, p.162). General Babangida’s acceptance of measures stipulated in the Structural 

Adjustment Programme (SAP) as dictated by the Bretton Woods institutions deepened the 

economic crisis facing his regime. To deal with the crisis the regime developed a strategy to 

link foreign policy to the promotion of Nigeria’s economic interests. The notion of 

“economic diplomacy” was expressed by General Babangida in his speech at the United 

Nations General Assembly. Nigeria’s voice became muffled as he pleaded for debt relief and 

private investment. Olusanya links the emergence of this foreign policy thrust to seminars 

and lectures held at the Nigerian Institute of International Affairs, (a think-tank with close 

ties to the presidency) between 1986 and 1990 (Olusanya 2008). A Nigerian voice that had 

stoutly and often arrogantly used the podium and committee rooms of the UN to insist that it 

enforce principles in its Charter to the benefit of freedom and justice in Africa, now sounded 

less strident. 

In the late 1970s, Nigeria participated in drafting the “Law of the Sea”. Chief Richard 

Akinjide served as Chairman of the Committee charged with the task. President Shagari and 

President Nyerere of Tanzania represented Africa in inaugural talks between leaders of 

developed industrialized countries and those of poorer economies - what came to be known 

as the “North-South Dialogue”. He would later support Salim Ahmed Salim of Tanzania’s 

nomination as the candidate of the Organisation of African Unity to contest for election as 

Secretary General of the United Nations. Salim’s victory was vetoed by the United States; a 

bitter diplomatic event which Shagari greatly regretted.  

Nigeria as an advocate of core principles of the inviolability of the sovereignty of member 

states opposed Tanzania’s war in Uganda and the expulsion of President Idi Amin.  However, 

under General Sani Abacha, its own internal affairs became a target of severe criticism by the 

United Nations. Appeals were made not to violate the human rights of prominent prisoners 

Generals Shehu Musa Yar’Adua, Olusegun Obasanjo and Chief M.K.O. Abiola. The Third 

Committee of the United Nations General Assembly passed a resolution condemning Nigeria 

and called on the UN Human Rights Commission to give “urgent attention” to the situation 

(Shehu Musa Yar’Adua Foundation 2004, p.289). 

Using public funds to pay public relations consultants for image laundering and to rescue 

African governments in financial crisis, the Abacha regime was able to tease out 
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commendation from a visiting investigation team from the UN (Oyediran & Agbaje 1999, 

p.325). Senior officials in the presidency affirmed to the UN team that his government would 

restore to the courts power to issue writ of Habeas Corpus which had been terminated by 

Decree 14 of 1994; and that the right of appeal would be granted from draconian special 

tribunals to civil courts. A 1996 UN Mission stated that: “Our meetings and discussions with 

General Sani Abacha and others have given us the impression that the Head of State is 

sincere in his commitment to restore civil democratic rule by October 1, 1998”. (Oyediran & 

Agbaje 1999, p. 324).  Abacha died two years later without fulfilling the promise made to the 

UN team.  

Nigeria and the Non-Aligned Movement 

Whiteman (2008) reports that when in August 1960 Balewa declared in a speech that non-

alignment would be the anchor of Nigeria’s foreign policy, it aroused considerable alarm 

among top British colonial officials in Nigeria, suggesting to them that he shared radical anti-

neocolonial views of leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah, Abdel Nasser and Surkhano.  

However, Nigeria’s commitment to the Non-Aligned Movement had not been significant 

among conservative ruling circles at independence; its promotion by more radical leaders 

rendering it suspect to conservative leadership in Nigeria. British penetration of Nigeria’s 

agencies for public socialization, including the language of instruction in educational 

institutions, the media and missionaries promoting Christian religion, made for a strong pro-

British orientation within the political class (Akinyemi 1989). President Shagari’s 

government ignored the legendary world heavy weight boxing champion Mohammed Ali 

when he visited Nigeria as President Jimmy Carter’s envoy with a mission to persuade 

Nigeria to boycott the Moscow Olympics of 1980. Nigeria saw the boycott as part of 

America’s cold war offensive against the Soviet Union. Though Nigeria had opposed the 

Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan because it saw the move as a cold war measure to 

increase the vulnerability of NATO’s access to vital oil wells in the Persian Gulf as well as 

naval resources in the Indian Ocean (Shagari 2006).  

Bolaji Akinyemi, as President Babangida’s foreign minister, was however not impressed by 

non-alignment as a policy guide and convened a conference in Lagos to seek an international 

stamp of approval to his brainchild “The Concert of Medium Powers”. The organization was 

to serve as a bridge between poor states in the South and the rich states in the North, though 

the assembled delegates renamed the meeting a forum and dismissed it as an American-

inspired plot to undermine the solidarity of the Non-Aligned Movement (Olusanya 2008, 
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p.175). The new body apparently excluded Tanzania and Cuba both of whom were influential 

in their respective regions and strong pillars within the Non-Aligned Movement.  

Akinyemi was reflected the leaning of his boss of whom Prime Minister Margaret 

commented after their meeting in 1989: “We also saw eye-to-eye about the dangers of Soviet 

and Cuban involvement in Africa” (Whiteman 2008, p.267). Coming after the Murtala-

Obasanjo regime’s aggressive objection to American and British opposition to the MPLA in 

Angola in the mid-1970s and its welcoming of Cuba’s military defeat of invading South 

African troops inside Angola, this seeming foreign policy turn-around was a major turning 

point in Nigeria’s foreign policy (Castro 2007, p.468). 

Nigeria and the Commonwealth  

Nigeria has had a record of troubled relations with the Commonwealth since October 1, 1960 

when it gained automatic membership by virtue of its not having yet become a republic. In 

1961 Nigeria joined with others to expel apartheid South Africa. In 1965, it broke diplomatic 

ground by hosting a meeting of the organisation in Lagos, setting a precedent for an 

organization which had never before met outside London. Nigeria had apparently earned this 

right when she offered Prime Minister Harold Wilson breathing space in negotiating with 

members of the body who were bound by an OAU resolution to break relations with Britain if 

she did not halt the momentum of rebel leader Ian Smith’s Unilateral Declaration for 

Independence for Rhodesia in contempt of majority rule.  

Nigeria’s role in the expulsion of South Africa from the Commonwealth confirmed fears 

among white settler rulers across southern Africa that a new and dangerous power had arrived 

on the continent. Nasser’s 1952 revolution which overthrew a pro-British monarchy in Egypt 

and Sudan’s independence on January 1, 1956, did not immediately raise alarm because they 

had both opted to stay outside of the Commonwealth. Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana had placed 

priority on building anti-colonial movements and a momentum towards a United States of 

Africa.  Nigeria’s action was, therefore, likely to arouse counter-offensive initiatives from 

South Africa and her allies. Her intelligence operatives would also be expected to explore 

prospects for establishing vital friendship among the crop of Nigeria’s military officers who 

served in the United Nations mission in the 1960-1965 Congo crisis.   

Nigeria’s more recent troubled relations with the Commonwealth occurred when, after being 

party to the 1991 Harare Declaration on principles of good political governance, she 

committed acts which violated its vital aspects. For example, annulment of a June 12, 1993 

presidential election which observers deemed free and fair raised condemnation from the 

Commonwealth. Abiola’s supporters protested in Lagos and Ibadan that their rights of speech 
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and freedom of assembly were violated. Newspapers were banned, journalists detained and 

critics assassinated. But the tipping point was the execution of Ken Saro Wiwa and nine 

Ogoni activists whose trial was seen as a kangaroo judicial process. Despite efforts by 

President Nelson Mandela to seek clemency, Saro Wiwa and his compatriots were hanged on 

the eve of the Commonwealth Heads of Governments Meeting in New Zealand on October 

31, 1995. 

Saro Wiwa had gained international visibility as an environmental campaigner against the 

spillage of oil and gas flaring in the Niger Delta which destroyed agricultural lands and 

fisheries and polluted drinking water in many communities. Salim A. Salim who was at the 

time the Secretary General of the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) reports that President 

Nelson Mandela “did not want Nigeria suspended from the Commonwealth but Tom Ikimi 

(Nigeria’s Foreign Minister during the Oakland CHOGM in New Zealand) was determined to 

show that Nigeria could not be pushed around”, thereby alienating even the country’s friends 

(Salim 2009).  

Following his assumption of power as an elected president of Nigeria in 1999, Obasanjo 

completed Nigeria’s return to the Commonwealth through the hosting of the meeting of its 

Heads of State and Governments, at which the British monarch, last in Nigeria in 1956, was 

in attendance. Both Gowon and Shagari had invited her but each had been overthrown by 

military coups before she could come.  

Nigeria has attempted to assist needy members of the Commonwealth while receiving 

assistance from others. For example, between 1985 and 2009, Nigeria’s National War 

College (later National Defence College) trained top military officers from Commonwealth 

countries Gambia, Lesotho, Mozambique, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia. By 2009, 

graduates of the College included the Chief of Army Staff of Namibia, and the Chiefs of 

Naval and Air Staff, respectively, of Ghana. To underline the character of the programme as 

military aid Nigeria paid the full cost of training. Nigeria has sent her own officers for 

training to Indian and Pakistani defence academies.  

In the civilian sector, Nigeria has benefited from the Commonwealth Scholarship scheme as 

well as the Rhodes Scholar programme through which many Nigerians obtained higher 

qualifications from institutions in Commonwealth countries. Emeka Anyaoku, former 

Secretary General of the Commonwealth, reports that when the 1966 Lagos Conference of 

Commonwealth Heads of Government failed to convince Prime Minister Harold Wilson to 

use force to terminate Ian Smith’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence in Rhodesia, 

Nigeria came up with the  face-saving measure of Britain funding the establishment a Special 
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Commonwealth Programme of Assistance to train Rhodesian Africans to prepare for the 

administration of an independent Zimbabwe. In 2000 the programme sought to train 8,500 

Namibians (Anyaoku 2004, p.67-69).  

Nigeria’s most positive period of relations with the Commonwealth came with the election of 

one of her former diplomats, Emeka Anyaoku, as Secretary General. Anyaoku reports that ten 

years after independence, Nigeria offered Colonel Theophilus Danjuma to Chair a Court 

Martial in St. Kitts-Nevis-Anguila Commission. When Bangladesh broke away from 

Pakistan, Anyaoku’s shuttle diplomacy across Commonwealth countries in West Africa 

(Ghana, Gambia, Sierra Leone and Nigeria) and Tanzania won tentative diplomatic 

recognition for the new state.   

In 1992 Ben Nwabueze, a professor of Constitutional Law, was appointed by President Arap 

Moi of Kenya to undertake the task of “adapting Kenya’s constitution to serve the transition 

to multi-party elections”; a process  tenaciously fought for  by opposition political parties and 

civil society groups, but much resisted by Moi’s government. As the regime was increasingly 

turning to violence against the opposition this offered to pave a vital path to peaceful political 

transition. 

In 2008 former President Obasanjo intervened to resolve the post-2007 election political 

stalemate between President Kibaki’s ruling Peoples’ National Union (PNU) and Odinga’s 

Orange Democratic Movement (ODM). Both parties were convinced that each had won the 

presidential election as the opposition ODM had won a majority of seats in Parliament while 

the ruling PNU insisted it had won the presidency. The stalemate resulted in inter-communal 

violence unprecedented in Kenya’s post-colonial politics in which over 1,500 people died and 

an estimated 650,000 people were internally displaced. Obasanjo reportedly drew Odinga’s 

attention to the fact that Kibaki had resisted pressure from those who sought intervention of 

the armed forces against the opposition. Such violence would have provoked temporary 

international verbal condemnation but the international community would have eventually 

settled back to offer Kibaki diplomatic recognition after protests had died down. Odinga 

relented and accepted to serve in a coalition government in which he shared power with PNU 

as the First Prime Minister. That President Obasanjo had, before leaving office in May 2007, 

began selling crude oil to Kenya’s refinery at a concessionary price prior to the post-2007 

election violence, must have had a cushioning effect in his mediation talks with Kenya’s 

warring politicians (Interview with Wigwe 2009).  

Obasanjo also introduced the novel practice of serving as “Chairman-in-Office”. “Obasanjo 

made a point of actively following Commonwealth dossiers during his two years as 
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Chairman, and it has been said that no other Commonwealth leader has visited the 

Commonwealth secretariat in London to talk to its staff” (Whiteman 2008, p.271). He 

publicly praised the role played by Prime Minister Tony Blair and his Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, Gordon Brown, in pushing the Paris Club of debtor nations to cancel the 

country’s $18 billion in debt on condition that Nigeria paid $6 billion arrears of interest 

charges.  

New Horizons 

Beyond a review of the record of the last five decades it is useful to chart future policy 

directions. Saleh (interview 2009) and Balogun (interview 2009) have independently 

proposed that Nigeria needs to  establish dedicated funds  inside UNDP, UNICEF, and other 

UN agencies  to enable  support  for Nigerian professionals to work within these institutions 

in rotational schedules to allow Nigeria openings for influencing policy options inside their 

governing boards (Branch & Cheeseman 2009, p.213). This would also enable Nigeria to 

advance its nationals using UN resources. “Such inside knowledge would, furthermore, 

strengthen the quality of Nigeria’s contributions and provide it leverage within the General 

Assembly. Such funding would also enable Nigeria to insist that, if, as an example, eight 

people were to be recruited for the implementation of a UNDP program, 50 per cent would be 

Nigerians (Interview Balogun 2009). 

Officials who serve at Nigeria’s Permanent Mission in New York work under severe 

limitations due to limited resources at the research and planning division of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. Lack of a rich library at the Ministry and lack of access to Internet and 

information technology communications also constitute serious challenges to staff.  

With perhaps the exception of the Ministry of Women Affairs, most Nigerian ministries fail 

to prepare working materials required by Nigeria’s officials at the UN Secretariat in New 

York and agencies located in Vienna, Paris, Rome and Nairobi to conduct deliberations and 

negotiations over resolutions and agenda items of various committees of the UN General 

Assembly. Moreover, apart from induction training at the beginning of their career, most 

diplomats working in the UN and its specialized agencies find themselves without further 

training while having to confront increasingly sophisticated delegations from mainly non-

African countries (Interview with Wigwe 2009). Unlike other delegations which may feature 

individuals specialized in specific fields (such as wood or genetically modified seeds) 

working with dossiers prepared in coordination prior to committee sessions, Nigeria’s 

delegations often consist of officials from diverse ministries who may meet at the conference 
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for the first time with agencies jostling over policy turf. These lapses deserve urgent attention 

as befits a country aspiring to lead Africa (Interview Wigwe 2009).  

Under the changed post-cold war circumstances in which the United Nations Security 

Council increasingly exercises powers that intrude into domestic governance in member 

countries, Nigeria’s diplomats at the United Nations should give primacy to ensuring that the 

Security Council implements the charge outlined for it. If Nigeria gains the status of a 

permanent member of the Security Council, Gambari argues, they should ensure that the 

United Nations: 

… provide(s) global leadership and vision in the urgent quest for alternatives to the  

currently dominant policies and relationships which generate inequality and sow seeds 

of turmoil and conflicts throughout the world (Gambari 2005, p.198). 

Nigeria’s use of the Security Council to promote the realization of human development 

would end what appeared as loss of focus and a “one point agenda” when apartheid ended 

(Ghazali 2010). 

Conclusion 

The chapter has drawn attention to key themes in the speech on Nigeria’s foreign policy by 

Prime Minister Abubakar Tafawa Balewa at the UN General Assembly on October 7, 1960 

and argued that these have continued to be reflected in foreign policy paths followed by 

successive regimes. Major exceptions occurred during the regimes of Generals Ibrahim 

Babangida and Sani Abacha for different reasons. General Obasanjo adopted combative 

relations within the arenas of the United Nations and the Commonwealth during his military 

regime but assumed a more conciliatory and cooperative posture as a democratically elected 

leader while promoting very significant initiatives. President Shagari scored rare feat of 

restraining Nigeria’s ambition to field a candidate to serve as Secretary General of the United 

Nations in order to support Tanzania’s candidate.  
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Chapter 8 

 

Nigeria, OPEC and the Middle East 

 

Abubakar Siddique Mohammed 

 

Introduction 

The history of oil is the history of a struggle for power. Marked by conflicting relations 

between actors whose motivations are not strictly economic, oil has been used as a weapon in 

international relations by both producers and buyers. This is the context for any attempt to 

understand the relationship between Nigeria, OPEC and the Middle East. While the early 

phase of the development of Nigeria’s oil industry owed a great deal to the geopolitics of 

Arab North Africa and the Middle East, the country’s membership in OPEC has had a far-

reaching impact on both the international political economy of oil and Nigeria’s development 

efforts. 

 

From the onset, many factors combined to destine Nigeria to play a major role in the 

international oil industry and ensured that major oil consuming and producing countries 

would directly and indirectly influence the country’s internal politics and its international 

relations. Nigeria is situated in the Atlantic Basin, closer to the United States and Europe than 

the Middle East which boasts of most of the major global crude oil producing countries, such 

as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iraq. Though Nigeria has a large Muslim population and has had 

long contact with the Middle East, especially Saudi Arabia, it has nevertheless been removed 

from the many conflicts of the region with their attendant disruptions in oil production. An 

important advantage for the Nigerian oil industry is the quality of its sulphur free crude. Its 

flagship, Bonny Light, compares favourably with the Arabian Light of Saudi Arabia. These 

factors explain why Nigeria has on several occasions played a major if not critical role in the 

global oil market. The development of the Nigerian oil industry, however, has gone through 
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phases, each of which has been influenced by the country’s internal political dynamics, the 

role of major actors in OPEC and the general global political and economic situations. 

The Early Phase 
 

In 1914 the British colonial administration enacted the Colonial Mineral Ordinance to 

regulate the oil industry, which vested complete ownership rights of Nigeria’s oil in the 

British Crown. The ordinance also restricted issuance of mining leases to Her Majesty’s 

subjects and/or British companies, which ensured that the industry remained for some years 

the exclusive preserve of British companies. Prior to this legislation in 1908, a German 

company, the Nigerian Bitumen Corporation, had been given a license by the colonial 

administration to explore for oil in Nigeria. It drilled fourteen wells in the Lagos area but the 

outbreak of World War I terminated operations. 

 

In 1937 Shell-D’Arcy, an Anglo-Dutch consortium of Royal Dutch Shell and British 

Petroleum was formed, signalling renewed interest in exploration activities in Nigeria. The 

company was in 1938 awarded an Oil Exploration License which covered the whole of the 

country and gave the company the right to choose where and when to explore for oil.  The 

outbreak of the Second World War halted its activities, but exploration resumed in 1946. In 

1956, Shell D’Arcy, which had then become Shell-BP, discovered oil in commercial quantity 

at Oloibiri. Two years later, in 1958, oil tanker Hemifusus lifted Nigerian crude oil for the 

world market, with a daily production of 5,000 barrels. Before 1955, Shell-BP had enjoyed a 

monopoly status over the Nigerian oil industry determining where and when to produce. 

According to Pearson by “1957 Shell-BP had reduced its acreage to 40,000 square miles of 

Oil Prospecting Licenses. Of this acreage Shell-BP converted nearly 15,000 square miles into 

Oil Mining Leases (OML’s) in 1960 and 1962 and returned the residual to the Nigerian 

government” (Pearson 1970, p.15). The remaining acreage was then allocated to the new 

entrants Tenneco, Gulf, Agip, Safrap and Philips as onshore OELS.  Later, Esso, Safrap and 

Great Basins were allocated additional onshore OEL. The offers continued when in 1960 

Nigeria divided its offshore continental shelf into twelve blocks of approximately 1,000 

square miles each. Four of these went to Shell-BP, two were secured by Gulf, two by Mobil 

and two by Texas Overseas (Pearson, 1970, p.18). It took Shell-BP 20 years, (1938-1958) to 

start producing although, “as far back as 1946, they were sure that oil was available” (Usman 

1979, p.22). That it determined the “pace of development of the petroleum economy in 

Nigeria” was partly explained by the monopoly situation it enjoyed; as well as the 
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international context at the time when the Anglo-American oil companies controlled the 

industry in the capitalist world and co-ordinated global production and sale. Shell-BP not 

only chose the best fields but it also underpaid Nigeria, taking advantage of the country’s 

weak legislation. For example, on the average Shell-BP paid $190 per 1,000 barrels in 

1957/58 to 1965/66 in contrast to between $270 and $340 paid in other countries (Schatzl 

1969, p.11). 

 

Despite the fact that colonial oil policy determined the production and export of crude oil, as 

Frynas (2000, p.11) noted, the quantity produced was in comparative terms very small. 

Indeed at the time of independence in 1960, Canada, Qatar, Brunei and Trinidad, all members 

of the British Commonwealth, produced more oil than Nigeria whose share was only 1.8% of 

total British Commonwealth crude production. While Nigeria’s oil industry at the time of 

independence was insignificant, it had potential for future expansion, though there was no 

serious plan to develop the capacity of Nigerians to participate actively in the industry.  

The Post Independence Phase 
 

The post independence administration of Balewa continued with the policy inherited from the 

colonial administration. The Report of the Crude Oil Sales Tribunal notes that the Balewa 

administration “during the period 1960 to January 15, 1966 did not include oil within their 

scheme of things and consequently did not evolve an oil policy” (1980, p.14). Apart from 

allocation of acreage to the transnational oil companies, the government’s only obvious 

practical link with the oil industry was through the petroleum section of the Ministry of 

Finance which collected petroleum profit tax. A dearth of indigenous technical expertise 

resulted in Nigerian authorities remaining in the dark about operations of the industry. The 

Balewa administration did not know the “true extent of the country’s reserves [and was 

unfamiliar] with the ramifications that oil production might have” (Pearson 1970, p.136). The 

post independence administration’s lack of capacity regarding developments in the oil 

industry were illustrated by the fact that discussion of this important sector has always been 

in generalities... Any meaningful policy regarding the petroleum industry has therefore not 

been possible beyond broad guidelines” (NDP 1970, p.162). 

 

In 1965, the Port Harcourt Oil Refinery was “established primarily to meet domestic 

requirement for refined petroleum products,” (ibid) after persistent demand by government. It 
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was built to refine only 38,000b/d and refined crude for the transnational oil companies 

which effectively screened it from the market” by controlling marketing and distribution. 

However, developments on the global petroleum scene which ultimately culminated in the 

formation of OPEC had a profound effect on the Nigerian energy scene, especially in shaping 

its petroleum policy. 

