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PROTOCOL 

The Pro-Chancellor, 

The Vice- Chancellor, 

Members of the Governing Council, 

Registrar and other Principal Officers of the University, 

Dean of the Postgraduate School, 

Deans of Faculties and Directors of Academic Institutes, 

Distinguished Professors and Scholars, 

Heads of Departments, 

Coordinators of Academic Programmes, 

Staff and Students of FUO, 

Distinguished Guests, 

Ladies and Gentlemen
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PREAMBLE 

A Matter of Style 

Gender agitation has made the use of he/him/his as pronouns for the human 

being of both sexes unfashionable. In their place, we now have he/she, him/her 

and his/hers. I find this usage clumsy. So, in this essay, I have used the male and 

female pronouns alternately. Instead of he/she etc, I have used the female 

pronoun under some subheadings and the male one in others. I hope you will 

adopt this, too. 
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BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION  

Inaugural lectures 

The inaugural lecture is one of the major celebrations in academia. It is an 

opportunity for each professor to share the highlights of his academic 

endeavours with fellow academics, with family and friends, and with the 

general public.   “It is the custom in an inaugural”, to quote a famous 

Cambridge historian, “to say something about the nature and study of history 

itself, and its place in the wider community”.
1
   In other words, the inaugural 

lecture is also an opportunity for the lecturer to convince the academic 

community and the general public of the relevance of his discipline, and why 

public money should continue to be devoted to it. Thus, while I have tried in the 

following pages to showcase my research efforts, I have also tried to briefly 

discuss the nature and meaning of History, and identify the challenges it faces in 

Nigeria. 

History and me     

I did not stumble into History. I became fascinated with it from 1974 when I 

was a Class Two student.  In the History programme of the 1970s, Ancient 

History was taught in Class One. The subject was not entirely new: it was also 

taught in the primary school. But it was more complex, remote from our 

experience and taught by a teacher who missed many classes. I was not inspired 

at all, but that left me with one important memory. On his first day in Class IB 

in late January 1973, one student’s response to a question made the teacher ask 

the class the century we were living in. With the “19” in 1973, the majority of 

the class answered, reasonably if you ask me, “19th century”. I’m certain that 

nearly all those that answered “20th century” were simply guessing: it was 

something of an either/or question. But they were lucky. The majority of us 
                                                           
1
 Richard J. Evans, “Inaugural lecture”, accessed 14 August 2019, www.richardjevans.com/lectures/inaugural-

lecture/. 
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were given one stroke of the cane each for not knowing that we were living in 

the twentieth century.   The History master did not bother to explain why a year 

beginning with “19” was said to be in the twentieth century. It was the 

encyclopaedia that gave me the explanation many years later. On the basis of 

that experience, my students have not had the problem of knowing how 

centuries as well as decades and millennia are reckoned in the Gregorian 

calendar: since I became a lecturer, I spend about an hour each year talking 

about calendars to 100-level students.       

 My interest in History changed from Class Two. This time the subject 

was Early Modern European History (c1500-1821).  The accounts of events like 

the Renaissance, Reformation, and the French Revolution and of characters like 

Martin Luther, Ignatius Loyola and Napoleon fascinated me. During the 

holidays, I read beyond the syllabus, and covered subsequent periods of 

European History. The fascination declined slightly in Class Three, when the 

subject was West African History from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century. It 

was somewhat as dense and remote as Ancient History, but many of the names 

of persons and places stuck. My interest peaked again in Classes Four and Five, 

which covered West African History in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

respectively.  My interest in History was accentuated by my father. In 1957, he 

and Adiele Afigbo were among the pioneer teachers at National Grammar 

School, Okigwe. My father was fond of talking about Afigbo’s academic talent 

and achievements and did so in superlative terms. Afigbo, as he told his 

children, was an academic all-rounder who broke all records at St. Augustine 

Grammar School, Nkwerre, and chose History above all other courses he was 

qualified to study in the University. I wanted to be like Afigbo.  

On History 

Mr. Vice Chancellor, before I start treating the topic of this lecture, I would like 

to talk briefly about History.  The commonest meaning of History is the past in 
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its entirety. It is in this sense that we would say that Goodluck Jonathan’s 

victory in the 2011 presidential election is history.  Another meaning of History 

is that it is the record of the past. It is in this sense that many activists assert that 

“History will absolve us”. In other words, they are saying that what they are 

doing now may not be appreciated, but that in future, when the account of their 

struggle is written, its readers are likely to appreciate them. Any person that is 

literate can keep a record of the past. Indeed, much of the history read all over 

the world has been written by persons not officially recognized as historians. As 

the last sentence denotes, there are persons recognized in society as historians, 

indeed as professional historians.   The recognition is based on formal education 

and certification. Thus, History is an academic discipline. As an academic 

discipline, History is an enquiry into the past which is done through the 

interpretation of evidence and is meant to enrich human knowledge.
2
 This 

definition encompasses three components. The first is that History does not 

exist outside the report written by somebody: it is something that is discovered 

and presented in the form of a composition. Secondly, it states that History is 

not an imaginative work: it is based on evidence. It is for this reason that some 

philosophers of History say it is a science.  Thirdly, the definition gives a reason 

for the effort to study the past: to enrich human knowledge.    