The Formation of OPEC 
 

Before the mid-1960s, the crude oil market was dominated by the United States. The 

emergence of former Soviet bloc countries in North Africa and the Middle East, as well as 

Venezuela and Iran as major players, resulted in the emergence of multiple markets and 

declining US dominance of the global oil industry. This development brought into question 

the international price fixing method which was anchored on factors determined by the US oil 

industry; its organizational system, its production costs and the productivity of its oil 

industry. Potentially, the United States and the former Soviet bloc were self-sufficient, but 

while the US was becoming a net importer, the Soviet bloc was a net exporter which 

introduced new dynamics in global energy politics.  

 

Broadly speaking, a polarization of supply and demand existed. Venezuela (which was later 

to become the initiator of OPEC), the Middle East and North Africa had minimal demand in 

relative terms given their low level of industrialization. The larger consumers, especially 

Western Europe and Japan for instance, had little or no crude oil production.  Japan in 

particular was rebuilding and modernizing its war-torn economy and was making enormous 

demand for raw materials in the world market. 

  

The Middle East was in a vantage position to benefit from these developments due to its 

favourable geographical location, low production costs and considerable reserves (more than 

the United States). The region produced a third of the non-communist bloc oil and held 60 

percent of world reserves making it the major centre of oil geopolitics. This called into 

question the Achnacarry Agreement of 1928 among the ‘Seven Sisters’, the major oil 

companies in control of the industry globally which stated that wherever oil comes from, its 

prices should be the same in every export centre of the world, as in American ports along the 

Gulf of Mexico (Madelin 1975, p.10). Consequently, the relationship between the 

transnational oil companies and their host governments began to come under serious scrutiny 

and strain as their activities were becoming increasingly at variance with the national 
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aspirations of their hosts. In reaction, the Arab League met in Cairo in April 1959 with the 

participation of two non-Arab countries; Venezuela (which had been in the forefront of the 

struggle for oil producing states to control their oil resources) and Iran (which had been at the 

receiving end of the oil companies exploitation, backed by their home government). The 

Cairo meeting considered oil, like all other natural resources, as national assets over which 

producing countries should exercise permanent sovereignty.  

 

As Ayoub (1993, p.5) notes, the dominant idea at the time was that political independence 

would be empty if it was not accompanied by the transfer of property and resources 

controlled by foreign companies to the public sector. It was the era of resource nationalism 

and at the Cairo meeting the principle of creating OPEC was agreed upon. On September 15, 

1960 the organization officially came into existence with five members: Saudi Arabia, 

Kuwait, Iraq, Venezuela and Iran. Together, these countries controlled 90% of global exports 

of oil – 40% for Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iraq combined and 50% for Venezuela and Iran. 

Eight other countries later joined OPEC: Qatar (1961); Indonesia (1962); Libya (1962); 

United Arab Emirates (1967); Algeria (1969); Nigeria (1971); Ecuador (1973) and Gabon 

(1975). After its formation, OPEC moved rapidly to put in place a common fiscal system and 

the move towards effective state intervention had begun. UN Resolutions No.1803 (XVII) in 

1960 and No.2518 in 1966, were interpreted by the oil-producing countries as a re-

affirmation of their right to exercise control over their natural resources. In 1968, OPEC, in 

line with these resolutions adopted resolution XVI-90 which called on its member countries 

to acquire by 1982, at least 51% state participation in the capital of transnational petroleum 

companies. These developments posed serious challenges to the transnational oil companies 

of the West, which were gradually losing control of crude oil reserves not only in OPEC 

countries but also in non-OPEC states.   

Impact on Nigeria 
 

The seeming disinterest in the Nigerian oil industry began to change in 1965 when Prime 

Minister Balewa (in a speech to the Chamber of Commerce) and Minister of Finance Okotie 

Eboh (in his annual budget address to Parliament), revealed the potential impact of oil 

revenue on the balance of payments. Not only did these speeches change the general political 

feeling from apathy to euphoria, they also laid the foundation for later developments in the 

Nigerian oil industry and set the context of its relationship with the oil companies, OPEC and 
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the Middle East. The Balewa administration was overthrown in January 1966 before evolving 

any policy that could have had profound impact on the Nigerian oil industry, its relationship 

with the transnational oil companies or oil producing countries that had regrouped in OPEC. 

Subsequent military regimes would, however, focus on the challenges. 

 

In 1964, Nigeria sent an observer delegation to the OPEC Conference and adopted the 

organization’s terms for tax assessment, resulting in the promulgation of the Petroleum Profit 

Tax (Amendment) Decree, 1967. Under this decree, tax was to be assessed on posted prices 

and royalty to be assessed as current operational expenditure, thereby excluding it from the 

state’s 50% share of profits as was the case before promulgation of the decree.  

 

Similarly, the Declaratory Statement of Petroleum Policy in Member Countries issued in 

1968 by OPEC, which made reference to the inalienable right expressed by the United 

Nations of all countries to exercise permanent sovereignty over their natural resources in the 

interest of their national development and which demanded that the exploitation of the 

exhaustible petroleum resources of OPEC member countries should be geared toward 

securing the greatest possible benefit for its member countries, had profound effect on 

Nigerian policy makers. For example, the declaration urged members to acquire 

‘participation in concession’ and to speed up the process of taking over acreages to be 

determined by them.  Although Nigeria was not a member of OPEC at that time, it 

nevertheless took a major step towards realizing the organisation’s directives. In 1969, the 

government promulgated Petroleum Decree No.51 that vested in the Nigerian state “the entire 

ownership and control of all petroleum; under or upon any lands to which” the section 

applies; i.e., all land covered by water which: 

a. was in Nigeria, or, 

b. was under the territorial waters of Nigeria, or 

c. formed part of the continental shelf. 

 

The decree also empowered the Commissioner for Mines and Power to grant; 

 

a. a license to be known as oil exploration license, 

b. a license to be known as an oil prospecting license, or 

c. a lease to be known as an oil mining lease.  
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Furthermore, the decree imposed a mandatory requirement on all oil companies to be 

incorporated in Nigeria under the Companies Decree 1968 and established a Nigerian 

Petroleum Advisory Board to advise the government on the formulation of oil policy. 

  

The Gowon regime, in line with OPEC member countries moved to restrict favourable tax 

conditions which the oil companies had enjoyed since the colonial era. The Petroleum Decree 

also provided for compulsory 51% Nigerian state participation in all new concessions. 

  

An important factor that combined to push the nationalistic drive exhibited by the Gowon 

regime was the Biafran war of secession which began in 1967. Support for Biafra, the 

territory which contained some two-thirds of Nigeria's then-known oil reserves by French oil 

company Safrap led the federal government to question the participation of foreign oil 

companies in the country's development. Added to this were the oil companies’ lackadaisical 

attitudes toward technology transfer, in contributing to social development and the 

employment of indigenous staff.  Nigeria called upon countries of the East, particularly 

Romania and the USSR for the training of Nigerians in the petroleum sector. Indeed, the first 

petroleum institute in Nigeria was established with the assistance of the Soviet Union. 

 

In 1971, the Gowon administration joined OPEC, and in line with the organization’s decision 

that host government participation in the oil industry should be enhanced, the administration 

established the Nigerian National Oil Corporation (NNOC) by Decree No 18 of April 1, 1971 

which paved the way for the country’s direct participation in all aspects of the petroleum 

industry. The corporation was given the task of training indigenous workers; managing oil 

leases over large areas of the country; encouraging indigenous participation in the 

development of infrastructure for the industry; managing refineries; participating in 

marketing and ensuring price uniformity across the domestic market; developing a national 

tanker fleet; constructing pipelines; and investing in allied industries, such as fertilizers. 

Given the highly complex nature of the oil industry and the dearth of highly competent 

Nigerians, the objectives which the NNOC was tasked to achieve were rather far too 

ambitious (Field 2001, p.1). 

 

Participation began with the NNOC’s acquisition of a 33.33 percent stake in the Nigerian 

Agip Oil Company and 35 percent in Safrap, the Nigerian arm of the French company Elf.  

The acquisition continued after Nigeria joined OPEC, with the NNOC acquiring 35 percent 
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stakes in Shell-BP, Gulf, and Mobil on April 1, 1973. Also in 1973 it entered into a 

production-sharing agreement with Ashland Oil. On April 1, 1974, stakes in Elf, 

Agip/Phillips, Shell-BP, Gulf, and Mobil were increased to 55 percent and on May 1, 1975, 

the NNOC acquired 55 percent of Texaco's operations in Nigeria. 

 

Despite limited powers the NNOC made its mark in the export of Nigerian crude oil.  

Boosted by the sharp price rises that followed the first oil shock of 1973, Nigeria saw its oil 

export earnings rise from N219 million in 1970 to N10.6 billion in 1979, thereby achieving 

an enviable status as the first sub-Saharan African country to successfully exploit its oil 

reserves. The weaknesses of the NNOC were soon to become obvious, however, as it 

attempted to implement objectives set for it. Following re-organisation of the Nigerian oil 

industry in 1977, the NNOC was transformed into the Nigerian National Petroleum 

Corporation. 

The 1973 Arab-Israel War and Its Impact on Nigeria’s Foreign Policy  
    

Two years after Nigeria joined OPEC, political tension in the Middle East led to war on 

October 6, 1973 between Syria and Egypt on one hand and the State of Israel on the other. 

The war and developments in the global oil industry were to impact on the Nigerian oil 

industry and the country’s relations with Israel. 

Rising demand for oil coincided with the high political tension in the Middle East. For the first time, the 

spot market price - the day-to-day market – was higher than the posted price.  On the east coast of 

the United States the combined effect of low gas price, shortage of refining capacity and success of 

environmentalists, led to serious shortages in petroleum products and gas. The Shah of Iran whose 

country was then the world’s second largest exporter of oil argued that oil prices must rise as the price 

the West was paying for crude oil was too low compared to costs of goods imported from the West. 

On the political scene, tension was further heightened when Kuwait called on the Arab countries to 

use their oil as a political arm should there be war between Arab countries and Israel. A series of 

campaigns mounted by Saudi Arabia and the oil companies operating in the US to dissuade the Nixon 

administration from supporting Israel fell on deaf ears. In September 1973 President Nixon publicly 

and officially refused to link American policy in the region to Arab oil. Two days after the 

commencement of the Arab-Israel war, OPEC and representatives of the oil companies met to 

negotiate a review of crude prices which was to take into consideration the consecutive devaluation of 

the dollar, the jettisoning by President Nixon in August 1971 of gold convertibility and the high inflation 

prevalent at the time. OPEC demanded a substantial increase in crude oil prices while oil companies 

insisted on 15% increase. Thus on October 16, ten days after the Shah of Iran had warned that the 
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price of oil would be increased and a few days after US reaffirmation of its support for Israel, Gulf 

producers seized the initiative by raising the posted price of oil by 70%, from $2.989 to $4.119 a 

barrel for Arabian Light of Saudi Arabia (Martin 1990, p.56). This marked the first time OPEC had 

unilaterally fixed the price of its crude oil. The following day, member countries of the Organisation of 

Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) at their meeting in Kuwait placed an embargo of oil 

supply on the United States which they designated as a “principal hostile country” in response to US 

support for Israel with its $2 billion in emergency aid, including an outright grant of $1.5 billion. The 

embargo was later extended to Western Europe, Japan and the Netherlands. Arab countries also 

agreed to cut oil production by five percent from September's output and to continue until their 

economic and political objectives were met.
 
 The reduction, which was on the order of 2 million b/d, 

had in just three months pushed the spot market price substantially higher than the posted price. By 

December, the official price of Arabian Light of Saudi Arabia fixed at $11.651 was sold for $19.35 in 

the open market. The Arab-Israeli war gave a push to the inevitable price rises which continued not as 

a result of collective action by OPEC as a group but by some of its Arab members who together with 

Egypt, Syria and Tunisia teamed up in the Organisation of Arab Oil Exporting countries (Chevellier, 

op. cit).  

The Arab-Israeli conflict was to have both an economic and political impact on Nigeria. Economically, 

the Nigerian oil industry was given a boost as the United States turned to it and other non-Arab 

members of the organization - Iran and Indonesia - to offset the production cuts by modest increases 

in their production. Revenues from oil rose from N1176.2m in 1972 to N1893.5m in 1974 to N5365.7m 

in 1985, consolidating the dominance of oil in the total export earnings of Nigeria (Kwanashie, 1991). 

Although the decision by members of OPEC to cut production was political, other members of OPEC 

came under heavy pressure to create a permanent mechanism through which OPEC members could 

maintain high prices at the end of the boycott.  

The political impact of the Arab-Israeli conflict on Nigeria has to be understood against the 

background of the composition of OPEC itself and the relationship between Nigeria, the Arab 

countries of the Middle-East and Israel. At the time of the conflict, OPEC consisted of 11 

countries; seven of which were Arab states either in conflict with themselves or with others.  

Nigeria’s membership in the organization meant that it could not completely insulate itself 

from these conflicts. For centuries, Nigeria had maintained contact with Arab countries of 

North Africa and the Middle East through trade and pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia. In the 1960s 

and 1970s many Muslim organizations benefitted from financial assistance from Saudi 

Arabia; one of its objectives being to contain the spread of Sufism in the country and to 

spread Wahabism, the Saudi form of Sunni Islam which “sought to regenerate Islam through 

a return to original purity of the religion...” (Corbin 2002, p.4). Saudi support also helped 

anti-Sufi reformists to build mass movements, especially in the Northern states challenging 

religious, political and social hierarchies. The Chief Imam of Medina, Sheikh Abdul Azeez 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netherlands
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visited Nigeria in June/July 1963 and opened the £100,000 Sultan Bello Mosque in Sokoto. 

In June 1964 Prince Faisel donated £60,000 to the Sarduana of Sokoto, the premier of 

Northern Nigeria, “to continue the work of promoting Islam and also donated £40,000 for the 

construction of Lagos Central Mosque. There were also unofficial donations, “probably 

amounting to millions of pounds” (Paden 1986, p.543). Many Nigerian Muslims have since 

the 1960s secured scholarships to study in the Middle East. The 1940s witnessed the influx of 

Lebanese immigrants with estimates putting the population in Nigeria at 40,000.  The 

Sardauna was at one time the Vice President of the Muslim League. It is understandable 

therefore that before the creation of states in Nigeria, the Northern regional government was 

not friendly to the State of Israel and the region rejected aid advanced to it by Israel. In an 

address to the League, the Sardauna justified the rejection of the aid thus:  

It is also fitting at this juncture for me to mention the numerous attempts made 

by the Jews to entice underdeveloped countries to their side. Barely two years 

ago, they offered a sizable amount of loan to the Federation of Nigeria. The 

offer was accepted by all the governments except we in the North who 

rejected it outright. I made it vividly clear at the time that Northern Nigeria 

would prefer to go without development rather than receiving an Israeli loan to 

aid. We took this step only in good faith as Muslims (Paden 1986, p.541). 

Although the Balewa administration at the federal level established diplomatic relations with Israel, 

this came under serious strain in 1966 during the military regime of General Yakubu Gowon due to 

the support Israel gave Biafran secessionists. Diplomatic relations were not broken but a strongly 

worded protest letter was sent to Israel when its Foreign Minister, Abba Eban, revealed that Israel had 

indeed aided Biafra, further arguing that had other countries done so the result of the war would have 

been different (Ambe-Uva and Adegboyega 2007). Quite predictably, the Arab countries, particularly 

Egypt, supported Nigeria.  

Nigeria repaid its political debt to the Arab countries upon the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli war by 

supporting their cause. The Federal government’s position was that had Israel withdrawn its forces 

from the occupied Arab territories in accordance with the 1967 resolution of the United Nations, there 

would not have been war. Nigeria also supported the O.A.U. resolution which was sponsored by Arab 

countries urging members to sever diplomatic relations with Israel. 

Fall of the Shah of Iran and its Aftermath 
 

In 1979, six years after the first oil shock, the world economy was plunged into another spiral 

of oil price hikes caused by political and technical factors. Events leading to the Iranian 

revolution contributed to destabilizing the market when in October 1978 workers in the 

Iranian oil industry went on strike, heralding the death knell of the Pahlavi dynasty. By 

December of the same year the strike had deprived the world market of the total production 
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of Iranian oil of approximately 6 million b/d. Although Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, Venezuela and 

Libya increased their production to meet the shortfall, they could not stem the tide of price 

hikes.  This was aggravated by the failure of Saudi Arabia to produce to capacity. Exactly 

four days after the fall of the Shah in January 1979, Saudi Arabia announced that for 

technical reasons it could produce only 9.5million b/d, a reduction of one million b/d below 

its December 1978 production. Stocks of the oil companies were running low. This led to 

massive restocking by the oil companies and the frantic demand considerably impacted the 

spot market trading in very limited stocks because transnational oil companies which had 

preferential crude had reduced supplies to third parties. Oil exporting countries were 

increasingly selling only a part of their production on the spot market. The growing gap 

between the spot market price and the official price for short term contracts led Saudi Arabia, 

an advocate of price stability, to accept higher price rises. By the fourth quarter of 1979 the 

price of oil had risen to $35b (Martin 1990, p.56). 

 

As was the case during the first oil price shock, Nigeria witnessed increasing demand for its 

crude oil. Total export of crude oil rose from 667.4mb in 1978 to 818.7 million in 1980. On 

the average, production rose from1.8m b/d in 1978 to 2m b/d in 1979.   

The Iran–Iraq War 
  

In August 1980, Iraq launched an attack on Iran and advanced rapidly into the country. Iraq 

began preparing for the war after the fall of the Shah and had been “building up substantial 

stocks of arms and spare parts, as well as monetary reserves amounting to $35,000 million” 

(Terzain 1985, p.282). It also increased its oil production in 1979 and 1980.  The attack 

reversed the seemingly cordial relations established between leaders of the two countries, 

Mohamed Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran and Saddam Hussein, the Vice President of Iraq had 

who had signed the Algiers Accord of 1975.  

 

Various reasons have been advanced for Saddam Hussein’s actions and the support he 

received from Arab countries of the Gulf. One was that the Iranian revolution’s overthrew of 

the monarchy implicitly “threatened all the regimes in the Muslim world, just as the French 

revolution threatened all the crowned heads of Europe”; and whereas the initial threat of the 

popular revolution was not an Islamic jihad, nevertheless it showed that repressive dictatorial 

regimes can be overthrown by the oppressed through mass action (Muhsin et al 1990, p.229). 
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Neither Saddam Hussein, whose regime was as brutal as the Shah’s nor the autocratic 

monarchies of the Gulf welcomed the new order in Iran. To these countries, war would pave 

the way for the formulation of a pact guaranteeing their security; eliminate Iran’s influence 

and Iraq’s opposition to them. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain 

and Oman signed a mutual security pact in November 1980, two months after the outbreak of 

the war, and in February met in the Kuwaiti capital to formalize the creation of the Gulf Co-

operation Council. 

 

These developments had serious consequences on OPEC and relationships among its member 

countries. First, it paralyzed to some extent the operations of the organization. Two of its 

powerful members, with the largest reserves after Saudi Arabia, were locked in war.  OPEC 

as a body was rendered powerless. In its place Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar and the UAE, 

Gulf countries not directly involved in the war, met to formulate a regional co-ordination of 

oil policy. In reaction, Nigeria, Gabon, Libya and Algeria, all four African countries, met in 

Algiers, the capital of Algeria to consider their response should there be a shortage in the 

world market. Contrary to expectations, rather than a shortage there was a glut in the world 

market. The situation was compounded by the decision of Saudi Arabia to maintain its oil 

production, rejecting all appeals to do the contrary. Its objective was to bring prices down to 

levels acceptable to it. As if to drive away producers like Nigeria from the market, Shiekh 

Zaki Yamani,  

even went so far to appeal solemnly to the consumer countries to help Saudi 

Arabia in its trial of strength against it own OPEC partners. He asked the 

Americans momentarily to suspend their programme of building up ‘strategic 

stock’ so as not to increase demand and maintain the pressure on prices. When 

prices have fallen, you can start buying again, at lower cost, he advised them 

(Terzian 1985, p. 287).  

 

Saudi Arabia did so because at that time its production accounted for 40% of total OPEC 

production and approximately half of its exports. An effective 10% cut by the other 12 

members of the organisation and even higher cuts by Nigeria, Venezuela, Kuwait and Qatar 

withdrawing over 1.3m b/d could not reverse the trend as supply far exceeded demand. It was 

a turbulent period for OPEC as member countries engaged in an acrimonious attempt to 

grapple with the glut.  

 

Since 1973 when OPEC initiated the move to exercise influence on the price of crude oil, 

there have been far reaching adjustments in the demand and supply of the product. The role 

played by countries of the OECD is significant in this respect. Those countries reacted 
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resolutely to the rise in prices and modification of the power relations between the oil 

producing countries and the transnational oil companies by evolving strategies to deal with 

their vulnerabilities linked to their dependence on OPEC oil.  They diversified their sources 

of import and promoted where possible national production, rationalised the utilisation of 

energy - the elimination of wastages, developed new technologies and restructured national 

energy systems - replacing oil where possible with other sources. In addition, the rise in the 

price of crude oil transformed hitherto unprofitable reserves into profitability. Having lost 

control over Middle-East reserves, the transnational oil companies intensified their search in 

other regions of the world, particularly Asia, Africa and Latin America. Some 40 countries 

gave out new concessions for the first time. Thirteen of these concessions were given to the 

trans-nationals while 17 were given to independents. The heavy burden on oil importing 

countries which the rise in crude oil imposed, encouraged them to develop where possible, 

their own national resources. This was the route taken by the UK, as already cited, as well as 

Norway, Brazil, Egypt, India, Malaysia and China. Added to this was the rising significance 

of oil production by other non-OPEC countries like Russia, Mexico and the United States, 

which increased from 17 million b/d in 1965 to 33.5 million barrels per day in 1985, making 

them direct competitors with OPEC. 

 

Towards 1980, measures taken in response to the first oil shock were reinforced during the 

second shock, leading to a series of outcomes. Between 1978 and 1980, consumption in the 

US, the world’s major consumer, fell by 10%, while the volume of its importation also fell by 

20%. These two factors, fall in US consumption in addition to a third, the rise of new oil by 

non-OPEC producing countries, led to excess supply in the international market. But if we 

consider the fact that since 1970  the importance of OPEC had depended partly on the reality 

that world demand for oil was higher than supply, it could easily be concluded that the 

emergence of the new sources of supply would lead to some erosion in the significance of 

OPEC in the world energy market. Thus, although between 1969 and 1973 demand for OPEC 

oil increased by 15 million b/d and its share in world production rose from 46% to 54%, this 

share fell to 30% and capacity utilization also fell from 82% to 56% over the same period 

(Criqui 1987, p.35). 

OPEC’s strategy of defending its price also contributed to the fall. The situation sketched 

above, particularly the coming on stream of reserves in the non-OPEC countries, placed 

OPEC in a dilemma. As a cartel with dominant market share at the time, it was capable of 

either defending the prices of its crude or the total output produced but not both. OPEC 
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elected to defend its prices. As a result, its members reduced their production. By October 

1980, OPEC’s daily production was as low as 23 million b/d, which represented 8 million b/d 

a day less than the year before – the lowest level since 1970. The glut continued when Iraq 

re-entered the market after repairing her war damaged oil facilities (ibid). 

 

As for Saudi Arabia, with reserves estimated at the time to last for 100 years and with 

considerable foreign reserves, its preoccupation was with price stability and ensuring that 

prices were kept higher than they would be if determined by the free market but low enough 

to make alternative fuels and technologies uncompetitive, especially in its primary market – 

the transport sector (Bourdaire and Noreng 1991). This position was advanced by Zaki 

Yamani in a speech at a Saudi petroleum university when he said, "If we force Western 

countries to invest heavily in finding alternative sources of energy, they will... This will take 

them no more than seven to 10 years and will result in their reduced dependence on oil as a 

source of energy to a point which will jeopardize Saudi Arabia's interests" (Alexander 2003, 

p.1). Apart from its excess capacity, Saudi Arabia was able to use “the oil weapon” and 

pushed its strategy through because of its “adequate foreign financial reserves cushioning the 

blow of lower oil revenues.” 

 

Nigeria, Libya, Algeria and Gabon opposed the Saudi policy. They refused to yield to Saudi 

pressure that they cut the price of their crude oil by $5 (from $40 to $35) and unanimously 

affirmed at the end of a meeting held in Algeria on June 22, 1981, their determination to  

maintain the official selling price of their oil. But the rapport de force between them and the 

oil companies had changed. To pile on pressure the oil companies began cancelling contracts 

they had entered into with these countries. Nigeria was hit hard. By July, its oil production 

had fallen to less than 900,000 barrels per day which represented 60% less than what it 

produced in the same period in 1980 forcing it to break ranks with its co-African producers. 

Attempts by the two African Arab countries to convince it to adhere to their strategy fell on 

deaf ears as combined pressure from the Saudis and the oil companies had created both 

political and economic tension in the country. As a result, the government decided to lower 

the prices of Nigerian crude and by so doing broke ranks with the African bloc, a triumph for 

the Saudis.  

 

Nigeria had become one of the weak links in OPEC with its large population, failed economic 

transformation and near total dependence on crude oil for revenues. As Terzian notes, “the oil 
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companies put every ounce of pressure they could muster on Nigeria, the weak link in 

OPEC” (1985, p.297). Thus three days after the end of OPEC’s Geneva conference on March 

20, 1982, Nigeria’s production fell by 50%, from 1.2 million barrels a day to only 600,000 

barrels a day. The companies refused to buy Nigeria’s oil arguing that it was costing them 

$5.50 a barrel more than North Sea crude which competed favourably with Bonny Light in 

terms of quality. Indeed, increasingly sophisticated refining and catalytic conversion made 

heavier crude more competitive with light Nigerian oil (Khan 1994, p.52). This placed the 

Shagari administration and the national economy dependent on oil in a precarious situation. 

However, the collapse of oil prices had by then hit the Kingdom and forced Zaki Yamani to 

make a volte face. President Shagari’s special adviser on energy, Yahaya Dikko called on 

Zaki Yamani to intervene, failure of which Nigeria could no longer respect the OPEC price 

structure, further muddling the market. Zaki Yamani quickly offered Riyadh’s financial 

support to Nigeria and threatened several major American oil companies that they would not 

have access to Saudi oil if they did not start lifting oil in Nigeria. On his advice, the Kuwaiti 

minister, Ali Khalifah Al Sabah, did likewise though the companies prevaricated for a week, 

capitulating only after Yamani had in a speech in London threatened to call for an 

extraordinary conference and impose sanctions should they fail to honour their commitments 

to Nigeria (Terzian 1985, p.299).  

 

For Nigeria and its government the damage had already been done. Nigeria’s external debt 

had risen from N2,331.2 million to N8,819.4 million (Bullion 1987, p.13).  On Monday April 

19, 1982 President Shehu Shagari took the dramatic step of tabling before the National 

Assembly the Economic Stabilisation (Temporary Provisions) Act of 1982 to deal with the 

situation. He informed the National Assembly: 

Our economic situation is serious and calls for urgent solutions. I have 

therefore found it necessary to introduce some measures which will help to 

contain the situation. These measures taken by themselves, are not adequate 

response to our present economic situation… I am therefore placing before 

you an Enabling Bill, the passing of which will enable me to deal promptly 

and decisively with the situation (Mohammed, 2007:217). 

 

The bill was passed without debate. The entire process took only fifteen minutes and within a 

few hours President Shagari signed it into law. The package of measures unveiled and 

implemented was very much along the lines of the austerity packages of the IMF and the 

World Bank, however, the economy continued its downward slide until his administration 

was overthrown in 1985. 
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Apart from the difficulties Nigeria encountered in selling its crude oil, the changed context in 

the international energy scene also had the effect of changing the rapport de force between 

Nigeria and the transnational oil companies. It would be recalled that the Federal 

government, in line with OPEC resolutions, began acquiring equity through the NNOC and 

later the NNPC, in the transnational oil companies operating in Nigeria in 1971 and by 1973 

had acquired 35% equity in all of the companies. In 1975, government increased its equity 

stake in the companies to 55% and by 1979 it had raised it to 60%. When government 

nationalized British Petroleum’s equity in Shell BP, it raised its stake in the company to 80% 

leaving Shell with only 20%. Participation was in the form of joint ventures where costs and 

revenues were split between the partners based on their equity holdings. 

 

By the 1980s, no new investment was forthcoming in the industry. This resulted in a lull in 

exploration activities at a time when Nigeria needed to increase its reserves. The fall in 

revenue as a result of the glut also coincided with falling oil reserves. It was then estimated 

that reserves fell from 18.2 billion barrels in 1978 to 16.2 billion in 1983 and then to 16 

billion in 1984 (NNPC 1992, p.83). In addition, the transnational oil companies were lifting 

less oil than was desired by government, arguing that the posted price of Nigerian oil was $40 

for Bonny Light which was facing stiff competition from the North Sea oil; and that since 

buyers of Nigerian oil were not given any discount in a period of general recession, they had 

no option but to invoke the clause in their contract allowing them to reduce their lifting by 

10%. They also argued that the profit margin of $0.79/barrel given to them in 1975 was 

insufficient. 

  

Government responded by increasing the margin to $1.6 in a Memorandum of Understanding 

signed in 1982. As this did not improve the situation, the government authorized the NNPC 

to sell part of its equity oil directly to buyers instead of relying on its traditional partners, with 

disastrous result. Between 1979 and 1983, 72 Nigerian companies were authorised to sell 

Nigerian crude. But, according to Tam David West, only 27 of them were found to be active 

in the oil industry. Because of the chaotic situation, it was estimated that the loss to Nigeria 

was a million dollars per day due to fraudulent exports of between 50,000 and 70,000b/d sold 

on the Rotterdam Spot market without authorization of the Federal Government. The 

government then changed strategy by selling oil directly to refiners and independents. This 

also failed due to corruption by foreign companies, NNPC officials or intermediaries and the 
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non-payment of oil delivered. A typical example is the case of an oil company which lifted 

US$200 million without payment but still requested contract renewal. Experiments with 

counter-trade in response to foreign exchange shortages, current account deficits and heavy 

debt servicing burdens also proved disastrous. OPEC saw the device as a means of producing 

more than the OPEC quota given to Nigeria. Counter trade oil inevitably ended up on the spot 

market depressing prices even further. There was no serious reaction from member OPEC 

countries however because “the long term benefits of co-operation among OPEC members 

must have outweighed the short-term sacrifices required to hold the cartel together” (Blaydes 

2003, p.2). 

  

Given these developments the government beat a retreat and encouraged the oil companies 

with yet another Memorandum of Understanding in 1986, which guaranteed them a minimum 

fiscal margin of $2 per barrel after tax and royalty. This was raised to $2.50 in 1991. Results 

have been encouraging. According to Kupolokun, proven crude oil reserves have grown 

steadily over the years and are now estimated at 35bbls” (2009, p.22). 

New Challenges in Nigeria-OPEC Relations 

Any discussion on the outlook for the Nigerian oil industry, the country’s future relations 

with OPEC and their prospects will benefit from an examination of the global dynamics 

driving the industry today. In the last few years, the growth in energy demand in hitherto low 

consuming countries has been unprecedented. The industry has also witnessed shifting trends 

in global energy demand from west to east and the concentration of reserves in a few 

countries. In Nigeria there is also the imperative for rapid growth and development, as well as 

the need to deal with the current crisis in the Niger-Delta which has disrupted oil production 

and the supply of gas, especially to the Nigerian electricity industry. Imobighe argues quite 

correctly that the conflict in the Niger-Delta region: 

is basically an oil related conflict, which is being played out at different levels 

of relationship. At one level is the confrontation between the local 

communities and the oil companies. At a corresponding level you have the 

confrontation between the local communities, especially militant youths, and 

the Nigerian authorities.  And ironically, at the third level, there are 

widespread hostilities between some of the local communities themselves 

(2004, p.103). 

  

Demography and economic growth are two other factors that have to be taken into 

consideration. The world’s population is expected to grow by an average of 1% per annum 
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over the years from 2006 to 2030, reaching some 8.2 billion, an increase of 1.7bn. More than 

94% of this growth will occur in developing countries. The rate of expansion will however 

gradually slow in all regions. On the other hand world economic growth is assumed to be at 

an average of 3.5% per annum to 2030, with the highest growth coming from South Asia, 

predominately, India, Pakistan and China at an average of 5%. According to Economist 

Intelligence Unit (EIU Forsight 2020, p.8), rapid growth in China and India will increase 

Asia’s slice of world GDP from 35% in 2005 to 43% in 2020. These factors have 

implications for global energy demand, the growth of which has been steady. Forecast growth 

in Asia is almost double the world average. According to IEA, in 2003 the world experienced 

growth in oil consumption of 2.0 percent. It was even stronger in 2004 with a growth rate of 

3.6 percent, from 79.8 million barrels per day to 82.6 million barrels per day. China 

accounted for 30 percent of this increase, driven largely by the country’s almost 10 percent 

economic growth rate that year. EIA projects that the Chinese economy will continue to grow 

(GAO 2007, p.8). Judging by the current per capita consumption in China, India and Pakistan 

there is significant scope for further sustained demand. In 2006 “India’s oil consumption was 

less than 40 per cent of China’s, but because it has embarked on...growth turnpike its demand 

for oil will accelerate” (Yergin 2006, p.72).  Global capacity additions will be inevitable to 

keep prices manageable.  

 

Diagram 1 indicates that on a global scale, approximately 900 billion barrels (78%) of the 

world’s reserves are in OPEC member countries. With advancing technologies, reserve 

availability is not the critical challenge to meeting global capacity additions as sufficient 

reserves exist to meet demand for decades to come. The main challenge is timely 

development of reserves and security of supply deliveries (Kupolokun 2009, p.10). 
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Diagram 1 

 
SOURCE: Funsho Kupolokun 2009, The Nigerian Oil and Gas Industry, Unpublished, p.10 
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Furthermore, a significant portion of the world’s remaining reserves are held and managed by 

national oil companies, particularly in OPEC countries. There is therefore increasing 

dependence on both OPEC and its national oil companies to ensure global availability. 

Between 2012 and 2020 an additional 4.6mbd of OPEC crude will be required when output 

level reaches 35.5mbd while demand addressed to OPEC is not forecast to grow beyond 34% 

by 2020.  

 

In terms of upstream investment, approximately $1.6 trillion will be required from 2007 to 

2020 with OECD countries accounting for 42%. On their part, OPEC countries are 

embarking on significant upstream investment such that cumulative investments from 2007 

are estimated at $248 billion by 2015 escalating to $400 billion by 2020. 

 

It was estimated that the demand addressed to OPEC is expected to grow at 2% annually 

between 2005 and 2010. However, the organisation’s capacity growth rate is almost the same 

- about 3% annually. Nigeria’s planned capacity growth is at an average of 6% annually, 

higher than OPEC’s. Given this distortion, therefore, the adaptation of quotas to the principle 

of proportionate spare capacity will be necessary in the long run. In other words the 

adaptation of an OPEC quota mechanism, which takes into consideration installed capacity is 

imperative if Nigeria is to monetize its capacity increases. 
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Moreover, the current OPEC quota mechanism has implications for Nigerian oil production. 

If the country adheres to its productive capacity, it will grow only modestly to 2.9mm b/d by 

2010 against the unconstrained planned capacity projection to attain 4.2mmb/d. However, if 

an OPEC quota mechanism which is reflective of Nigeria’s capacity is adopted by the 

organisation, the country’s capacity will rise to 3.7mmb/d. Therefore, current quota allocation 

will result in virtually no growth, while a capacity based allocation mechanism will result in 

modest growth to 3.7mb/d as opposed to the possible 4.3mmb/d by 2010. These scenarios 

have varying impact on net revenue to Nigeria (Kupolokun 2009, p.39) and the issue of quota 

allocated to Nigeria has been a bone of contention in the country. Some commentators have 

even called on the federal government to pull Nigeria out of the organization as was done by 

Indonesia and Gabon. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Nigeria’s membership in OPEC in the 1970s was partly influenced by the resource 

nationalism of the founding members of the organisation – the drive for the control of their 

hydrocarbon resources – and the need to channel those resources towards national economic 

development. While oil policies – fiscal and participation regulations – were generally 

fashioned in line with decisions and resolutions of OPEC, Nigeria opted for a gradualist 

approach. The early phase of the development of the Nigeria’s oil industry owed a great deal 

to the geopolitics of Arab North Africa and the Middle East and helped to modify the rapport 

de force between Nigeria and the oil companies operating in the country.  

 

Although Nigeria was never directly involved in the major conflicts in the Middle East, 

which in most cases involved other OPEC member countries, it was not insulated from their 

outcomes. Conflicts involving member countries of OPEC such as the Iran-Iraq war of the 

1980s and the Iraqi invasion Kuwait on August 2, 1990, had the effect of paralysing the 

organisation, inducing mutual destruction of oil facilities of belligerents and distorting prices 

of oil in the international market as operators reacted or scrambled for oil to guard against 

shortages. Nigeria, like other non-Middle East OPEC member countries has always been 

looked to, especially by the US, to meet the shortfall in supply. The instability in the Middle 
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East and the need for uninterrupted supply of oil partly explains the intense pressure put on 

successive Nigerian administrations to quit OPEC. 

 

One conflict in the Middle East which continues to have political significance in Nigeria is 

the Arab – Israeli conflict. Nigeria has a large Muslim population and has had long contacts 

with the countries of the Middle East, especially Saudi Arabia. During the Nigerian civil war 

(1967-70), the Federal Government was supported by virtually all countries of the region in 

contrast with Israel which gave subterranean support to Biafra. Nigeria did not break 

diplomatic relations with Israel as some domestic political forces had wanted, especially after 

Abba Eban the Israeli Foreign Minister had gone public with his country’s support for Biafra. 

Nigeria however, severed diplomatic relations with Israel in support of the Arabs. It also 

supported all resolutions passed in the General Assembly of the United Nations calling on 

Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories. 

 

Although Nigeria has cordial relations with OPEC member countries of the Middle East, and 

all subscribe to OPEC’s objective of co-ordinating and unifying petroleum policies of 

member countries in order to secure fair and stable policies for petroleum producers, they 

have tended to act unilaterally in pursuit of their national interests. This could partly be 

explained by revenue needs determined by development strategies.  

 

With limited reserves, and a large population in contrast with Saudi Arabia and Kuwait which 

have small populations and reserves that could last for over 100 years, coupled with its failure 

to significantly transform its oil dependent economy, Nigeria is considered as one of the 

weak links in OPEC despite its active role in the organisation, especially in times of crisis. 

This perception of Nigeria’s weakness may explain the understanding exhibited by some 

member countries of the organisation, especially Saudi Arabia, when Nigeria broke ranks 

twice in the 1980s in the face of declining foreign exchange by first reducing the price of its 

oil and second by adopting counter-trade arrangements, which further depressed prices in the 

world oil market.  

 

Nigeria, however, has remained a loyal member of OPEC despite the enormous domestic 

pressure its leaders have periodically come under to quit the organisation, particularly on 

account of the export quota allowed the country since the mid-1980s. Gabon left in 1994; 

Ecuador and Indonesia suspended their membership in 1992 and 1999 respectively. To ease 
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the periodic domestic pressure on Nigerian governments and keep it within the organisation, 

some compromises will have to be arrived at, more so given the country’s planned capacity 

upgrade and its on-going attempt at economic transformation requiring substantial public 

investment. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Nigeria’s Crude Oil Production and Export 

 

YEAR CRUDE OIL 

PRODUCTION (million 

Barrels) 

CRUDE OIL EXPORTS          

(million Barrels) 

1970 395.689 383.455 

1971 558.689 542.545 

1972 665.295 650.64 

1973 719.379 695.627 

1974 823.32 795.71 

1975 660.148 627.638 

1976 758.058 736.822 

1977 766.055 715.24 

1978 696.324 674.125 

1979 845.463 807.685 

1980 760.117 656.26 

1981 525.291 469.095 

1982 470.638 401.658 

1983 450.961 392.031 

1984 507.487 450.58 

1985 547.088 486.58 

1986 535.929 486.584 

1987 483.269 390.514 

1988 529.602 435.797 

1989 625.908 522.481 

1990 660.559 548.249 

1991 689.85 585.838 

1992 711.34 604.3 

1993 691.4 563.614 

1994 696.19 578.044 

1995 715.4 616.9 

1996 740.19 648.69 

1997 759.71 673.34 

1998 776.01 687.39 

1999 778.9 666.49 

2000 797.88 688.08 

2001 817.15 674.93 

2002 655.06 490.81 

2003 655.06 490.81 

2004 900.6 736.4 
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2005 919.2856 846.1797 

2006 813.95 656.09 

Source: Central Bank of Nigeria Statistical Bulletin, Vol. 18, Dec. 2007 

 

 

Chapter 9 
 

Prometheus as Good Samaritan: 

Nigeria’s Bilateral and Multilateral Assistance since Independence 
  

Obadiah Mailafia 
 

Introduction 

This chapter examines Nigerian economic diplomacy from the viewpoint of its bilateral and 

multilateral assistance to other African countries. Prometheus, according to Greek legend, 

stole the fire of the gods, for which he was punished by being permanently manacled, never 

to grow and never to make progress.  Nigeria, in some ways, is like legendary Prometheus. 

The dissonance between Nigeria’s promise of greatness and its mediocrity on most indices of 

economic development is reminiscent of the legend of the chained Prometheus. The chapter 

is divided into the following: (1) theoretical considerations; (2) the changing economic and 

policy context; (3) bilateral and multilateral assistance; and (4) conclusions and 

recommendations. 

While much has been written on the country’s foreign policy since independence, much less 

is known about its foreign aid programmes and its international economic diplomacy in 

general (Ogwu & Olukoshi 1991; Ogwu & Olukoshi 2002). Part of the problem of 

researching this topic is the simple fact that a good many grants given by succeeding regimes 

have not been properly documented. This is particularly true of the military era, where 

several extra-budgetary payments were made to foreign governments and leaders without 

recourse to formal financial appropriation and accountability procedures.  

Theoretical Considerations 

In a universe characterised by Hedley Bull (1990) as an ‘anarchical society’, a gesture of 

abiding curiosity is why countries extend altruistic behaviour to their neighbours. Today, the 

volume of official development assistance (ODA) from rich to poor countries runs at over 

US$100 billion annually. The African continent alone accounts for over a quarter of these 

funds, which go into a range of sectors from humanitarian assistance to budgetary support, 

infrastructures, agriculture, poverty alleviation and social development. Several countries, 

among them Ghana, Tanzania, Uganda and Mozambique have become aid-dependent, given 

that aid accounts for nearly 50% of their annual budgets.  
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While aid from rich to poor countries is the norm, much less well-known is the phenomenon 

of development assistance from developing countries to other low-income countries. 

Although China is still classified as a developing country, it is evident that Chinese aid is so 

significant in Africa that it is virtually overtaking aid from OECD countries. With external 

reserves currently estimated at over US$2.3 trillion, China is awash with funds for 

investments as well as aid-giving. Much Chinese ODA to Africa is linked to the country’s 

commercial and investment interests, particularly in oil and mining. 

In the 1980s, under the aegis of the United Nations General Assembly, the international 

community committed itself to encouraging technical assistance among developing countries. 

The idea was to encourage developing countries to share experiences with one another and to 

exchange best practices for the promotion of mutual economic development. The 

establishment of the OPEC Fund in the late 1970s was a major turning point. It provided a 

framework by which oil-rich developing nations could provide much-needed assistance to 

their less-endowed counterparts. Countries such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Libya and Nigeria 

have been active contributors to the Fund.  

Historically, Nigeria has been a major contributor to the United Nations and to multilateral 

institutions such as the Commonwealth, the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group (ACP) 

Group of States and African regional institutions, among them the African Union and the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). However, in this paper, we shall 

limit our focus to cases where Nigeria is a major singular player rather than where it is one 

among a number of multi-donor countries. 

The question remains: in a world where loyalties do not extend beyond sovereign borders, 

why do countries extend the hand of generosity to others? In international relations theory, 

the phenomenon of aid giving has several explanations (Holsti 1994). The first explanation 

relates to the theory of realism.  

In the epistemology of international relations, Hollis and Smith (1991) would insist that there 

is a difference between ‘explaining’ and ‘understanding’ what happens in international 

affairs. Whilst realist theory provides ample explanation for the games nations play, the 

moral or idealist approach is also valid for understanding why nations behave the way they 

do. Simply put, countries extend help to others on the basis of calculated self-interest. Such 

interests may be concealed, barely veiled, explicit, medium-term or long-term. Aid, from this 

perspective, is one of the instruments in the kitty of economic statecraft to be deployed in the 

pursuit of national ambitions. Related to this is the notion of aid as a form of imperialism. 
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Several writers, notable among them Teresa Hayter (1985), popularised the notion of “aid as 

imperialism” during the heyday of the cold war when aid was used as part of the 

instrumentalities of ‘informal empire’, a mechanism for wooing friends and influencing allies 

as well as cajoling satellite nations in the periphery of world capitalism. Secondly, states can 

and do give aid for altruistic purposes. Richer countries come to the aid of their lesser 

endowed neighbours for reasons of charity and generosity. Sometimes this help is a blend of 

altruism and self-interest. However, during humanitarian emergencies, conflict or natural 

disasters, much of this assistance comes largely as altruistic aid.  

Yet another explanation for aid is its use as a vehicle of economic statecraft. Aid can be used 

to facilitate trade and investments. For example, trade finance facilities are often used by 

industrialised countries to facilitate imports into developing countries. China provides 

assistance for infrastructure projects in many African countries as part of a package of its 

investment activities in oil and mining.  

Whatever the motivations for aid-giving, there is an emerging consensus that developing 

nations will continue to need one form of assistance or the other into the foreseeable future. 

From the 1960s to the present, much of the economic rationale for aid was anchored on neo-

Keynesian growth models which emphasised the gaps in savings and capital which needed to 

be sourced from outside the developing countries.  According to Roger Riddell: 

It was in increasing the investment rate to accelerate the process of economic 

growth and achieve….takeoff that Rostow gives a critical role to economic aid. 

Within the Harrod-Domar paradigm, the investment rate of the developing 

countries is raised by injections of foreign capital, so augmenting the domestic 

savings rate without reducing the level of domestic consumption. While aid is 

not absolutely necessary to raise the level of investment; but it speeds up the 

historical process of reaching the state of self-sustaining growth, particularly by 

providing the means to expand and deepen social overhead capital (1987 p.88). 

There is by no means universal unanimity regarding the economic as well as moral 

justification for aid.  For some neoclassical economists, notable among them Peter Bauer 

(1985), aid has the effect of ‘crowding out’ private initiative and creating a misguided feeling 

of entitlement. 

The Domestic Economic Policy Context 

This section reviews the evolving policy context which has continued to shape opportunities 

as well as constraints for Nigeria external assistance programmes and activities. As is well 

known, the country has an oil dependent economy. Foreign earnings from the petroleum 

sector have largely provided the resources with which the government has been able to 

provide assistance. Dwindling oil revenues also mean less opportunity for charity. 
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Nigeria has vast natural and human resource endowments, with an estimated population of 

150 million people in 2009, and an annual demographic growth rate of about 2.2 percent. 

(U.S. Department of State, Washington DC, 2009). The country is potentially the largest 

consumer market on the continent. In spite of a substantial petrochemical sector, the economy 

is still predominantly agrarian. Its other potentials include a vibrant private sector, highly 

motivated entrepreneurs, vast and fertile agricultural lands, and an educated workforce. It 

produces and exports crude oil – the sixth largest exporter in OPEC -- and is also richly 

endowed with gas and solid minerals. Notwithstanding the potential, the country's economic 

and social conditions have remained far below the minimum expectations of ordinary 

citizens. Some of the socio-economic indices, although much improved, still remain a long 

shot from the internationally agreed Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) targets. It is 

estimated that half of the population live in absolute poverty, while life expectancy is 

52 years (National Bureau of Statistics 2009). Nigeria has one of the highest infant and 

maternal mortality rates in the world, with an infant mortality of 84 per 1,000 live births. It 

also ranks 158 out of 177 on the UNDP’s Human Development Index. A large proportion of 

Nigerians have limited or no access to the most basic amenities such as clean drinking water, 

access to basic health and protection against communicable diseases, decent housing and 

sanitation, reliable transportation networks, physical security, and access to sustainable 

sources of livelihood. 
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Table 9.1: Average Sectoral Performance 1999-2008 

Activity 
% OF 

GDP GROWTH 

CONTRIBUTION TO 

GDP GROWTH 

 GDP 100 7.76 100 

o Oil GDP 23.15 2.23 -4.49 

o Non-Oil GDP  76.85 9.48 104.45 

 AGRICULTURE 41.53 7.48 45.85 

o Crops 36.92 7.70 40.88 

o Livestock 2.67 6.19 2.62 

o Fishery 1.38 6.51 1.92 

o Forestry 0.55 5.14 0.43 

 Industry    

o Crude Petroleum 23.15 2.23 -4.49 

o Solid Minerals  0.28 11.06 0.44 

 Coal 0.00 7.33 0.00 

 Metal Ores 0.00 8.51 0.00 

 Quarrying  0.28 11.08 0.44 

o Manufacturing 3.88 9.05 5.20 

 Oil Refining 0.12 12.04 0.19 

 Cement 0.07 9.73 0.10 

 Other Manufacturing 3.68 8.99 4.92 

 Building and Construction 1.66 8.70 2.38 

 Wholesale and Retail Trade 14.16 15.96 28.78 

 Services 29.51 12.78 50.58 

o Transport 2.53 12.72 3.67 

 Road 2.26 13.9 3.35 

 Air 0.06 6.98 0.06 

 Water 0.06 4.61 0.04 

 Rail and Pipelines 0.00 5.92 0.00 

 Transport Services 0.15 5.58 0.22 

o Communication    

 Telecommunications 1.62 50.90 6.62 

 Post 0.06 8.49 0.08 

 Broadcasting 0.08 8.39 0.11 

o Utilities 3.41 19.35 4.10 

 Electricity 3.28 24.46 3.91 

 Water 0.13 10.03 0.19 

o Hotel and Restaurants 0.36 31.39 0.89 

o Finance and Insurance    

 Financial Institutions 3.93 2.16 1.79 

 Insurance 0.13 6.33 0.14 
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o Real Estate and Business 

Services  

   

 Real Estate 1.47 9.67 2.20 

 Business Services 0.12 5.51 0.12 

o Public Administration 0.73 4.77 0.50 

o Social Services 0.22 9.50 0.30 

 Education 0.18 9.70 0.25 

 Health 0.04 8.56 0.05 

o Private and Non-profit 

Organisations  

0.00 10.28 0.01 
 

Source: National Planning Commission, Abuja, 2009. 

Nigeria’s mineral endowments provide the potential for a wide range of industries from steel 

to petrochemicals, glass, ceramics and other manufacturing sectors and related services. In 

spite of these potentials, the country’s industrial development remains rather weak.  

According to Table 1 above, most of the country’s population is engaged in agriculture and 

retail trading (65%), with manufacturing occupying only 10% of the adult working 

population. To further buttress the weakness of the manufacturing sector, a comparative 

overview of manufacturing value added as a percentage of GDP in a few selected emerging 

markets (see Table 2), puts the country at an unimpressive 4% in 2005, in comparison to 19% 

for South Africa, 17.7% for Mexico and 8% for Ghana. 

Before the discovery of oil in 1958, agriculture was the predominant engine of growth, with 

the country well noted as an exporter of agricultural products such as cocoa, groundnuts, 

cotton, rubber and palm produce. The oil bonanza of the 1970s diverted government attention 

to an unhealthy dependence on crude oil as a major source of export earnings and 

government revenues. Nigeria is the world's eighth largest oil producer and has the seventh 

largest reserves of natural gas. Activities in the petroleum sector represent nearly 95% of 

export earnings and over 80% of government revenues in Nigeria (CIA World Fact Book, 

2009). In 2007, the share of industry to GDP was 39% and was attributed to heavy production 

in oil and gas. Table 9.1 shows that during the years 1999-2008, the oil sector accounted for 

23.15% of GDP, although its contribution to overall output growth has been in decline. 

Proven oil reserves are estimated to be 36 billion barrels while natural gas reserves are well 

over 100 trillion cubic feet. Nevertheless, the country lacks functional refineries and has to 

import most of its refined petroleum products. Perhaps nothing better illustrates the country’s 

weak economic position than this paradox of the 6
th

 largest exporter in OPEC having to 

import most of refined petroleum needs.  Many of the oil importers, in connivance with 

government functionaries have behaved in the manner of cartels with a vested interest in 

ensuring that refineries do not actually function.  

The Nigerian economy continues to exhibit all the classic symptoms of the ‘rentier state’, 

defined by Douglas Yates (1996: p.11) as one in which the government receives on a regular 
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basis substantial amounts of external economic rent. The four principal characteristics of the 

rentier state are said to be one in which, first, rent situations predominate; second, the origin 

of the rent is largely external to the economy; third, only a few are engaged in the generation 

of the rent; and fourth, the government is the chief recipient of the external rent. Central to all 

this is the so-called “Dutch disease”, manifested in historically high exchange rates, enclave 

economies and high inflation. Evidence of collapsed basic infrastructure and services and 

increased wide spread poverty among Nigerians accentuate resource mismanagement in 

governance which has become the bane of nation’s growth efforts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 9.2: Manufacturing Value Added, 1980-2005 (as % of GDP) 

  1980 1990 2000 2005 

     

Nigeria 8.4 5.5 4.5 4.6 

Mexico 22.3 20.8 20.3 17.7 

Indonesia 13.0 20.7 27.7 .. 
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Brazil 33.5 .. 17.1 .. 

Ghana 7.8 9.8 9.0 8.6 

South Africa 21.6 23.6 19.0 19.1 

   ________________________________________ 

     Source: World Bank database, 2007. 

The trajectory of Nigerian manufacturing capacity utilization from 1980 to 2002 indicates a 

dismal performance, with only marginal improvements in the years after 1999. The sharp fall 

in 1982 were on account of the oil price shock and the ensuing austerity measures by the 

Shehu Shagari administration. The downward trend continued into 1985.  During the years 

1986-1989 there were some marginal improvements, but poor implementation of the 

Structural Adjustment Programme made capacity utilization slip back by 1990.  

In a path breaking study, Peter Lewis (2007) undertook a comparative analysis of national 

development policy choices in Indonesia and Nigeria, demonstrating how ruling elites in the 

Asian country adopted approaches that enhanced structural transformations while those of 

Nigeria settled for a ‘prebendal’ that foreclosed long-term growth. As a consequence, 

Nigeria’s industrial base also remains relatively underdeveloped (see Table 2). The sector is 

yet to take advantage of available resources and the relative abundance of cheap labour due to 

high production costs, low levels of productivity that translate into low value added and low 

capacity utilization. The poor business climate and low levels of infrastructure also 

discourage foreign direct investment in the manufacturing sector. Several foreign-owned 

manufacturing firms have relocated to the neighbouring country of Ghana where power is in 

constant supply, infrastructure is better developed and the policy environment more 

predictable. The Nigerian business environment does not support wealth creation while the 

mindset of the ruling elites seems more oriented to consumption rather than productivity and 

genuine development (Joseph 1987). The competitive structure of the economy is also weak, 

with numerous cartels and monopolies in refined petroleum distribution, cement production 

and market, rice and sugar importation, automobile spare parts, pharmaceuticals and truck 

haulage and luxury bus transportation.  

Evolution of Economic Policy 

When Nigeria was under the colonial tutelage of the British, colonial authorities did not 

pursue an explicit policy of industrialisation. Much of what went by way of trade and 

industrial policy was largely a series of ad hoc measures relating to customs duties, tariffs and 

import waivers to industrialists under the Aid to Pioneer Industries Ordinance 1952. There 
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also existed infrastructure support by way of the provision of utilities services such as water, 

power and industrial estates, some modicum of credit facilities and some level of protection 

from foreign competitors. Promotion of industrial development was anchored on two 

institutions, namely, the Nigeria Local Development Board and the Department of Commerce 

and Industry. The Board was entrusted with the responsibility of promoting development of 

village crafts and local artisanal industries. It was also expected to explore development of 

suitable industrial processes for processing of local products and was responsible for 

evaluating the technical suitability of projects approved by the Governor-in-Council while 

also seeking ways to boost local trade and development of local industries. 

Import-Substitution Industrialisation 

When independence arrived in October 1960, the country was confronted with the twin 

challenges of a highly rudimentary level of industrial development on the one hand, and a 

deteriorating balance of payments position owing to the country’s import dependence, on the 

other. To address these challenges the authorities anchored their industrial policy on an 

import-substitution industrialization strategy, on the assumption that it would lessen 

dependence on imported manufactures thereby helping to conserve much-needed foreign 

exchange.  

During the first National Development Plan 1962-68, a strong commitment was made 

towards diversifying the economy and pursuing a more rigorous industrialisation policy, 

including introduction of heavy industries (Okigbo 1989). It was during this period that 

money was earmarked for the building of three multi-purpose dams at Kainji, Jebba and 

Shiroro, with other important capital items such as iron and steel and oil refining. The 

regional governments in the three regions — East, West, and North, and later in 1964 Mid-

West, deliberately promoted industrialization even without any formal industrial policy. In 

the first three years of independence value-added in manufacturing grew by an average of 

11.4 percent per annum. Rapid growth of manufacturing and diversification of industrial 

activity were major objectives of industrial sector development as articulated in the various 

national development plans (1962–1968, 1970–1974, and 1975–1980).  

Despite the tragic civil war of 1967-1970, the first decade of independence was marked by 

significant achievements in industrial development. The number of local firms proliferated 

and domestic manufacturing increased in such areas as domestic consumables, engineering, 

metal products, household apparatus and agricultural machinery. The Second National 

Development Plan 1970-74, with three “Rs” of Reconciliation, Rehabilitation and 

Reconstruction was probably one of the most successful ante-bellum recovery efforts in the 
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developing world (Okigbo 1989 pp. 79-102). Its targets of building “a united, strong and self-

reliant nation, a great and dynamic society, a just and egalitarian society, a land of bright and 

full employment for all citizens, and a free and democratic society” provided a strong rallying 

point for the post-war reconstruction effort.  

 

In the 1970s, a policy of industrialization and backward integration resulted in a boom in 

Nigeria's industrial sector. Reconstruction efforts made after the civil war under the Second 

National Development Plan, 1970-74 achieved remarkable results. Measures were taken to 

rehabilitate damaged industrial capacities and to promote expansion of intermediate and 

capital goods industries in order to raise the contribution of value added in the manufacturing 

sector. With favourable economic and production indices in place, Nigeria's manufacturing 

industry produced many goods - textiles, tyres, cars, food, plywood and newsprint for 

domestic as well as external markets. Through the various industrial estates scattered across 

the country, a large population of workers were engaged in productive employment. This 

upward trend in the tertiary sector continued well into the early 1980s.  

Following the collapse of oil prices during 1982 and the ensuing ‘austerity measures’ 

imposed by the civilian administration of Shehu Shagari, the manufacturing sector went into 

a massive slump as indeed the rest of the economy. With the reduction in export earnings, the 

hard currency with which to import industrial inputs was no longer easily available. As a 

consequence, there was a spate of factory closures, with capacity utilisation continuing in its 

downward swing and massive layoffs in the manufacturing sector. 

Manufacturing output fell drastically to an annual average of about 2.6 per cent during the 

period 1986-98. In fact, for the period 1993-98, growth in the sub-sector was negative. It is 

clear from the foregoing that Nigeria has not succeeded in appreciably raising its level of 

manufacturing and industrial performance over the last twenty five years. On the contrary, 

the economy has experienced some level of de-industrialization and declining manufacturing 

performance, reflecting the weak competitiveness of the sector.  Nigeria is ranked 83 out of 

117 countries on the UNIDO Competitive Performance Index (CPI) and lower than its 

comparators, including other major oil producing countries. The economy’s weak industrial 

competitiveness is evidenced in several other indicators of sector performance.  The share of 

manufacturing in GDP fell from 8.4 percent in 1980, to 5.5 percent in 1999 and 4.2 percent in 

2007 (World Bank 2008).  
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The introduction of the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in July 1986 marked a 

major paradigm shift in economic policy. The reform programme provided various incentives 

which were granted to the manufacturing sector as a means of lifting the sector from the 

prevalent low level of performance and increasing its contribution to gross domestic product. 

The government rationale behind SAP was to arrest the prolonged economic recession 

occasioned by the collapse of the world oil market from the early 1980s and the attendant 

sharp fall in foreign exchange earnings which have adversely affected economic growth and 

development in Nigeria. SAP provided an opportunity to revamp the industrial sector. 

However, the Nigerian experience with SAP policies in the area of trade and industrial 

policies illustrates the interplay of several factors in the determination of policy design and 

implementation. There was in some sense an erosion of policy autonomy, given that the IMF 

and donors could almost retain veto power on policy choices. Lack of clear ownership of 

economic policy meant that policymakers operated without conviction. It is therefore not 

surprising that the manufacturing sub-sector steadily declined, contributing less than 3 

percent to GDP by 2006.  

It is in the services sector that growth has been rather impressive. Liberalization of the 

telecoms sector provides an example of a relatively successful services reform. An estimated 

450,000 jobs have been created to serve the mobile phone industry, including many more as 

informal sector vendors of pre-paid recharge cards.  Similarly, the development of Internet 

services has led to the opening of an estimated 5000 cyber-cafés. Other areas for services 

growth include banking and finance, transport - especially air transport, and tourism.   

It is evident that Nigeria has the potential to become a regional finance and transportation 

hub. The new Financial Sector Strategy (FSS2020), a complement to Vision 20-2020 was 

initiated by the Central Bank in 2007 and has precisely the objective of making the country 

the financial hub of the continent by the year 2020. Nigerian banks are already extending 

their tentacles to neighbouring West African countries, while others have moved as far as 

Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda and South Africa. In the aviation sector, Nigerian airlines are 

providing much of the air transport services for West Africa. Another potentially important 

area is expansion of services in the gas and petroleum sector. Ambitious targets have been set 

for local content in the oil and gas industry from a low of between 5 and 25 percent to a 

minimum of 70 percent by the end of 2010.   

 

The National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy  
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 During 2004-2007, economic policy was anchored on the National Economic Empowerment 

and Development Strategy (NEEDS). A programme aimed at engineering a new prosperity, 

its pillars centred on value re-orientation, fostering accountability and transparency, anti-

corruption, reducing poverty, creating wealth and creating jobs. NEEDS aims to boost the 

productive sector of the economy, rebuild infrastructure and position the private sector as the 

key driver of growth. In addition to rehabilitating infrastructure such as roads, harbours, ports 

and power, NEEDS aimed to enhance the productivity of the real sector, in particular 

agriculture and industry, as well as development of SMEs and socio-economic empowerment 

of people and job-creation.  

 

Figure 9.1: Sectoral Composition of the Nigerian %GDP/US$, 2009 

 

Source: Economic Associates, Lagos, Nigeria, June 2009. 
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One of the laudable achievements recorded in the Nigerian economy was the successful bank 

recapitalization in 2006. It was an exercise that saw the total overhaul of the banking system 

and pruned 100 existing banks to 25 strong banks. Confidence was restored with more public 

patronage and credit facilities. As a result of insider problems and the global financial 

meltdown, however, capital markets have been in the doldrums since the spring of 2008. The 

subsequent fall in values of shares generated toxic assets that affected the liquidity of 

commercial banks.  Revelations of serious corporate problems bordering on fraud, resulted in 

the Central Bank dismissing five of the chief executives of banks, in addition to pumping 

over 600 billion naira in bailout funds.  

One of the most salutary developments in recent years has been the fact that Nigeria was 

successful in negotiating an exit from the Paris Club list of debtors in December 2005, when 

the United States and seven other nations signed a debt reduction agreement with the 

government. As a consequence, debt servicing obligations declined from 36% of GDP in 

2004 to less than 4% in 2009.  

In April 2009, the Honourable Minister of Commerce and Industry announced a new Trade 

and Industrial Policy for the country. The political context for the policy is the medium-term 

goal of achieving the current government’s Seven-Point Agenda, meeting the internationally 

agreed targets for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for poverty alleviation and 

Vision 2020 which aims to put Nigeria among the 20 largest economies within the coming 

decade. The objective is to establish a thriving manufacturing sector anchored on low 

production costs, a highly skilled and motivated labour force and high value-added, 

competitive products whilst fostering wealth creation, poverty reduction and boosting 

employment. 

The policy document formally acknowledges that these objectives cannot be achieved 

without renewed commitment to macroeconomic policy reforms that ensure improvements in 

overall economic performance, with all that this implies for budgeting, expenditure 

management and fiscal policy. 

The new policy also emphasizes the need for the overhaul of the regulatory architecture 

underpinning trade and industrial activities, especially protection of foreign investments, 

protection of intellectual property rights, relaxation of restrictive trade practices, enforcement 

of industrial and commercial standards as well as consumer protection, and revision of 

weights and measures to align them with best international practices.  
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To achieve the above, measures would be taken to foster domestic commerce while 

enhancing exports promotion. In addition, the government is committed to building strong 

partnerships with international financial institutions and agencies that would provide trade-

related development assistance. Government acknowledges the role of the private sector as 

the main driver for industrial and commercial prosperity. It also emphasizes the role of 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) in building infrastructure for long-term sustainable 

development. Such PPPs are also seen as important vehicles in the building of industrial 

parks in such sectors as petrochemicals, textiles, fertilizers, biofuels, solid minerals, agro-

processing and engineering and machine tools. 

Institutionally, the new policy accords a central role to the Federal Government in providing 

an enabling macroeconomic environment, provision of incentives, export promotion, 

strengthening the financial architecture for accessible credit, and strengthening R & D and 

development of human capital and skills. The Federal Ministry of Commerce is expected to 

take the driver’s seat in coordinating and implementing the new policy. The Ministry reports 

to the National Council on Commerce and Industry (NCCI), which is the highest policy 

making body on industrial matters, bringing together State Governments and the various 

MDAs under the leadership of the President.   

Nigeria's current industrial policy thrust is anchored on de-regulation of the economy and 

government's disengagement from activities which are considered best handled by the private 

sector, leaving Government to play the role of facilitator, concentrating on the provision of 

incentives, policy and infrastructure that are necessary to enhance the private sector's role as 

the engine of growth.  

Vision 2020 and the Quest for Accelerated Transformation 

The most recent initiative in macroeconomic policy is the Vision 2020 blueprint by which 

Nigeria aims to be among the 20 most developed economies by the year 2020. At the core of 

this long-term plan is the critical role of manufacturing, structural transformation and 

enhanced national competitiveness. Vision 2020 is a comprehensive long-term perspective 

plan (see Figure 3) embracing targeted policy actions in the political system, macroeconomic 

management and key sectors such as agriculture, health, education, manufacturing and 

infrastructure. Manufacturing is expected to be the key driver. Given that manufacturing 

currently constitutes only 4.13 percent of GDP, the objective is to raise it to a level of 23.4 

percent over the long term and to achieve a capacity utilization level of 85.5 percent by 2018. 

The modelling framework for Vision 2020 supports a structural shift of the macro economy 
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from primary production to an increasingly high value added secondary/tertiary production 

using an appropriate mix of technology, incentives, institutional architecture and a national 

system of innovation, R & D and human capital development. If Nigeria is to be among the 

20 largest economies by 2020, it would require an annual growth rate of 15.95 percent and an 

annual investment growth rate in real terms of 30.5 percent. This is based on the assumption 

that the country currently occupying the 20
th

 position, the Netherlands, with a nominal GDP 

of US$844 billion will be growing at an annual rate of between 1 and 2.2% during the period. 

 

To achieve the Vision 2020 objective, the nation’s human capital has been identified as the 

most important asset of the nation, critical to the attainment of the desired economic growth. 

In this light, one of the central themes of the Vision 2020 blueprint is to enhance national 

productivity and overall welfare (National Planning Commission 2009). It is well understood 

that if the country is to achieve its long-term perspective plan of being among the largest 

economies within the coming decade, its GDP would have to jump from the long-term 

average of 7.8% to a sustained high of 12.5% per annum from 2010 to 2020. This would lift 

its GDP from the current US $212.1 billion to approximately 900 billion USD in 2020. In 

terms of strategy, efforts would be made to optimize existing growth drivers: Agriculture; 

Energy (Oil and Gas); and Wholesale and Retail Trade whilst speeding up by quantum leaps 

the role of such potentially strong drivers as manufacturing, ICT, finance, minerals and 

metals, building, construction and real estate, SMEs and tourism.  

Nigeria’s Evolution of Bilateral and Multilateral Aid 

During the 1960s, Nigeria emerged a moderately prosperous country, largely dependent on 

revenues from commodity exports such as cocoa, groundnuts, cotton, rubber and palm 

produce. Given the pro-Western stance of the Balewa administration, beyond maintaining a 

principle of good neighbourliness, the leadership had a rather lukewarm attitude towards pan-

Africanism. The government was keener to maintain its traditional relationship with Britain 

and the Commonwealth than with the Eastern Bloc and other developing countries. Although 

authorities did re-affirm the non-Aligned status of the country, there was a conscious effort to 

steer clear of more radical elements in the developing world.  Beyond the token humanitarian 

assistance to its neighbours, Nigeria did not make any major commitment to aid-giving. 

The civil war, however, was a turning-point. The Gowon administration realised that without 

the help of its neighbours and of the Soviet Union working together with Britain and the 

United States, winning the war and securing the ante-bellum peace would have been more 

difficult. Coincidentally, the ending of the war in January 1970 saw the expansion of the oil 
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sector as the oil majors returned to the oil fields, resulting in unprecedented earnings from 

petroleum exports. These earnings provided the finance needed for post-reconstruction as 

well as for the pursuit of a more ambitious foreign policy. In 1974, during an official visit to 

the Caribbean island nation of Grenada, General Yakubu Gowon discovered that the country 

was nearly paralysed by a national strike because public-sector workers had not been paid for 

months. There and then, the Head of State was said to have announced the immediate 

underwriting of the entire bill for all outstanding salaries of the government of the Republic 

of Grenada. The exact amount that was spent was never revealed. When Gowon was 

criticized back home, he was said to have famously retorted that the country’s problem was 

not money, but how to spend it. 

 

After the lacklustre post-war regime of General Gowon was overthrown, there appeared to be 

a more focused commitment to foreign policy under the Murtala/Obasanjo administration. In 

1976, a committee headed by Professor Adebayo Adedeji articulated the concept of Africa as 

‘the centrepiece’ of Nigerian foreign policy. This new focus was the basis of renewed actions 

in support of liberation movements in southern Africa, with Nigeria taking on a new role as 

de facto leader of the ‘frontline states’ in the United Nations.  

During 1983-85, foreign policy thinkers led by scholar-diplomatic Professor Ibrahim 

Gambari developed the theory of ‘concentric circles’ as the framework of national policy. It 

was felt that the idea of ‘Africa as centrepiece’ was much too general to be of operational 

relevance. The notion of concentric circles gave priority first to national interest, then to the 

neighbouring ECOWAS, and then thirdly to Africa and the rest of the world (Ajulo 2008).  

The administration of General Ibrahim Babangida took major steps to boost relations within 

the West African sub-region through the vehicle of personal diplomacy. Bilateral agreements 

were strengthened during visits while grants were provided in several instances.  For 

example, in July 1988, President Babangida visited the island nation of Cape Verde, where, 

among other things, he donated the sum of US$76,700 towards the building of a new 

polytechnic. He also gave an undisclosed number of scholarships to enable Cape Verdian 

students to pursue higher studies in several Nigerian universities. During a visit to 

Ouagadougou, Babangida donated funds for the construction of a primary school, in addition 

to providing 500 tonnes of bitumen for road construction and vehicles towards hosting the 

ECOWAS summit in the Burkinabe capital.  
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During a subsequent state visit to Sierra Leone, Babangida undertook to build a medical 

school in Freetown, and also provided funds for a distinguished Nigerian medical scientist 

and educator, Professor Ige Grillo to be seconded there as founding Dean. 

Diplomatic insiders estimate that Nigeria has spent over US$60 billion in financial assistance 

to various African and Caribbean countries. So-called ‘rescue operations’, consisting largely 

of grants, have been made to countries ranging from Benin Republic to Zimbabwe, Cape 

Verde, Guinea, Senegal, Niger, Togo, Liberia and Mali, (Fayomi & Adejola 2007, p. 481).  

Several others have benefitted from Nigerian goodwill and financial assistance, including 

Caribbean countries such as St. Vincent and the Grenadines, St. Kitts/Nevis, British Guyana, 

Suriname, Barbados, the Bahamas and the Commonwealth of Dominica. Nigeria had also 

supported the Caribbean Development Bank with the sum of US$5,000,000 to enable the 

bank to support Caribbean Commission (CARICOM) countries with the financing of various 

development projects. In 1988, Nigeria gave a grant of US$1 million to Jamaica, following 

the natural disaster of a hurricane that wrecked havoc on the Caribbean island country. 

It seems evident that much of the initial pre-occupation of the country’s foreign policy was 

the political liberation of Africa. As such the economic aspects of foreign policy were 

initially geared towards serving these political objectives. Greater emphasis was given to 

bilateral economic assistance during the Babangida years (Asobie & Ogwu, pg 86). In 1986, 

after bombing raids carried by the racist South African government’s Air Force on Zambia, 

Zimbabwe and Botswana some $60 million was donated by the Nigerian government 

between 1986 and 1988. A special fund amounting to N100m was launched in 1988 to assist 

the South-West African People’s Organization (SWAPO), to campaign for independence 

elections in Namibia (H. Assisi in Ogwu, p.86). During 1988-1990 several grants were 

provided to the neighbouring country of Equatorial Guinea, among them some N10m by way 

of a trade loan; a grant of $5million and the financing of the construction of a hospital, 

polytechnic and an agricultural development project.  Some of the bilateral assistance to 

African countries has been in terms of scholarships given to African students to study in 

Nigerian institutions of higher education. Nigerian foreign aid to Angola in 1975 amounted to 

some N13.5million (Ogwu, p.167). 

 

A strong element of such assistance has been by way of concessional oil resources, largely 

consisting of oil sales below world market prices (Aluko 1976). General Gowon extended 

concessional oil assistance to Bahamas. In February 1975, the government articulated a 

clearer policy on concessional petroleum sales to African countries with two conditions laid 

down for countries to benefit from such concessions: first, the countries must have their own 
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refineries for processing crude petroleum; and secondly, they had to undertake that products 

from the crude oil supplies not be re-exported to third countries. Fayemi & Adejola 2007, 

p.481). 

The Technical Aid Corps Scheme 

Established in 1986 by Decree, the Technical Aid Corps (TAC) emerged as a foreign policy 

tool to promote goodwill and foster social and economic development in partner countries. 

TAC is structured to provide human capital assistance in all fields of social and economic 

development. It also symbolizes the enduring values and practical demonstration of the 

crucial role of South-South cooperation. The aims and objectives of the scheme include the 

following (Yusif 2008): 

 Sharing Nigeria’s know-how and expertise with other ACP countries 

 Giving assistance on the basis of assessed and perceived needs of recipient countries 

 Promoting cooperation and understanding between Nigeria and recipient countries  

 Facilitating meaningful contact between youths of Nigeria and those of recipient 

countries 

 Complementing other forms of assistance to ACP countries 

 Ensuring a streamlined programme of assistance to other developing countries 

 Acting as a channel through which South-South collaboration is enhanced  

 Establishing a presence in countries which, for economic reasons, Nigeria has no 

resident diplomatic mission 

According to available data, between 1987 and 2008, nearly 2,000 TAC volunteers have been 

deployed to 33 countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific.  It is generally recognised 

that one of the main strengths of the scheme is the fact that it is a ‘people-oriented and 

people-centred’ assistance programme that fills crucially important gaps in the human capital 

needs of its partner countries. Indeed, so popular and so successful has the scheme become 

that it has attracted interest of the Commonwealth Secretariat, the United Nations (UN) 

Volunteer Service and the Japanese Agency for International Cooperation (JAIC) all of which 

have sought some partnership and cooperative relationship with TAC. 

It is evident that TAC has brought obvious dividends to both the giver and receiver. Nigerians 

sent abroad have acquired new skills and experiences which they have also been able to bring 

back home. The country has benefitted from immense goodwill garnered from sending its 

experts to serve in other countries. Tangible benefits have been recorded by the activities of 

technical assistance personnel in recipient countries (Daura 2006). For example, in Kenya, 
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the two medical volunteers who served in Shelter Afrique were later retained as directors in 

that United Nations agency. They were also said to be instrumental in bringing Shelter 

Afrique to invest in housing development in Bayelsa State. In the East African country of 

Uganda, TAC volunteers were responsible for the design and implementation of the IT 

network of the Kampala Institute of Teacher Education. In the Caribbean nation of Dominica, 

Nigerian TAC volunteers successfully designed and launched a new healthcare delivery 

system while one of the volunteers was retained as pioneer director of the Primary Healthcare 

System. In Zambia, a volunteer was said to have designed and launched the first programme 

in Dentistry at the Medical School of the University of Zambia. In the Gambia, one of the 

Nigerian volunteers became the first Vice-Chancellor of the country’s pioneer university. In 

Jamaica, another volunteer drew up the first of the country’s national land survey. Several 

other success stories have been registered in countries as diverse as Fiji, Seychelles and 

Sierra Leone.  

Clearly, the TAC scheme has been a success. However, there are some challenges. In the first 

place, the amount that has been expended on the scheme so far remains shrouded in mystery. 

There is no evidence of any detailed and critical evaluations especially during the first and 

second decades of the scheme, so as to internalize any lessons learned. There is also no 

evidence that volunteers have been subjected to any form of debriefing so that the country 

can learn from their experiences and loop these into foreign policy actions. A major lacuna is 

the Francophone countries. For obvious reasons of language, very few Nigerian graduates 

have proficiency in French. Those few that do barely suffer for the needs of the Nigerian 

market. Given that most of Nigeria’s neighbours are French-speaking, some effort should be 

made to encourage Nigerian volunteers to proficient in French so that they are able to serve in 

Francophone countries. 

Nigeria and the African Development Bank (ADB) 

For much of its independent existence, Nigeria has been a major contributor to multilateral 

institutions. Within the African context, the country has been a major contributor and/or 

dominant shareholder of such institutions as the African Development Bank Group, Shelter 

Afrique, Afrexim Bank, and the ECOWAS Fund for Compensation and Development, which 

was recently transformed into the ECOWAS Bank for Investment and Development (EBID). 

In most African regional institutions in which Nigeria has been involved, she has contributed 

as much as 40 percent to the operational costs of those institutions. There was a time when 

Nigeria virtually underwrote the entire operational budget of the OAU/AU, at a time of fiscal 

difficulties when most member countries were not forthcoming. Indeed, according to a 
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former OAU Secretary-General, Salim Ahmed Salim, without Nigeria’s help at crucial 

turning points, the Secretariat in Addis Ababa would have grounded to a halt (October 2009). 

 

At the inception of the African Development Bank in 1964, with an initial share capital of 

UA 250 million (US$470 million) by the 25 member countries, Nigeria was the third largest 

shareholder, following Egypt and Algeria. Egypt  had the largest initial subscription of 

US$30 million and a voting power of 10.1 percent, followed by Algeria with a contribution 

of US$24.50 million with a voting power of 8.60 percent. Nigeria came third with an initial 

subscription of UA24.10 and a voting a power of 8.49 percent.  These initial subscriptions 

followed the laid down allocation formula that was determined on the basis of population and 

gross national product at the time. In 1982, when President Boubacar Ndiaye opened up 

participation to non-regional member countries, the share capital increased from UA 250 

million to UA 21.9 billion (equivalent to UA30.7 billion by 1998). This expansion increased 

the share participation of non-regionals from 33.3% to 40 percent, with the proportion of the 

voting powers of the regional member countries having reduced from 66.6% to 60 percent. 

 

With Nigeria’s growing influence in international economic relations due to increased 

petroleum resources, the government was able to significantly increase its share ownership. 

As at year end 2005, Nigeria’s subscriptions stood at UA197.86 million, representing a 

voting power of 8.974 percent.  By the end of 2005, the total voting powers of the first 12 

shareholders stood at a total of 55.861 percent, with non-regionals wielding greater votes than 

ever. 

The Nigeria Trust Fund 

The Nigeria Trust Fund (NTF) is a special AfDB fund created in 1976 by agreement between 

the African Development Bank Group and the Nigerian government. Its objective is to assist 

the development efforts of the Bank's low-income regional member countries whose 

economic and social conditions and prospects require concessional financing.  

The NTF became operational in April 1976 following approval of the agreement establishing the 

Nigeria Trust Fund by the Board of Governors. Its initial capital of US$80 million was replenished in 

1981 with US$71million. The NTF deploys its resources to provide financing for projects of national or 

regional importance with the aim of fostering economic and social development of the low-income 

RMCs whose peculiar social and economic conditions require non-conventional terms of financing. It 

lends at a 4% interest rate with a 25-year repayment period, including a five year grace period. In 

http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Legal-Documents/00157770-EN-NTF-AGREEMENT.PDF
http://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Legal-Documents/00157770-EN-NTF-AGREEMENT.PDF
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1996, the NTF had a total resource base of $432 million.  In April 2003, the AfDB Board of Governors 

considered and approved a number of proposals aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of the NTF. 

These included the following: 

 Adjusting the interest rate for NTF loans from 4 percent to a 2-4 percent range, to 

increase concessionality; 
 

 

 Allocating 10 percent of NTF annual net income as contribution to the HIPC Trust 

Fund; 

  

 Appropriating NTF corpus resources to finance activities under the Technical 

Cooperation  
 

 

 

 

 Agreement with the Bank Group to support programmes benefiting its regional 

member countries; 

 

 Introducing more flexibility in the investment of NTF resources, pending their use 

in financing projects. 

Under the terms of the agreement establishing the NTF, operations of the fund were 

envisaged to come to an end 30 years after the Agreement came into force. Although the 

bank and the Nigerian authorities agreed to two one-year extensions of the agreement from its 

original expiry date of April 25, 2006, no new loans or grants have been approved from the 

NTF window since that date. In November 2006 an evaluation of activities of the fund was 

commissioned and the exercise was completed in July 2007. On the basis of the evaluation 

exercise, findings and recommendations, and subsequent to meetings held between the bank 

and Nigerian authorities in November 2007, the agreement has been extended for a period of 

10 years beginning from April 26, 2008.  

As at December 31, 2008, cumulative disbursements from the NTF window amounted to UA 

213.15 million (African Development Bank 2009). UAI = US$1.25. The loans provided by 

the Fund have benefitted many countries across the continent and have been in highly 

concessional terms. As at year’s end 2008, some 59 loans were fully disbursed for a total 

amount of UA 196.20 million, representing 92.05 percent of cumulative disbursements. The 

Fund’s net income fell from UA 19.84 million in 2007 to some UA 5.99 million in 2008, due 

mainly to the fall in money market returns, debt write-offs and provision for impairment on 

loans and related charges. However, NTF reserves increased from UA 144.88 million in 2007 

to UA 158.19 million by the end of 2008.  

The Nigerian Technical Cooperation Fund 
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The Nigerian Technical Cooperation Fund (NTCF) was developed in April 2004 as a grant 

window to complement the resources of the NTF, consisting of some US$25 million drawn 

from the net income of the NTF. Its objectives are to pool the human capital of recipient 

countries from the African Diaspora to assist in the rebuilding of war-torn countries.  It 

provides technical assistance grants for the identification and preparation of bankable 

projects.  The bulk of resources are used to finance procurement of consultancy services, of 

which 80% shall come from Nigeria while the remaining 20% from other African regional 

member countries.   

From all indications, outcomes of the NTF have been at best a mixed blessing. While its 

resources have been welcomed in recipient countries, it is doubtful this has translated into 

goodwill or even leverage for Nigeria. From the lessons of experience, countries that 

contribute to the shareholdings of multilateral banks do so for both reasons of altruism as 

well as national self-interest. Given that these institutions wield enormous influence in 

national development policies of recipient countries, donor countries often tend to jealously 

guard their voting powers as a means of exerting policy influence in those institutions, and 

via those institutions, on regional member countries. According to a former career official, 

Vice-President for Operations and one-time Presidential candidate, given the size of Nigeria 

as the largest shareholder in the AfDB Group, one would expect the country to play the 

following role (Ogunjobi 2007): 

 A leadership role in policy-making and strategic direction of the Bank Group 

 Using the NTF and NTCF resources to further both economic interests and foreign 

policy objectives of Nigeria as well as Africa 
 

 Maximizing economic and other benefits from using technical and financial resources 

of the Bank Group 

 
 

 Wielding effective influence and having full representation at the senior management 

level of the Bank  

The experience in practice has been that Nigeria has never really exercised influence 

commensurate with its status and voting power. Nigerian influence remains weak at the 

highest levels of management while Nigerian staff have had occasion to feel that they have 

not been given their due when it comes to promotion within the professional ranks. 

Issues and Challenges Facing Nigeria’s Economic Assistance 
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From the foregoing, it is evident that Nigeria has been a major player in promoting South-

South cooperation for development.  The country has committed enormous resources for 

promoting economic development in the developing countries of Africa, the Caribbean and 

the Pacific. In some cases, notably the TAC scheme, Nigeria has been a pacesetter and model 

for other relatively prosperous developing countries. Obviously, the capacity to provide 

assistance directly correlates with the level of development and availability of government 

revenues. As we have seen, the country remains a mono-cultural dependent economy. A 

strong industrial base and a prosperous economy are prerequisite for achieving the kind of 

leadership role that Nigeria intends to play on the continent.  

In spite of Nigeria’s generosity, it is not certain that the economic and social returns have 

been commensurate with the costs of these investments in human resources and capital. It is a 

paradox that while the country continues to expand its financial support to other countries, its 

image in the world continues to dwindle. Nigeria currently has a major image problem that it 

has sought to improve by what the Minister of Information, Professor Dora Akunyili terms 

‘rebranding’.  

It has been suggested that Nigeria and South Africa constitute the two regional hegemons on 

the continent (Adebajo 2006). South Africa maintains a growing aid programme that is 

rigorously linked to its trade and commercial interests on the continent, through the South 

African Development Bank (DBSA). Nigeria recently created the African Finance 

Corporation which has been embroiled in controversy. A government appointed investigation 

panel in 2007 indicted the former Governor of the Central Bank, Professor Charles 

Chukwuma Soludo allegedly for money laundering, gross abuse of power and professional 

misjudgement. The report was not released officially for political reasons. 

 

One major element of the political economy of Nigerian foreign policy is its structural 

incoherence. According to one of the nation’s leading diplomats and international relations 

specialists, Ibrahim Gambari: 

The management of Nigeria’s petroleum resources has been so inept and 

corrupt that the country’s oil ‘boom’ has almost become its  economic and 

social ‘doom’. Throughout recent history, Nigeria’s vast human resources 

have rarely been matched by entrepreneurship, unity, integrity, or vision on 

the part of the country’s political leadership….It is now widely recognised that 

in Nigeria there is a direct relationship between domestic politics and the 

making of foreign policy. The domestic system and the conduct of political 

business invariably affect the conduct of external relations…. Nigeria’s 

foreign policy has never been directly related to the needs of the masses of its 

people. Rather, this policy has been formulated, articulated, and implemented 
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in highly elitist circles, reflecting the needs and aspirations of national elite of 

political, business, bureaucratic, military and traditional ruling groups. Not 

very cohesive, Nigeria’s national elite is deeply divided along ethnical, 

regional, religious and ideological lines (Gambari 2008, p.79). 

 

Nigerian international assistance efforts have never been rooted in a clearly articulated vision 

of the national interest. At the All-Nigeria Conference on Foreign Policy held at the National 

Institute for Policy and Strategic Studies (NIPSS), President Ibrahim Babangida had urged 

participants to seek a clearer definition of the national interest, with priority to be accorded 

the issue of ‘national security’ (Egwu 2007). That particular conference had distilled the 

essential elements of Nigerian national interests as consisting of the following: 

(i) National independence  

(ii) National cohesion 

(iii) Territorial integrity 

(iv) Security of citizens in terms of food, shelter, health and housing 

(v) Promotion of the national values of discipline, self-reliance and patriotism 

 

Given Nigeria’s external image problem, the country’s unparalleled generosity on the 

continent has not always been appreciated. Many citizens across the world have been 

recipients of dubious Nigerian 419 emails and faxes requesting the transfer of incredibly 

large amounts of money. Until recently, Nigeria was on the small list of countries with weak 

money laundering legislation and controls. On Christmas Day, the December 25, 2009, a 

young Nigerian and scion of a prominent banking family attempted to blow up an aircraft on 

American soil. The Obama administration immediately replied by placing Nigeria on the list 

of terrorist countries.   Recipients of the gifts proffered by Prometheus may not be ingrates. It 

is simply the case that Nigeria’s political economy, its poor image and lacklustre reputation 

defeat any aims that provision of largesse would have served to achieve. 

In 1977, the noted Kenyan scholar professor Ali Mazrui observed that with its vast resources 

and huge population, Nigeria was well on its way to being the ‘the first major black power in 

modern international politics’, predicting that the country was poised to overtake Britain and 

France as a world power by the end of the century. (Quoted in Ajulo: “Nigeria’s Interests in 

West Africa”, p.42). 

It is a profound irony that the first decade of the twenty-first century finds Nigeria in a far 

worse state than Mazrui had prophesied. A combination of factors such as poor economic 

management, weak leadership, massive corruption and ethno-religious killings have 

destroyed Nigeria’s prestige and weakened its influence on African and world affairs. It is 
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clear that no amount of grants or financial assistance could change this perception of Nigeria 

as a weak, chaotic and irresponsible behemoth. Indeed, former US Ambassador to Nigeria, 

Princeton Lyman, told Nigerian leaders to exorcise themselves of the illusion of grandeur, in 

essence prophesying doom for the future of the country. While Ambassador Lyman is entitled 

to his opinions, it is clear that Nigeria faces a profound crisis of leadership. The Nigerian 

people may continue to believe in their manifest destiny in the world, but the future of the 

country and its very survival remain at stake. 

It is crucial that Nigeria evolve a new generation of transformational leaders; statesmen who 

have a vision of the country’s high destiny. Linked to this is the need to articulate a new 

vision of foreign policy for the twenty-first century. In the emerging global hierarchy of 

nations, competitiveness, economic growth and industrial prowess are factors that will 

determine the extent of a country’s power and influence. The Vision 2020 project needs to be 

closely aligned to a new definition of national purpose. There also has to be a new strategy 

anchored on international economic diplomacy so that the country’s assistance programmes 

directly support long-term trade and investment interests. Economic statecraft must serve as 

the handmaiden of national interest and the promotion of collective aspirations on the world 

stage. While there will always be a place for charity in the affairs of nations, generosity 

without an eye for the promotion of the national interest would amount to a pursuit of 

illusions.  
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Chapter 10 

 

Multilateral Water Organisations and Nigeria’s National Interest: Lake 

Chad Basin Commission and Niger Basin Authority
 

 
 

Tijjani Muhammad Bande 

 

 

Introduction 

A state’s national interest informs and guides its relations with other states. These interests as 

well as their power determines how states inter-relate in the international system. Foreign 

policy is from this standpoint the systematic attempt by states to defend and advance their 

national interest in their interaction with other states and external bodies. The United Nations 

Organisation (UNO), African Union (AU) and Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) have been important arenas for advancing Nigeria’s interest. Less well known is 

the way in which other fora also contribute, with implications for the defence of Nigeria’s 

interest. For example, natural factors which bring states together irrespective of their 

differences. These include, but are not restricted to, shared oceans, rives and lakes. 

Management of transnational waters require the involvement of all states that directly or 

indirectly share economic, social or even politico-strategic stakes.  

 

The management of transnational waters can also be a source of cooperation or conflict. Yet, 

international laws governing the utilisation of waters are often vague, if not contradictory. 

For most African states the attainment of peace and development through regional integration 

is a high priority.  

 

Nigeria’s national interest concerns its survival and development as a sovereign nation under 

sustained peace, security and political stability. The 1999 Constitution specifies its foreign 

policy objectives as:  
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(i) Promotion and protection of national interest;  

(ii) Promotion of African integration and support for African Unity;  

(iii) Promotion of international cooperation for the consolidation of universal peace 

and mutual respect among all nations and elimination of discrimination in all its 

manifestations;  
 

(iv) Respect for international law and treaty obligations as well as seeking the 

settlement of international disputes by negotiation, mediation, conciliation, 

arbitration and adjudication; and 

(v) Promotion of a just world economic order.  

 

The River Niger and Lake Chad not only provide access to Nigeria but to other countries in 

the West and Central African sub-regions, providing water for agricultural and domestic use, 

conservation and hydroelectric power generation. Fishing is also a source of livelihood for 

millions of Nigerians living along the basins of the Niger and Lake Chad. Proximity offers an 

opportunity to constructively engage other states and advance the cause of socio-economic 

integration in Africa.  

 

This chapter examines two important transnational water management organisations in West 

Africa: The Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) and the Niger Basin Authority (NBA), 

established to manage, regulate and harmonise activities of states around the waters. Sources 

of data for the study were mainly secondary, supplemented by in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews with one former chief executive of each of the authorities and the current head of 

Nigeria’s Lake Chad Development Authority.  

 

The chapter is structured as follows: After the introduction, the next section reviews relevant 

literature on transnational waters as sources of conflict and cooperation. Section three 

examines the establishment and activities of the two organisations and argues that even 

though they face problems, Nigeria should continue to place high priority on its membership 

in the organisations. Section four briefly discusses Nigeria’s contributions to the running of 

the two organisations. The last section concludes the discussion, providing recommendations 

for revitalising the water authorities.  

 

Transnational Waters: Cooperation and Conflict 
 

Management of water at domestic and international levels has been a source of both conflict 

and cooperation. Westing argues that “competition for limited… freshwater leads to severe 

political tensions and even war” (1986, p.231). Serageldin concludes that “the wars of the 

next century [21st] will be about water” (1995, p.A-13). The battle over the control of the 

Suez Canal was fierce among major powers from the late 19
th

 century to the middle of the 
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20
th

 century. Today control of the Gulf, the Mediterranean Sea and the Red Sea is a major 

issue in international strategy (both commercial and military). Scholars who study 

transnational waters, such as Cooley (1984) and Remans (1985) point to the potential of 

water as a cause of violent conflict in the 21
st
 century (Wolf 1998). The problem is 

compounded by insufficient consideration of quality issues in decisions, a lack of specificity 

in rights allocations, disproportionate political power by special interests and a general 

neglect of environmental concerns in water resource decision-making (Wolf 1998, Butts 

1997).  Mostert (2003) stresses that unilateral action often triggers water conflict. For 

example upstream water diversion that threatens to harm other parties that also share the 

resource.  

 

Conflicts among communities over rights to ponds and other water points are also not 

uncommon. Fortunately, few disputes have resulted in violent conflict. Table 10.1 provides 

the date, nature of conflicts and the countries involved:  
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Table 10.1:  Selected Cases of Water Conflicts 

S/N Date  Nature of Conflicts and Countries involved  

1 1948 The partition of India and Pakistan led to the division of the 

Indus basin in an overlapping fashion. This dispute over 

irrigation has continued to exacerbate tensions in the Kashmir 

region and has continued to bring the two states to the brink of 

war. However, twelve years of World Bank led negotiations 

resulted in the 1960 Indus Waters Agreement.  

2 1951-1953 Israel and Syria exchanged sporadic fire over Israeli water 

development works in the Hulesh basin which lies in the 

demilitarised zone between the two states. 

3 1958 In the middle of pending negotiations over Nile waters, Sudanese 

general elections and an Egyptian vote on Sudan-Egypt 

unification, Egypt sent an unsuccessful military expedition into 

the territory during dispute between the two states. When tension 

eased, a Nile Waters Treaty was signed.  

4 1963-1964 The 1964 boundaries left Somali nomads under Ethiopian rule. 

Consequently, there were border skirmishes between Somalia 

and Ethiopia over the Ogaden desert, which includes critical 

water resources (the two countries were also aware of the oil 

resources in the region). Hundreds of people were killed before a 

cease-fire was negotiated. 

5 1965-1966 War ensued between Israel and Syria over an “all-Arab” plan to 

divert the Jordan River headwaters to pre-empt Israeli “national 

water barrier”, an out of basin diversion plan from the Sea of 

Galilee. However, construction of the Syrian diversion was 

halted in July 1966.  

6 1975 The flow of water from the Euphrates filled upstream dams. 

Consequently, Iraq complained that the flow reaching its territory 

would no longer be tolerated and asked the Arab League to 

intervene. Syria presented a similar claim. After mutually hostile 

statements, Syria pulled out of an Arab League technical 

committee formed to mediate the conflict. In May 1975, Syria 

closed its airspace to Iraqi flights and both countries reportedly 

deployed troops to their mutual border. It was the timely 

intervention and mediation of Saudi Arabia that prevented 

escalation of the conflict.  

7 1989-1991 Two Senegalese peasants were killed over grazing rights along 

the Senegalese River which forms a boundary between 

Mauritania and Senegal. This incident sparked serious ethnic and 

land reform tensions in the region. Civilians along the border 

towns of both states were killed before each country deployed its 

army to restore order. Sporadic violence, however, continued 

until diplomatic relations were restored in 1991.   
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Source: Wolf (1998, pp. 4-5). 

 

 

It is clear that, of the seven historical cases of armed conflict over water, three did not 

escalate into physical combat. Wolf maintains that “there has never been a single war fought 

over water” (1998, p.5) in modern times. Perhaps some minimum level of humanity is 

involved here: how far would any state or community go where it is wilfully denied access to 

so vital a resource as water? 

 

There is a considerable body of literature concerning transnational freshwater management; 

yet, Mostert contends that there is “little information on how these institutions were 

developed and how they function in practice” (2003, p.1) and perhaps even no information 

regarding how states strategise the use of transnational waters to achieve national interests. 

To minimise this theoretical lacuna is to study transnational waters from the framework of 

what Mostert (2003) refers to as PC → CP (potential conflict to cooperation potential). The 

PC → CP project was a UNESCO and Green Cross International framework. It examined and 

promoted the potential of transitional water resources becoming a catalyst for regional peace 

and development through the triple issues of dialogue, cooperation and participative 

management. In understanding how transitional waters influence conflict and/or cooperation, 

three issues can be discerned: (i) collective problems in which relevant states have similar 

interests, such as restoration of an international lake (for example, the various projects 

initiated for the resuscitation of Lake Chad, such as the LCBC/GEF project and Inter-basin 

Water Transfer project) and the joint development of a boundary river; (ii) negative 

externality problems which result in a situation whereby actual or proposed activities in a 

given country would have adverse effects on another, such as upstream water diversion or 

water pollution; and (iii) positive externality problems which occur when activities of a 

member state would be beneficial to another, such as constructing a dam to reduce flooding 

downstream.  

 

Scenarios (i) and (ii) characterise the situation of Lake Chad and Niger River basins. 

Although a potential for conflict exists, cooperation has largely ensued. Given this, two 

questions are important: (i) How are the basins managed by their respective authorities within 

the challenges of limited available resources? (ii) How does Nigeria advance its national 

interests through participation in both LCBC and NBA? These are considered in the 

following section. 
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Nigeria and Two Transnational Water Commissions 

The Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) 

Lake Chad is the third largest in the world and the fourth largest in Africa after lakes 

Victoria, Tangayinka and Nyassa. It has boundaries with Chad, Nigeria and Niger, but its 

hydro-graphic basin extends to Algeria, Libya, Sudan and Cameroon. According to Kahumba 

(2007), the Lake Chad catchment area is approximately 2,370 sq km and has seven states 

sharing its basin – Chad, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Niger, Nigeria, Libya and 

Sudan (Iliya 2010). 
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Figure 10.1:  Map of Lake Chad Basin 

  

 

            Source: Kombe (2009, p.10). 

Establishment and Mandate 

The LCBC was established on May 22, 1964 by the Fort Lamy (N’Djamena) Convention and 

Statutes by the Governments of Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Nigeria. In 1994, the Central 

African Republic was admitted as the fifth signatory. Sudan was admitted in July 2000, 

increasing the LCBC jurisdiction from 966,955 square kilometres to 1,035,000 square 

kilometres (LCBA 2003). Libya was formally admitted in January 2010. The Convention 

recognises the sovereign right of each member state over basin water resources within its own 

territory but forbids unilateral exploitation of lake water where such use detracts from the 

interests of other states. The Convention also recognises the right of member states to plan 

projects within the conventional basin in consultation with the LCBC (Hodge 2006, LaRoche 

2008).  
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Table 10.2: Distribution of the Lake Chad Basin in Member Countries 

 
COUNTRY  BASIN SURFACE AREA 

(KM2) 

PORTION OF 

BASIN (%) 

COUNTRY 

SURFACE AREA 

(KM2) 

PORTION OF BASIN IN 

THE COUNTRY (%) 

Chad  1,109, 201 46.3 1, 284, 000 86.4 

Niger  671, 868 28.0 1, 267,000 53.0 

CAR 217 340 9.1 622, 980 34.9 

Nigeria 180, 364 7.5 923, 770 19.5 

Algeria 89 694 3.7 2, 381, 740 3.8 

Sudan 81, 360 3.4 2,505, 810 3.2 

Cameroon 46, 049 1.9 475, 440 9.7 

Libya 1,548 0.1 1,759,540 0.1 

Total 2,397,423 100 11, 220, 280 - 

Source: LCBC 2008, p.2). 

 

The LCBC mandate encompasses trans-boundary water and land, economic integration, 

peace and security matters. However, the actual Convention limits such mandate to economic 

objectives. LaRoche argued that the LCBC Convention and Statutes focused mainly on the 

water sector to the detriment of other water-related resources. Nevertheless, Article 5 of the 

Convention states that: 
 

The Member States undertake to refrain from adopting, without referring 

to the Commission beforehand, any measures likely to exert a marked 

influence either upon the extent of water losses, or upon the form of the 

annual hydro graph and limnograph and certain other characteristics of 

the Lake, upon the conditions of their exploitation by other bordering 

states, upon the sanitary condition of the water resources or upon the 

biological characteristics of the fauna and the flora of the Basin 

(LaRoche 2003, p.23). 
 

This Article addresses the negative externality problems in many areas which could 

potentially affect friendly relations among member states. The common vision of the LCBC 

member states is for a “basin where land, water and all natural resources are to be conserved, 

sustainably exploited, managed in an integrated manner and shared equitably in order not 

only to eradicate poverty and improve living standards of the people in the Lake Chad basin, 

but also to ensure peace, security, cooperation and sound economic development of the 

region” (Adamu 2005, p.33).   

 

The key mission of the Commission, as stated in Article IX of its Statutes, is to “collect, 

evaluate and disseminate information on projects prepared by Member States and to 

recommend plans for common projects and joint research programmes in the Lake Chad 

Basin;” ensure the most efficient utilisation of the waters of the Basin; examine complaints 
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and promote the settlement of disputes and the resolution of differences; and “supervise the 

implementation of the provisions of the present Statute and the Convention to which it is 

annexed” (LCBC 2008). 

 

The Commission has also developed what is popularly referred to as “Lake Chad Vision 

2025” which states in part that:  
 

The Lake Chad Region would like to see by the year 2025 the Lake 

Chad - common heritage - and other wetlands maintained at sustainable 

levels to ensure the economic security of the freshwater ecosystem 

resources, sustained biodiversity and aquatic resources of the basin, the 

use of which should be equitable to serve the needs of the population of 

the basin thereby reducing the poverty level (LaRoche 2003, p.23). 

 
 

Many maintain, however, that there is need for more integration of the Convention with the 

Vision. The Convention hardly addresses the need for the basin to be managed in accord with 

an ecosystem approach. On the other hand, Vision 2025, which was designed based on the 

framework of Africa Water Vision for 2025 with inputs from development partners, 

incorporates the ecosystem approach and stresses an Integrated Water Resources 

Management approach. The ecosystem approach recognises that water, land and living 

resources must be managed as part of an integrated system rather than on a sector-by-sector 

basis. This is a daunting task, given often conflicting directions among relevant ministries 

even within member states (e.g., water resources, agriculture, transportation and health).  

 

Nevertheless, little reference is made to ground water. Adenle (2004) argues that the only 

area where reference to ground water is made was in Chapter I, Article IV of the Convention, 

which states that the “development of the said basin and in particular the utilisation of surface 

and ground waters shall be given its widest connotation….” Adamu (2010) who was LCBC 

Executive Secretary between 2000 and 2009 further laments the neglect of ground water by 

the LCBC and member countries, particularly with the depletion of surface water resources. 

Ngatcha et al (2007) conducted a study to determine groundwater recharge in Lake Chad in 

order to evaluate its sustainable yield.  

 

Results show that important recharge zones are located in topographically higher areas 

(Mandara Mountains, Guera and Batha massifs), and where there are exposed sand dunes. 

Indirect recharge to groundwater is by seepage through the beds of Lake Chad, Rivers 

Logone-Chari, local ponds and non-permanent rivers (Komadugu-Yobe, Yedseram, Mayos). 

More needs to be known about the interactions between groundwater and surface water.  
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Lake Chad can be a source of improving the livelihood of the citizens of member states; as 

well as an arena for the creation and recreation of cultures. Little wonder that the Council of 

Ministers of member states has consistently requested the LCBC to be more effective and 

efficient in discharging its responsibilities. For example, at the end of its meeting in Niamey 

in 2003, the Council agreed, among others, that “an experienced consulting firm should be 

awarded the contract for an organizational, accounting and financial audit of LCBC.” 

(LaRoche 2008, p.24). 

 

Structure and Operations 

The Commission is structured as follows: the Summit of the Heads of State, which meets 

biannually, is the highest decision-making body. This is followed by the Council of Ministers 

which meets annually to approve the budget of the Commission. The Secretariat, which 

conducts the day-to-day business of the Commission, is headed by an Executive Secretary 

and is headquartered in N’Djamena, Chad. Committees are established from time to time to 

conduct other technical activities of the Commission. The post of the Executive Secretary is 

now permanently retained by Nigeria.  

 

According to Iliya (2010), current head of Nigeria’s Chad Basin Development Authority, 

Maiduguri, from January 2010 the LCBC funding burden is shared as illustrated in Table 

10.3. 

Table 3: LCBC Funding Sharing Formula among Member States (2010)  

 

Country  Old Sharing formula
+
  Current Sharing formula 

   (1964-2009)    (from 2010) 

Nigeria   52%    40% 

Cameroon   26%    20% 

Libya    Not yet a Member  18% 

Chad    11%    11% 

Niger    7%    07% 

CAR    4%    04% 

Total     100    100 

 

Source: G. A. Iliya (2010), 
+
LCBC (2008, p.5) 

 
 

Table 10.3 shows that Nigeria accounts for 40% statutory funding, however, until January 

2010 the contribution of Nigeria was approximately 52%. This is followed by Cameroon with 

20% while Central African Republic makes the least contribution of 4%. It should be noted 

that because Sudan has not yet ratified the Convention it is not yet assigned a quota in the 

funding sharing formula of the LCBC. Other sources of funding for the Commission include 
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International Development Partners, such as the United Nations (UN), World Bank, 

UNESCO, United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), UN Habitat, African Development Bank, Germany, United Nations 

Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), German Ministry for Economic Cooperation 

and Development/German Agency for Technical Cooperation (BMZ/GTZ), Arab Bank for 

Economic Development in Africa (ABEDA), ECOWAS, Economic and Monetary 

Community of Central African States (CEMAC), Global International Waters Assessment 

(GIWA), Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO), World Metrological Organisation 

(WMO), Islamic Development Bank (IDB), Réseau International des Organismes de Bassin 

(RIOB), Global Water Brigades (GWB), World Wildlife Fund (WWF), International Union 

for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Commission on Climate Change and Development 

(CCCD), Global Environment Fund (GEF), European Union (EU), and African Union (AU) 

(Adamu 2005).  

 

Development Partners have also been funding projects on the Lake Chad Basin. For instance, 

in 1989, the UNEP and UNSO jointly provided assistance for the Transboundary Diagnostic 

Analysis of the Lake Chad in order to identify environmental problems in the region. Upon 

completion of the exercise, seven critical problems were identified (Adamu 2008).  

 

According to Adamu (2010), policy actions are being taken to address these problems. In 

addition to the above, the LCBC/GEF project on Reversal of Land and Water Degradation 

Trends in the Lake Chad Basin Ecosystem was funded by the GEF through the World Bank. 

Similarly, the Hydro-Chad project, which costs $855,000 was supported by the BADEA with 

a sum of $250,000. The aim of the project was to provide quick access to ready, accurate and 

reliable hydro meteorological data of the Lake Chad Basin for Integrated Water Resource 

Management and socio-economic development of the region. The Mega Chad Project, which 

aimed at promoting the use of Renewable Energy Resources and Conservation of Economic 

Floral Species in the Dry Lands of Mega Chad, was funded by Belgium through UNEP, 

implemented by the University of Maiduguri and coordinated by the Commission. The 

Integrated Pest Management Project, a pilot project on integrated pest management (IPM) for 

sustainable subsistence farming in the Lake Chad basin, was funded by AfDB with a sum of 

1.5 billion (CFAF). The objective of the project was to test and validate modern IPM 

techniques over a period of two years, with a view to reducing by at least 50% crop loses 

caused by pest, weed and crop diseases affecting millet and sorghum in 20 selected villages 

of Lake Chad basin (Adamu 2005, 2010).  
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Nigeria has been a consistent supporter of the Commission’s activities, providing leeway to 

work within LCBC to advance its interests. Blench (1997) states that of the major basins, the 

most effluent parts of the lake, Komadugu-Yobe, and Ngadda and Yedseram river systems, 

are within Nigeria. Water control within Nigeria is divided into two: structures intended to 

draw off water from Lake Chad and those on the Ngadda and Yedseram river systems, which 

reduce the flow of the lake. Within Nigeria, the two most significant projects drawing water 

from the lake are the Baga Polder and the South Chad Irrigation Project. The Baga Polder 

was constructed in the 1970s to irrigate a pilot scheme of 500 ha. Conversely, the main 

structures reducing water flows into the lake are the Alau Dam south-east of Maiduguri on 

the Ngadda River and the Lower Yedseram. Live storage volume of the dam is approximately 

106 million cubic metres. The dam was also to supply the urban water needs of Maiduguri. 

Its drainage area is 4,105 km2 and includes part of the Sambisa swamp which detains inflows 

from the Ngadda River. Similarly, the Jere Bowl in the swampland northeast of Maiduguri is 

fed by the Ngadda River which supports an integrated farming, fishing and pastoral economy 

(Blench 1997, Iliya 2010). 

  

Main Achievements 

The LCBC has recorded significant achievements, including the successful demarcation of 

international boundaries between Chad, Niger, Nigeria and Cameroon at various times 

between 1988 and 1992 (Adamu 2010). Similarly, the LCBC has successfully prepared a 

Master Plan for the Basin in collaboration with experts from member states and supported by 

FAO, UNDP, and UNSO. It was adopted by the Summit of the Heads of State and 

Government and an international campaign was launched to save the lake in 1994.  

 

From the Master Plan, a Strategic Action Plan (SAP) was developed which identified thirty-

six (36) projects as priority to ensure continued existence of the basin’s natural resources. For 

example, the project for water transfer from Oubagui to Lake Chad was identified as one of 

those priorities. It is instructive that Nigeria contributed approximately US$5million out of 

the required US$6.7million for feasibility studies of this important work. Another crucial 

achievement of the LCBC is the preparation of the Vision 2025 earlier referred to. The 

“Vision 2025” document identifies causes of the current environmental degradation as global 

climate change, unsustainable decisions, lack of good policy and political will among 

member states, poor coordination mechanism, poverty and the fragile economic situation of 

the region. Similarly, the challenges to integrated management of Lake Chad Basin’s 

resources were identified to include conservation to preserve water resources, restoration of 
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vegetations and protection of aquatic ecosystems; restoration of the level of the lake 

including wetlands; fight against desert encroachment; data collection and regional 

cooperation (LCBC, 2008). Strengthening sub-regional cooperation and institutional reforms 

were among the strategies suggested to redress problems. The following map provides 

evidence of the rapidity and extent of the Lake Chad shrinkage. Hodge (2006) observes that 

in 1964, Lake Chad measured 25,000 square kilometres, but due to persistent water diversion 

and drought had shrunk to a mere 5% of its original size.  

 

The problem of the Lake Chad’s gradual disappearance has caused progressive serious water 

shortage which affects all other development projects along the basin. 

 

Figure 10.2: Map of Lake Chad showing Chronology of Change 

 

  

 

Source: Kombe (1999, p.13). 

To address the problem of the gradual disappearance of Lake Chad, the LCBC submitted a 

memorandum to the meeting of its Convention’s Permanent Technical Committee on Water 

Resources, in Niamey, Niger, September 11-14, 2001 on ‘Draft agreement on the equitable 

utilisation, development, conservation, management and protection of the international waters 

of the Conventional Lake Chad Basin’.  

 

1972 2007 
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The memorandum identifies critical gaps in statutes of the Convention. For instance, it argues 

that the Convention does not have any legal instrument to ensure that a member state does not 

just consult before embarking on a proposed project, but also must conclude an agreement 

with the other members before it may proceed. Similarly, the Convention fails to offer water 

allocation rules. The LCBC Memorandum of 2001 noted that the water resources 

management problem within the basin gave rise to two bilateral agreements of water 

utilisation; one between Chad and Cameroon (Mondou Agreement) and the other between 

Nigeria and Niger (brokered by the Nigeria-Niger Joint Commission, NNJC). However, these 

bilateral agreements have the potential to jeopardise activities of the LCBC.  

 

Problems and Challenges 

The major problem facing the LCBC is funding. Statutory annual dues are often not remitted 

in time, if at all. Adamu (2008), for instance, lamented that despite all the various decisions 

of the Summit of the Heads of State, Resolutions of Commissioners and vigorous follow-up 

by the Executive Secretary to ensure Member States pay their contributions on time, the 

financial condition of LCBC remains precarious. He noted that as at March 2008 no country 

had paid its 2007 contribution, except Nigeria and Chad who paid only part of their 

contribution arrears within the period, totaling about 814,438,195 CFCA. Outstanding arrears 

from member states amounted to 3,396,141,585 CFCA.  

 

Table 10.4: Breakdown of outstanding arrears of Member States 

Country    Outstanding Areas 

Cameroon (26%)       948,723,814 FCFA since 2004 

CAR (4%)     274,061,123 FCFA  since 2000 

Niger (7%)       392,733,866 FCFA since 2002 

Nigeria (52%)            1,242,723,942 FCFA  since 2006 

Chad (11%)                         537,898,840 FCFA  since 2003 
 

Source: Adamu (2008, p.7). 
 

 

Lack of on time payment of contributions has contributed to LCBC becoming heavily reliant 

on Development Partners. Other problems of the LCBC include weak coordination of 

projects, weak economic situation of member states, rigid legal frameworks, effects of global 

change in the form of shrinkage of the lake and wetlands, drought and desertification, and of 

course inefficient integrated water resource management at national and regional levels.  
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In addition, there is also the operational issue arising from “overall fragmentation of scientific 

effort, responsibility, and weakening of capacities at all levels. As a consequence, the 

organisation’s ability to function on a day-to-day basis is retarded” (Hodge 2006, p.10).  

 

An important aspect of water resource and environmental management is data gathering and 

information sharing. Systems of data collection and exchange, including information 

regarding availability of water resources, water users, hydro-systems and land management 

are essential to any water cooperative system. Only Article IX(b) of the Convention addresses 

this though not with regard to collection of information for the purposes of monitoring 

resources with a view to proper management. This is an important lacuna that must be 

addressed. Information sharing and monitoring by the LCBC can douse tension and suspicion 

and increase trust among member states.  

 

Niger River Basin Authority 

The Niger Basin Authority (NBA), otherwise known in French as Autorité du Bassin du 

Niger, is a nine member (Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea, 

Mali, Niger and Nigeria) intergovernmental organisation established to manage and 

harmonise development of Niger River basins for the benefit of members. Niger River, from 

which the NBA derives its name, encompasses a basin area of 2.2 million km
2
 and is one of 

the world’s longest rivers, at a length of almost 4,200 km. The basin lies variously in the 

humid, sub-humid, arid and sub-arid climatic regions of West Africa where rainfall varies 

between 100mm and 2300mm per annum.  
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Figure 10.3: Map of West Africa showing River Niger and its Basin 

 

Source: Niasse (2005, p.4). 

 

The River Niger system sustains remarkable biological communities, featuring thirty-six 

families and nearly two hundred and fifty species of freshwater fish, of which twenty are 

found nowhere else in the world. Eleven of the eighteen families of freshwater fish endemic 

to Africa are represented in the river as well as hippopotami and crocodiles. The Niger’s only 

delta, which is in Nigeria, contains West Africa’s largest mangrove forest. The Niger River 

basin hosts a population of approximately 100million people, 80% of whom are in Nigeria. In 

fact, 65% of Nigeria’s population is estimated to live in the basin. Of the nine countries that 

share the river and its basin, Mali, Niger and Nigeria have the largest share of 30.3%, 28.3% 

and 23.8%, respectively. The Fouta Jalon Mountains in Guinea, which lie at an altitude of 

about 800m, provide the main source of water for the river. Its main tributary is the River 

Benue located in Nigeria (Ayibotele 2010).  

 

Establishment and Mandate 

The Niger River Commission (NRC) was established in 1963, however, its main functions 

were principally consultative and sought to ensure that a national project of any country 

sharing the river and its basin did not negatively affect the territory of another member state 

(Niasse 2008). The NRC was re-founded on November 21, 1980 as the Niger Basin Authority 

(NBA), through a Convention agreed to by the nine member states in Faranah, Guinea. The 

NBA has a mandate that geographically covers an area of 2,200,000 square kilometres 
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(Adenle 2004). Chapter II, Articles 3 and 4 of the 1980 NBA Convention specify that the 

NBA aims in particular to promote cooperation among member states and to ensure an 

integrated development of the Niger Basin in all fields by developing all its necessary 

resources including water. Similarly, Article 4.1 states that the NBA shall be responsible for 

six issues, one of which deals with surface and groundwater resources. It states that the NBA 

shall be concerned with the “initiating and monitoring of an orderly and rational regional 

policy for the utilisation of the surface and underground waters in the basin.” Article 4.1a 

states that the NBA shall be responsible for the “harmonisation and coordination of national 

development policies in order to ensure an equitable policy as regards sharing of the water 

resources among member states.” To achieve the six objectives listed under Article 4 of the 

Convention, the agreement states under Article 4.2a-g that it shall undertake seven activities: 

statistics and planning, infrastructure, water control and utilization, environment control and 

preservation, navigation control and regulation, land and agro-pastoral development and 

financing projects. 

 

In addition to the above, Article 4c in particular is concerned with water control and 

utilisation. Perhaps because of its importance in facilitating cooperation and/or conflict 

among member states, the item is further sub-divided into six activities, viz: (a) regulation of 

the flow and drainage of the main waterway; (b) flood control; (c) construction and 

maintenance of dikes; (d) prevention and control of drought and desertification; (e) 

prevention of soil erosion and sedimentation; (f) setting up of structures and works for 

development including salt water and drainage control. However, Article 4.2d identifies three 

activities that deal with the environment: (a) protection of the environment comprising the 

establishment of norms and measures applicable to the States in alternative uses of waters in 

the Basin; (b) prevention and reduction of water pollution and (c) preservation of human 

health and genetic resources (fauna and flora). According to the Convention, the member 

countries “pledge not to undertake any work on the portion of the River, its tributaries and 

sub-tributaries under their territorial jurisdiction which pollute the waters or modify the 

biological features of the fauna and the flora.” This clause is particularly important to 

Nigeria, to ensure that one of its important rivers and a tributary to the Niger – Benue – 

would not be negatively affected (Adenle 2004, Ayibotele 2010). 

 

 

 

 

Structure and Operations  
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According to Tuga (2010), Executive Secretary of the NBA from 2000 to 2009, the NBA has 

a four tier organisational structure: Summit of Heads of State and Government, Council of 

Ministers, Technical Committee of Experts and an Executive Secretariat. The secretariat is 

headed by an Executive Secretary responsible for day-to-day administration of the NBA for 

implementing policies, programmes and projects. The Secretariat consists of five sections or 

departments, namely, Administration and Finance, Water Resources, Navigation, 

Transportation and Telecommunication, Agriculture and Livestock, Documentation and 

Information. The Summit of Heads of State is the Authority’s highest decision making body 

and meets bi-annually to give policy direction. The Council of Ministers comprises all 

Ministers of Water Resources of member countries and meets once every year to approve the 

budget for the Commission. The Committee of Experts include Directors of Water Resources 

of member countries who are responsible for preparing agenda items and documents for 

Council of Ministers’ meeting.  

 

The post of the Executive Secretary, whose status is equivalent to an Ambassador and a 

Minister at national level, is a political one. The Secretariat, located in Niamey, Niger 

Republic, has two divisions, Technical and Administration and Finance. The NBA 

Convention provides representation from member states in the staffing of the organisation. 

Nevertheless, posts are usually advertised and candidates from member states compete for 

positions. Equal representation from member states must be ensured in appointing secretariat 

staff. The post of Executive Secretary is advertised once a vacancy exists and nominations 

are made by Heads of State of member countries. Currently, according to Tuga (2009), the 

Secretariat has fifty-three staff, twenty-three of which are “foreign” (from member states), 

while the remaining staff are “local” (from Niger). In addition to the above, there are focal 

structures in each country headed by a Coordinator, who as a Director ensures the 

implementation of policies. Project Management Teams at regional and national levels are 

tasked with project management. Regional coordinators oversee more than 100 staff. 

Meetings are rotated among member countries. 

 

Sources of funding for the NBA are both internal and external. Internal sources include 

mandatory contributions from member states, which are shared as illustrated in Table 10.5.  

 

 

 

 

Table 10.5: Funding Formula for NBA 
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Member State  Prior to 1995*  Current Contribution** 

Nigeria    14.95%   30% 

Mali     12.76%   20% 

Niger     12.50%   18% 

Guinea    11.18%   10% 

Cote d’Ivoire     9.78%    5% 

Burkina Faso      9.16%   4% 

Cameroun    10.12%    7% 

Benin      10.73%   5% 

Chad        8.81%   1% 

 Total        100 

 These are the percentage contribution before the 1995 review. For this information see Ayibotele (2010:8).  

Current percentage contribution from member states. These figures were obtained from Tuga (2009) 

 
Nigeria, Mali and Niger contribute the largest percentage of 30%, 20% and 18%, 

respectively. The financial contribution of a member state is largely determined by the 

portion of the river it occupies. Nigeria, for example, has the largest portion of approximately 

70million (km
2
) of the 106million (km

2
) of the river.  

 

External sources of funding for the NBA are international organisations and development 

partners which contribute approximately 90% of the Authority’s budget.  According to Tuga 

(2009) a Committee of Development Partners led by the World Bank harmonise their 

activities and minimise conflict amongst them. Development partners include the World 

Bank, UNDP, USAID, FAO, CIDA, ADB, Germany, France, Japan, and Korea. For example, 

recently, the World Bank provided $500million for water resources, of which $300million 

was for rehabilitation of the Kainji Dam alone. Furthermore, a joint project by the World 

Bank and UNDP was awarded in 2003 and expected to be completed in 2009, to define the 

trans-boundary framework for sustainable development of all member states of the Niger 

River Basin. At a cost of $30.27 million, the project aims at strengthening the capacity of 

member states for understanding the basin’s land and water resources. (IW:LEARN 2010). 

 

In addition to the above, in 2007, the World Bank provided a credit of $500million to fund 

development of the Niger Basin. The aims of the facility were to increase water resource 

productivity, boost hydropower generation and foster economic growth in all nine member 

countries over the next twelve years. The renovation of Kainji and Jebba hydropower plants 

in Nigeria are part of this project. It also aims to strengthen the capacity of the NBA for 

efficient coordination and harmonisation of  development programmes and policies in the 

region. Funding was awarded in two phases. The initial $185million went to Nigeria, Guinea, 

Benin, Mali and Niger, while the second $315million was slated for Burkina Faso, 
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Cameroon, Chad and Cote d’Ivoire (VOA 2007). Development partners, however, express 

scepticism over the possible successful implementation of projects they help finance. A case 

in point was the insistence by partners in 2007 that Muhammad Tuga’s tenure, which had 

ended, be extended by another two years in order to ensure the successful completion of 

projects they were funding. This was done by the Summit of the Heads of State and 

Government, (Tuga 2009).  

 

Problems and Challenges 

A careful analysis of the provisions of the NBA Convention call attention to the need for 

further review. In some provisions, the NBA appears to be too ambitious. For instance, 

Rangeley et al (1994) observe that the size of the membership of the NBA has posed a 

serious challenge as to how such lofty objectives could be achieved. Niasse (2006) argues 

that it is often difficult to ensure efficient joint management of a river that is more than 

4,000km long, with a basin covering 2.2million km
2
 shared by nine countries with various 

economic capabilities and different socio-political and cultural attributes. Indeed, as a result 

of the foregoing problem, there have been calls for the division of the basin into two smaller 

or more collaborating more manageable river basin organisations.  

 

The NBA had been in serious financial difficulty since the 1990’s and often payment of 

salaries has been a problem (Tuga 2009; Rangeley et al 1994). One problem is internal to the 

Convention, the difficulty with “harmonisation and coordination of national development 

policies in order to ensure equitable policy as regards sharing of water resources among 

member states.” The institutional, technical and financial capacities needed for such a task 

are not readily available.  

 

At the level of the Secretariat, internal rivalries among staff affects the implementation of 

policies and programmes of the NBA. The problem is more daunting as the NBA is a 

multilateral organisation, comprising nationals from the nine member countries. In addition, 

there are at conflicts of interest among countries, usually addressed at the Council of 

Ministers meetings (Tuga 2009).   

 

Other problems facing the NBA include the recruitment of inexpert staff as member states 

nominate key personnel who tend to have allegiance to their home states rather than to the 

organisation, perhaps regardless of technical competence. Trained and qualified staff are 

often not placed in positions relevant to their training and expertise. Between 1980 and 1986, 

serious mismanagement of NBA finances resulted in the Executive Secretary being relieved 

of his post. Staff salaries could not be paid and credit bills accrued. Indeed, by 1994, at the 
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16th Session of the Council of Ministers held in Bamako, Mali, the NBA financial situation 

worsened to the extent that member states were asked to pay the salaries of their nationals 

working at the Secretariat. However, the NBA was reinvigorated with the intervention of the 

Nigerian government under Abacha in 1996 to pay all outstanding salary arrears of staff. 

 

Within the institutional framework of the NBA, cooperation with member states and inter-

governmental organisations and domestic basin development organisations are weakly 

defined and can lead to serious problems. For example, the NBA could not rely on the 

Liptako Gourma Authority and the NNJC to obtain the necessary data and information in the 

preparation of its Master Plan for Development. Nonetheless, the major problem of the NBA 

is a result of lack of political will from member states (Ayobotele 2010, p.7).  

 

Major Achievements 

Despite these problems the NBA has recorded important achievements. The fact that none of 

the member states has gone to war against another is a tremendous accomplishment. 

Furthermore, a revised Convention was formulated and signed by member states in 1987 to 

address the shortcomings of the original version. Member states are also to refrain from 

carrying out on any section of the river, its tributaries and sub-tributaries situated within their 

territorial jurisdiction, any works likely to pollute the waters or adversely affect the 

characteristics of the fauna and flora.  

 

At the 2001 Summit, the following decisions were reached: (i) to prepare a new Vision for 

the NBA; (ii) to improve policy direction and supervision; (iii) to improve the institutional 

framework of the Authority; and (iv) to mobilise member states, sub-regional organisations 

and the international community to support the NBA in its effort at rational and equitable 

management of the resources of the Niger Basin (Niasse 2008, Niasse 2005, Ayibotele 2010). 

Despite new provisions, the New Convention did not define the legal status of projects, let 

alone the mode of financing of common works by member countries.  

 

There is also a remarkable improvement in the payment of contributions by member states. In 

fact, by September 2001, Benin, Cameroon and Nigeria have all paid their current 

contributions; while Mali, Niger and Guinea had paid their arrears and part of their current 

dues. According to Tuga (2009) member states are now more forthcoming in meeting their 

financial obligations to the NBA.  

 

Nevertheless, it can be argued that most of the achievements of the NBA, apart from 

maintaining cooperation in the face of disagreement among member countries, are limited to 
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conducting basic studies, development of operational tools necessary to conduct its activities 

and also to the issues of environmental protection, such as the control of silting and water 

hyacinth. To minimise bureaucratic bottlenecks and improve administration and good 

governance, the Heads of State of member countries adopted a Declaration, known as the 

Paris Declaration which defines the general principles of good governance for the River 

Basin. Niasse (2006) argues that through this Declaration, the NBA member states initiated a 

consultation process aimed at adopting a shared vision of the river and its development. This 

exercise has ultimately produced an ambitious long-term development programme – the NBA 

Master Plan.  

 

There are signs of potential trouble. Niasse (2005) identifies five bilateral agreements 

between member states. These are:  

(i) The January 1999 agreement between Nigeria and Benin relating to the 

development of hydroelectric power station in Dyodyonga on Mekrou River;  
 

(ii) The 1990 agreement between Nigeria and Niger on the equitable sharing, 

conservation and development of their resources in waters. Specifically, this 

agreement was concerned with the sub-basins of Maggia, Lamido, Gada-Goulbi, 

Tagwai-El Fadama and Kamadugu-Yobe, which is part of LCBC jurisdiction;  
 

(iii) The July 1988 agreement between Niger and Mali concerning cooperation in the 

use of water resources of the Niger River;  
  

(iv) The hydrological management project of the Upper Niger between Guinea and 

Mali. This project aims to improve hydrological knowledge in order to enhance 

the ecology management policies of the Upper Niger Basin; and  
 

(v) The Nigeria-Cameroon Protocol Agreement of January 2000. It was aimed at 

coordinating the release of water from dams, consulting each other with respect to 

water projects from conception to implementation.  
 

 

While these may demonstrate the relevance of the subsidiary principle more than they 

challenge the basin organisations, they may still create difficulties. Take for example the 

NNJC. Niasse (2005) argues that Nigeria has invested heavily in irrigation schemes and 

hydropower projects in the downstream part of the river Niger (Kainji and Jebba Dams, 1.6 

million hectares of irrigated land, river transport installations, and urban water supply). 

Nigeria’s fear is that the construction of dams upstream such as the Kandadji Dam project in 

Niger and Taoussa Dam project in Mali would lead to reduced inflow to its Nigerian dams. 

This is why severally Nigerian authorities have expressed their concern on dam construction 

upstream as well as their opposition to any dam project on the Niger River that would involve 

a reduction of more than 10% volume of inflow received annually in Nigeria.
 

Considering 

that climate variability over recent years has resulted in a drop of 20% to 50% in average 
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annual flows into the River Niger (as in most major rivers in West Africa) and taking into 

consideration the fact that climate change could lead to further reductions in river discharges, 

one can question whether climate variability will not going to result in the withdrawal of 

more water from the River Niger than downstream countries such as Nigeria would consider 

acceptable. Downstream countries could perhaps blame upstream dams and irrigation 

schemes for what might be due to climate variations. What this calls for is a more determined 

effort to listen to the legitimate interests of all members and to devise more rational ways of 

addressing issues. 

 

Nigeria’s Role in LCBC and NBA 

Nigeria played a pivotal role in the establishment of both the LCBC and NBA and points to 

their importance in furthering its national interest, as well as efforts to support African 

integration. Despite the numerous domestic and international challenges that Nigeria has 

encountered in her 50 years of independence, the country has made an enormous contribution 

in the sustenance of the two regional water commissions. Nigeria is the most economically 

powerful state among all member states of the LCBC and NBA and has used its economic 

power to ensure steady funding of both organisations which explains how the country has 

continued to provide leadership to the two organisations. Not only does Nigeria pay the 

highest statutory contribution to both bodies, it also has been consistent in remitting its 

contribution. In fact, in the 1990s when the NBA was in serious financial difficulty, it was 

Nigeria that came to its rescue, by (i) building a befitting accommodation for the Executive 

Secretary; and (ii) paying all outstanding arrears of staff salaries. 

  

In the case of LCBC, the position of the Executive Secretary is permanently reserved for 

Nigeria. In the NBA, though the position is not formally reserved for Nigeria, since its 

establishment, the country has continuously provided its Executive Secretary. In sum, the fact 

that the LCBC and NBA have continued to exist and provide relevant developmental 

activities along the two major West African waters, demonstrates Nigeria’s commitment to 

African development and integration, which are key elements underpinning her interests.  

 

Nigeria has consistently used its position within ECOWAS and Africa with development 

partners to garner significant support for the two water authorities. For example, Nigeria has 

been instrumental in securing ADB grants for the NBA and used its leeway to obtain 

financial support from international donors such as UNESCO, UNDP, UN Habitat and the 

EU. It is worth noting that International Development Partners are the second most important 
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financiers of the activities of the LCBC and NBA. For example, it was the leadership role of 

Nigeria that GEF, through the World Bank to funded the Reversal of Land and Water 

Degradation Trends in the Lake Chad Basin Ecosystem project. In the case of the NBA, 

Nigeria’s leadership role helped in securing financial assistance from the World Bank. 

Recently, the Bank has provided approximately $500million for water resource development 

and another $300million for rehabilitation of the Kainji Dam. Nigeria has also provided 

$5million for research to the LCBC. 

 

Conclusion  

 

The role of transnational waters in facilitating the achievement of Nigeria’s national interest 

is well demonstrated through the importance of the Niger River and Lake Chad basins. They 

serve not only as a catalyst for economic development and sources of livelihood for Nigerians 

and other nationals living near the basin but are essential for hydropower generation. LCBC 

and NBA are instruments for forging regional integration through dialogue and cooperation. 

The spill-over effects of success – or failure – of the management of these transnational 

waters directly impact the lives of Nigerian citizens. However, the nature and pattern of the 

management of these two important regional waters offers reason for hope and despair. The 

formation of these organisations is indicative of the member countries’ resolve to cooperate 

and develop the basin and waters for their mutual benefit. However, the nonchalance as 

evidenced by late payment of statutory contributions to the organisations, raises serious 

questions regarding the ability to improve their capacity to achieve their aims and objectives 

and contributes to overdependence on development partners for funding.  

 

Notwithstanding their poor economic conditions, member countries should improve their 

overall support to the organisations. Any conflict between Nigeria and an upstream country 

over the two waters could jeopardise its national interest. Nigeria must provide serious 

leadership direction to the two organisations. The security of Nigeria depends very much on 

the security along its borders.  After 50 years of independence, the challenges of regional 

integration remain formidable. LCBC and NBA provide a veritable mechanism of 

strengthening regional integration and cooperation for the benefit of Nigeria and its 

neighbours. Nigeria’s security and foreign policy objectives can be realized through these 

water authorities. This is only possible if the nation continues to provide leadership and 

financial support to the multilateral water organisations as it works to improve upon its own 

impressive record of support to them. This is in the interest of the required attainment of 
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peace and development in Africa, key elements in Nigeria’s understanding of its national 

interest.  
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Conclusion 

50 Years of Nigeria’s Foreign Policy: Achievements, Challenges, Prospects 

and Recommendations 
 

Introduction 

Nigeria’s foreign policy has engendered 50 years of satisfactory relations with the country’s 

immediate neighbours, despite different colonial traditions and experiences, and remarkable 

differences in size, resources and language. It has also enabled Nigeria’s leading role in 

peace-keeping, democratization and regional integration in the West African sub-region, and 

established a prominent role in the struggle against apartheid and liberation struggles in 

southern Africa. Mutually beneficial bilateral and multilateral relations with other non-

African countries, in the international system have been fostered. Nigeria has deployed 

significant resources in pursuit of its foreign policy even in periods of declining fortunes. For 

example, Nigeria provided approximately £15 million pounds sterling to peace-keeping 

operations in the Belgian Congo in the 1960s; it underwrote US$80 million of the OAU 

peace-keeping operation in Chad in 1982; and between US$10 - 14 billion was estimated to 

have been spent on peace-keeping in Liberia and Sierra Leone (Dike 2010). It also 

contributed US$ 20 million to SWAPO in the 1989 elections in Namibia (Kuna 2006); huge 

investments, which in material terms, have not yielded commensurate dividends. Indeed, as 

Mailafia (Chapter 9) asserted, Nigeria not only used its petro-dollars to ‘oil’ its friends’ 

distressed economies, it, literally ‘oiled’ their leaders.  

 

Whether in the United Nations Organization, the Commonwealth or the Non-Aligned 

Movement, or through other bilateral and multilateral avenues, Nigeria has had constructive 

engagements and its contributions in the global arena have been significant. From a relatively 

unknown neo-colony that took its first tentative steps in the global arena in October 1960, 

symbolically marked by Prime Minister Balewa’s address to the UN General Assembly, 

Nigeria is now, in the first decade of the new millennium, a well-known, even if barely 

respected or merely tolerated, key player in international politics. It’s peace-keeping and 

peace-building, some say hegemonic roles in West Africa have made it a leader to be 

reckoned with by the dominant powers and international organizations interested in the sub-

region. Similarly, its leadership in the struggle against apartheid through the UN and the 

frontline states has been widely acclaimed. Whatever indices are used to define players in 

global affairs who are positively contributing to peace, democratization and development in 
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the contemporary era, Nigeria would earn a deserved mention. Indeed, a recent joint 

statement on Nigeria by USA, France, UK and the EU stated thus: 

Nigeria is one of the most important countries in sub-Saharan Africa, a member of the 

UN Security Council, a global oil producer, a leader in ECOWAS, a major 

peacekeeping contributing country, and a stabilizing force in West Africa… Nigeria’s 

stability and democracy carry great significance beyond its immediate borders (The 

Guardian January 30, 2010, p. 3).  

 

Yet, given its size, resource endowment and vast potential, contemporary Nigeria’s role on 

the global stage leaves much to be desired. As Mustapha has rightly observed “[d]espite its 

many strong points, there is still a feeling that Nigeria’s diplomacy is punching below its 

rightful weight” (2008, p. 369).  Despite a relatively good record in international relations, as  

amply illustrated by the contributors to this book formidable, if not profound challenges have 

constrained both the formulation and execution of Nigeria’s foreign policy. While some of 

the achievements are commendable and noteworthy, especially at the sub-regional and 

continental levels, there are numerous and substantial missed and wasted opportunities. 

Looking back at 50 years of Nigeria’s foreign policy, one sees much to be proud of, and a lot 

more that excites and agitates the mind. As much as there are positive initiatives and 

continuities, avoidable contradictions and inconsistencies have been pervasive and 

remarkably consequential in the conduct of Nigerian foreign policy, to such an extent that 

they may have beclouded, if not eroded, the gains that have accrued from its global 

engagements and interactions. 

 

In this concluding chapter, notable achievements are reviewed, key challenges are identified, 

and future prospects are discussed. Finally, general recommendations are offered. In all, the 

achievements are many, the challenges have been enormous and future prospects are bright if  

foreign policy objectives are re-positioned, domestic socio-economic and political 

foundations strengthened and the machinery for its execution reformed and reinvigorated. 

Notable Achievements 

In its global preoccupation with peace and security, democracy and development, issues around 

which contemporary international relations revolve, Nigeria has, in spite of constraints and 

limitations, made constructive contributions with recorded notable achievements.   

 

Peace-keeping, peace-building, peace-enforcement and peace-support operations constitute a 

major area of Nigeria’s involvement in global affairs where most achievements are recorded. 

Beginning with Nigeria’s participation in the UN Mission in the Congo (1960-64), to its foray in Chad 
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(1979-82); through its contributions to other UN missions in Lebanon (1978-81), Bosnia Herzegovina 

(1992-95); its involvement with AU missions in Dafur, Sudan (2004+), and its leadership in Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) through ECOMOG operations in Liberia (1990-98) and 

Sierra Leone  (1996-2000), as well as its interventions in Guinea-Bissau (1998-2000) and Cote d’Ivore 

(2000+), Nigeria’s contributions have helped to contain conflicts, minimize suffering, restore order, 

reconstruct war torn societies, and pave way for transition to civil rule and democratization. 

Thousands of military, police and increasingly civilian personnel have been involved in these 

missions and operations (with over 1,000 recorded casualties in Liberia and Sierra Leone alone, 

according to Dike 2010), which essentially focused on ending on-going disputes and bringing stability 

to war-ravaged countries and regions. 

 

Nigeria’s role in the liberation struggles in southern Africa is widely acknowledged. Its support to 

liberation movements in South Africa, Angola, Mozambique and Namibia was tremendous and 

contributed to the attainment of independence in those countries. Nigeria’s membership of the 

Frontline states, its leadership in the UN Special Committee against Apartheid and consistent 

activism in the UN General Assembly, the Commonwealth and the Non-Aligned Movement helped to 

mobilize international support for the isolation of the white racist regime in South Africa and paved 

the way for its eventual demise and  replacement with majority rule under a democratic 

dispensation. 

 

Promotion of sub-regional and continental unity, peaceful coexistence and economic 

integration is another arena in which Nigeria have made significant contributions. Its role in 

the Monrovia Group was decisive in the creation of the Organization of African Unity in 

1963, just as its leadership and commitment in the creation and nurturing of the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in 1975. Similarly, Nigeria was one of the  

four African countries whose leaders piloted the creation of the African Union in 2002, as 

well as the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) in 2001.  Indeed, Nigeria’s 

role in these political and economic sub-regional and continental political and economic 

associations and organizations has strengthened solidarity, enhanced good neighbourliness, 

facilitated unity and expanded opportunities for collective human security, progress and 

development. 

 

Through bilateral and multilateral relations, Nigeria has demonstrated the capacity of being 

its ‘brother’s keeper’, contributing in various ways to economic development in many 
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African countries. For example, through its active participation in the Lake Chad Basin 

Commission (8 member countries) and the Niger Basin Authority (9 member countries) (see 

Chapter 10 above), Nigeria has contributed to the harnessing and management of common 

water resources for agricultural and socio-economic development of member countries, as 

well as expanded the scope of sub-regional economic integration. Using the Technical Aid 

Corps scheme, managed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Nigeria has also, since the 1980s, 

contributed needed skilled personnel, such as doctors, nurses, engineers and teachers to many 

African and Caribbean countries, in spite of the fact that there is a shortage of these 

categories of human capital in the country itself. Similarly, through its participation in the 

African Development Bank (ADB), Nigeria has spread its petro-dollars and extended 

financial assistance facilities to needy African countries to finance development programmes 

and projects. Through bilateral agreements, it has provided crude oil at subsidized rates to 

many African countries, including Ghana and Kenya. 

 

In international organizations, such as the UN and its specialized agencies, the 

Commonwealth, the African, Caribbean and Pacific and Caribbean Group of States 

organization (ACP), the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), Nigeria has not only been an active 

member, it has also led many commendable initiatives, contributing ideas and technocrats, 

for the attainment of global objectives of security, peaceful existence, human rights and 

economic development. Nigerians have held key positions in the UN (examples e,g. Ibrahim 

Gambari, Chair, UN Special Committee against Apartheid and subsequently, Under Secretary 

and Secretary General’s Special Envoy, General Martin Agwai, Commander of Peace-

Keeping Operations in the Dafur, etc.). Further, in the Economic Commission for Africa 

(ECA) (Adebayo Adedeji, Secretary-General); in the Commonwealth (Emeka Anyouku, 

Secretary-General); in OPEC (Rilwan Lukman, Secretary-General); in the World Bank 

(Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Managing Director and Oby Ezekwesili, Executive Director); in the 

OAU, in the AU in NEPAD and in ECOWAS, Nigeria’s contributions to global diplomacy 

are truly substantial, wide-ranging and remarkably consequential in many fundamental 

respects. 

 

At another level, as Mohammed’s contribution (in Chapter 8 above) illustrated, through its 

membership of OPEC for example, Nigeria has forged strong relations with other oil-

producing countries, especially in the Middle-East and the Arab world. Nigeria has 

contributed to initiatives which have sought to increase national participation in the strategic 
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oil sector and to stabilize production, pricing and distribution of oil globally, at the same time 

guaranteeing a stable source of income for financing domestic socio-economic development. 

Successes and achievements may not have been substantial in comparison to those in other 

areas described, but Nigeria’s participation in OPEC highlights the fascinating contradictory 

dynamics and pressures which characterize and condition the conduct of Nigeria’s foreign 

policy. 

 

In many fundamental respects, there are sufficient achievements to celebrate in 50 years of 

Nigeria’s foreign policy. But it is important to pay greater attention to the challenges which 

have prevented the maximization of the vast potentials of Nigeria’s foreign policy, and 

affected the scope of Nigeria’s power and influence in the global arena.  Coming to terms 

with these challenges will set the requisite stage for greater successes in the years to come. 

   

The Major Challenges 

Many factors have accounted for the lack of attainment of the appropriate position of power 

and influence which Nigeria’s potentials has recommended for it in global political and 

economic relations.  Some of these are associated with the influence of domestic processes on 

foreign policy, but intertwined with these are historical, structural as well as external factors 

and influences. A determined effort can address or at least minimize the negative impact of 

these challenges as Nigeria contemplates the next 50 years of greater involvement in the 

global setting.   

 

One of the main challenges arises from the nature and character of Nigeria’s colonial history and the 

associated legacies of colonialism. As a post-colonial society, inherently embedded socioeconomic 

contradictions in the Nigerian political economy find expression in the decision making and policy 

execution arenas and, specifically, in shaping and influencing foreign policy. For example, the 

manner in which the country was cobbled together by the British colonialists has engendered a 

relative lack of collective sense of nationhood which constrains all policies, especially foreign policy. 

First, the infusion of mutual fears and suspicions as a framework for relationships among Nigeria’s 

multi-ethnic and religious groups has ensured that there are hardly any coherently defined national 

ethos (Mustapha 2008, p.370). A natural corollary of this has been confusion and ambiguity, which 

characterize the definition of national interest and the lack of commitment of the elite to its 

actualization.  
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Second is the nature of our federal system and its impact on foreign policy. Ordinarily, as Wheare 

has observed, “federalism and foreign policy go ill together” (1963, p. 183). In the Nigerian context, 

the intensely, and somewhat peculiarly, fissure porous federal set up engendered by colonialism has 

tended to undermine a united front in the conduct of foreign policy, such that regional/state leaders 

often made statements which were at variance with the official position. Third, institutions and 

processes are not deeply entrenched and work epileptically if at all; such that informal channels tend 

to substitute formal ones. Consequently, decisions tend to be made half-heartedly or under the 

table, with serious repercussions for the entire system. The decision to foray into Chad in the late 

1970s and to join the Organisation of Islamic Countries (OIC) in the mid-1980s illustrate this, as well 

as the domestic constraints on foreign policy. In this general context, most foreign policy successes 

tend to be happenstance rather than the outcome of formal strategizing and due process.  

 

Fourth, given this context, there are ample illustrations of how the behaviour of decision-makers 

significantly influence foreign policy decision-making. From the Balewa to Yar’ Adua-Jonathan 

governments, be it under civilian or military dispensations, the disposition and animation of a leader, 

or lack of it, significantly affected the outcome of foreign policy decisions. In general, the tendency 

has been to not view foreign policy as a priority handled by the leader; but rather delegated to the 

foreign minister. Those leaders who held onto the foreign policy portfolio, such as General Abacha 

(1994-98) and Obasanjo (1999-2007) have been characterized as egoistic. Essentially, what they 

envisaged and pronounced as policy was zealously executed by their loyal ministers of foreign 

affairs, with hardly any review or input by professionals in the ministry. 

 

Fifth, and most significantly, is the socio-economic and political context at the domestic level. The 

domestic socio-economic reality in any given state, remarkably shapes its foreign policy. In this 

regard, perpetual crises in the Nigerian political economy associated with poor governance, stunted 

economic growth, poverty and inequality, insecurity and violent ethno-religious and communal 

conflicts, have all combined to undermine the credible and effective pursuit of foreign policy 

objectives. An effective and sustainable foreign policy is necessarily connected to a stable political 

and economic domestic setting. Conversely, an unstable socio-economic and political context places 

enormous domestic pressures and constraints on foreign policy. 

 

In addition to these, it can be said that at the conceptual and methodological levels, Nigeria’s foreign 

policy has been additionally constrained by problems of focus, strategy and machinery of 

conceptualization and implementation. It appears that foreign policy increasingly lacks a well-

defined process and is fast becoming idiosyncratic. There is little if any strategic planning and 
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projection of outcome. What is the framework and what are the agendas? What are the defined 

interests in certain areas, in the short, medium and long term? What mandate are diplomats given? 

Seasoned diplomats are embarrassed and worried by the lack of answers to these questions. It 

seems that as in many other sectors, Nigeria has been muddling through its foreign policy, albeit 

with surprising outcomes. This has historically been the trend, but it has increased and assumed new 

and complex dimensions over time. 

 

In spite of the fractious politics of the post-independence period, what has been termed by Oculi 

(see Chapter 7 above) as the “Balewa Doctrine” offers some focus to an otherwise bland, some say 

conservative foreign policy. In 1961 an All-Nigeria conference on foreign policy held in Lagos helped 

to define the agenda. Then, in the 1970s, a special review panel headed by Adebayo Adedeji 

attempted to define Nigeria’s foreign policy objectives a bit more coherently than had been the 

case. With only minor modifications, this has remained the constitutionally enshrined objectives of 

Nigeria’s foreign policy.  Subsequent efforts to redefine and refocus the conceptual and 

methodological framework of Nigeria’s foreign policy have met with little if any success. For 

example, the resolutions of the 1986 Kuru National Conference on foreign policy fizzled out without 

receiving official approval. In 2001, a panel under General Joe Garba, Nigeria’s Foreign Minister 

under the Murtala-Obasanjo regime, drafted a National Defence Policy in a bid to give greater 

coherence to certain key aspects of Nigeria’s foreign policy. Despite this, glaring examples of lack of 

coordination between key government agencies driving foreign and defense policies, namely the 

Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Foreign Affairs, persist. With regard to peace-keeping operations 

it seems that no operational framework or forum for coordination of activities exists and/or 

functions properly. 

 

Another important illustration of the lack of focus and coordination in foreign policy is the evident 

disconnect between diplomatic and political activity and the economic ‘dividend’ of foreign policy. 

For example, when peace returned to Sierra Leone, other countries moved in to reap the dividend of 

a $10 billion reconstruction programme, while Nigeria literally packed its bags and left. Private 

sector initiatives, if any, in countries where Nigeria intervened were on its own steam, unaided by 

the Nigerian government through its foreign policy. 

 

The absence of coherence and focus in foreign policy is compounded by a lack of strategic planning 

in the pursuit of identified objectives. Given this, opportunities are rarely seized and often missed. 

Threats are either not perceived or underestimated without rigorous assessment.  Anticipated 

responses to these are often haphazard.  As Rourke has aptly put it, “…the course of world politics is 
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the story of the motivations and calculations of the actors and how they put those into action” 

(2008, p. 65). Lack of a clear and implementable strategic plan obstructs and frustrates how 

motivations and calculations are actualized. Illustrations of this abound. For example, even in peace-

keeping missions where successes have been highly celebrated, there have been bitter lessons learnt 

as a result of lack of focus, planning and adequate preparations. As Ambassador Kingibe observed, 

Nigeria was often pushed into ‘hot potatoes’ by others, as exemplified by Nigeria’s mission in the 

Chad in the late 1970s and early 1980s: “the real world is a heartless one, when you are mid-river 

they leave you on your own” (2009). 

   

While the machinery of foreign policy is absolutely vital to the attainment of defined objectives and 

goals, it has for too long been neglected. Foreign policy staff lack motivation, many are not well-

trained and there is glaring lack of specialization in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. For example, it 

lacks professional negotiators; there are only desk officers, yet negotiation is a specialized discipline. 

Indeed, there is criticism that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs does not seem to be adapting to the 

changing international climate. Research capacity/intelligence seems lacking; qualified personnel are 

still being admitted but given virtually no training. The embassies are understaffed, underfunded, ill-

equipped and underutilized. The Foreign Service Academy has for long been underfunded and 

under-utilized; it requires re-focusing and re-organizing.  What little reforms were embarked upon 

recently focused more on allowances than on enhanced professionalism through curriculum review, 

rigorous training, re-training and capacity building. The intellectual resources available in the official 

foreign policy think tank, the Nigerian Institute of International Affairs (NIIA), are insufficiently being 

tapped. 

 

Future Prospects 

Nigeria will continue to be a key player in the international system, given its size, resources 

and acknowledged role in Africa, and given the context of increasing unwillingness of the 

dominant powers, such as the USA and UK, to commit resources and personnel in the hot 

spots of conflict, on the continent. However, in the final analysis, the extent to which Nigeria 

expands the scope of its role in the rapidly globalized world will be related to the extent to 

which its polity and economy become stabilized and sustainable, within the framework of 

democratic governance. Progress in democratization and economic development will be 

inexplicably linked to increased leadership roles and responsibilities in the international 

system. Hence, as the polity and the economy stabilize and become sustainably developed, 

the required conducive domestic environment for foreign policy decision-making and 
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implementation will be created. This is the major challenge to be tackled, as Mustapha aptly 

puts it, “…of re-engineering of the constitutional, political and economic system, with twin 

objectives of reducing areas of contention and promoting public welfare” (Mustapha 2008, 

p.371).  

 

As the dynamic global environment rapidly changes, Nigeria will need to ascend new 

horizons in international affairs in the coming years. Concern for sovereignty, survival and 

economic development remain primary preoccupations of nation-states. Nonetheless, in the 

globalized world, what Albright has termed as “forward-looking initiatives on diplomacy and 

development” (2008, p.134), are required.  

 

Specific Recommendations 

First and foremost, a thorough re-assessment and re-evaluation of Nigeria’s foreign policy, 

similar to, or better than, that undertaken in the 1970s under Adebayo Adedeji, is long 

overdue and should be given priority in order to reposition Nigeria to attain greater heights 

and in its global undertakings in the new millennium. Such a review must provide a clearer 

definition and articulation of national interest, as well as a re-prioritizing of attainable foreign 

policy objectives. 

 

More specifically, the following recommendations are noteworthy. First, Nigeria should be 

actively involved in the efforts to strengthen sub-regional and continental economic 

integration, in more concrete terms beyond rhetoric. Many countries are already reaping the 

benefits of regional and continental economic integration; there is no reason why African 

countries should continue to be left behind in these endeavours. In this regard, important 

ECOWAS protocols for free movement of people and goods should be signed and 

aggressively implemented. Second, Nigeria should increasingly utilize international 

organizations as forums for increased economic relations. In particular, platforms which 

strengthen south-south cooperation should be utilized. Relations with other emerging 

economies, such as Brazil, Russia, India and China (BRICs) should be forged and strategic 

partnerships established.  

 

Third, at the level of Nigeria’s involvement with peace-keeping, it is about time that a clear 

policy framework is established. This would go a long way in determining rational modes of 

intervention as well as improving relations and coordination among agencies involved with 
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Peace Support Operations (PSOs), such as Police Headquarters, Ministry of Defence and 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs must be reformed, reinvigorated, strengthened and upgraded 

to enable it to meet with to the standard requirements of driving foreign policy in the new 

millennium. Competence, expertise and specialization should be ensured and training and re-

training of professional staff must be provided on a regular basis. Also, staff recruitment into 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs needs to be rigorous, competitive and merit based. Those staff 

already on ground should be re-oriented and better motivated. Indeed, choice of leadership of 

the ministry must be carefully made from among the most brilliant and respected crop of 

Nigerian diplomats whose qualities would command respect and garner influence in the 

international system. There were embarrassing occasions, such as during the tenure of Tom 

Ikimi as Minister of Foreign Affairs under General Abacha, over the matter of Nigeria’s 

expulsion from the Commonwealth following the hanging of Ken Saro Wiwa, when the 

amateurism, arrogance and abrasiveness of drivers of the country’s foreign policy compelled 

drastic measure being taken against Nigeria (see Oculi Chapter 7 above). Such situations 

could be avoided through the meritorious appointment of competent and experienced 

diplomats. 

 

In the final analysis, there is no overemphasizing the fact that attention needs to be paid to 

enduring reforms in the Nigerian polity and economy so as to bring about democratic 

governance and sustainable development as a foundation for greater roles in the global 

political economy in the new millennium. Nigeria’s transition from military to civil 

democratic rule has been fragile, but the thin roots it has sprouted need to be nurtured and 

strengthened in order to set a firm foundation for economic growth and development and a 

concomitant virile foreign policy.  
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