It is important to stress that the main business of the historian is to tell 

stories. In the inimitable words of Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Graff, “it is a 

chronological narrative of actions by persons with motives, these actions and 

motives clustering in what is called events”.
3
  Long before the nineteenth 

century, non-corporeal beings and metaphysical explanations had been 

eliminated from History. In the nineteenth century, German historians, led by 

Leopold von Ranke, developed rigorous methods of critiquing sources, with the 

objective of eliminating inaccuracies in History. Historians tried to attain the 

                                                           
2
 Herodotus, the Greek writer that is called the “father of history” called History an enquiry.  

3
 Jacques Barzun & Henry F. Graff, The Modern Researcher (San Diego, New York & London, 1985), 253-254. 
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highest possible standard of objectivity (absence of bias). The obsession with 

objectivity made some philosophers of history, like Ranke and J. B. Bury, 

suggest the elimination of explanation from history. In their view, objectivity 

could be achieved by simply reporting what happened—what people said or 

wrote, their deeds and the results of their words and deeds—leaving out why 

they did so and why their deeds produced the results they did. But history 

without explanation fails patently to satisfy the general reader’s curiosity, and 

does not answer critical questions by fellow academics or by persons that want 

to use knowledge to address practical problems. Thus, historians have not 

limited their work to narrative. The historian interrogates evidence (actions and 

statements) produced by eyewitnesses as well as the views of those that wrote 

later on her subject (literature review). She does analysis: she tries to determine 

causes and motives, rationalize actions, and establish connections between 

thoughts and actions, and between events and events. She tries to see if the 

evidence supports the views expressed by contemporaries and later writers.  She 

also tries to assess the short-term and long-term significance of events.   

Without doing these things, history would be “dry” and would not make much 

sense. Indeed, as is commonly said, “explanation is the life blood of history”.  

 How to do explanation has remained another issue of debate among 

historians.   If History is a science, some historians argue, historians should do 

explanation with general laws. However, most historians realize that, while 

there may be general tendencies in human nature, human behaviour is not as 

regular or orderly as the behaviour of matter. Thus, general laws cannot be used 

for explanation in History. As Daniel Little put it, “each [“law”, like the so-

called law of self preservation] is true of some delimited groups of agents some 
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of the time. But there is no generalization about agency that is true of all agents 

all the time”.
4
   Thus, as Little added:  

 

 A good historical explanation identifies a number of 

independent mechanisms and processes that are at 

work in a particular circumstance, and then 

demonstrates how these mechanisms, and the actions 

of the actors involved, lead to the outcome…. This 

approach casts doubt on the search for generalizable 

theories across numerous societies.  It looks instead for 

specific causal influence and variation. The approach 

emphasizes variety, contingency, and the availability 

of alternative pathways leading to an outcome, rather 

than expecting to find a small number of common 

patterns of development or change.
5
 

 

Besides, unlike the natural scientist, the historian cannot bring back the past for 

experiments. Thus, history as a science cannot be as “exact” as the science of 

matter. With the lack of order and regularity in human behaviour, historical 

knowledge cannot easily be used to make predictions. Thus, explanations 

offered by historians are not based usually on general laws but on 

commonsense. And historians write in everyday language rather than 

“technical” or “data” language.    

 Knowing that the problem is with their subject matter, rather than their 

abilities, historians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries accepted the 

limitations of History as a science. However, they were convinced that their 

                                                           
4
 See Daniel Little, “Philosophy of History”, Standard Encyclopedia of Philosophy, first published 18 February 

1997; substantive revision 13 October 2016. The words in italics were added by the author. It is not one of the 

“laws” cited by Little. 
5
 Ibid. 
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efforts were a valuable one, valuable for fellow historians and for humankind. 

In their view, History satisfies curiosity and helps the individual to make sense 

of the world. For practical purposes, History provides experience. Experience 

enables the individual, groups and policy makers to adopt more reasonable and 

effective decisions—to more accurately gauge objectives that are attainable and 

to know the limits of what are attainable. With experience, individuals and 

groups are more likely to understand trends and to have a good idea of the 

outcome of decisions, actions and inactions, and the likely ends of events. 

History also provides hindsight. With hindsight, History provides materials for 

assessing policies and judging people. For political purposes, history provides a 

charter for the creation of new nations and consolidation of national unity. 

Sadly too, it is also used as a charter to destroy nations, and to rally groups to go 

to war. It is basically because of the above and other uses of history that the 

general public is interested in it, that efforts are made to ensure people know 

their history, and there are controversies over how historical figures are 

characterized and bitter disputes over the history syllabus in many countries.  

         

 Bored by routine and fascinated with the breakthroughs in the natural 

sciences and in science-based technology, and perhaps because they were 

afflicted by a deficiency in self confidence, some historians of the post-World 

War I era decided to make History “more scientific”. To do this, they began to 

imitate social scientists. The social sciences emphasize the general over the 

particular. Social scientists are more concerned to establish patterns than to give 

chronological accounts of particular events: they want to discover the “laws of 

motion of society” that are as valid as the laws of the natural sciences. Thus, 

historians that were fascinated with the social science approach viewed 

narrative with contempt, ridiculed commonsense explanation, and adopted the 

theoretical and quantitative approaches of Sociology and Political Science. 

These historians were often left-of-centre in their political views. Thus, among 
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other things, they despised political history, devoted their scholarship to social 

history. Those that wrote political history were highly deterministic in their 

approach, emphasized the importance of “broad social changes” and, as a 

corollary to the emphasis on so-called “objective conditions”, de-emphasized 

the role of the individual in history.
6
   

 Despite its claim to being scientific, what we might call social science 

history did not make History more scientific: it did not make the facts and 

explanations of historians more “exact”: it did not, as it were, endow History 

with greater ability for prediction and control.  On the contrary, it pushed 

History farther away from achieving these objectives (exactitude predictability 

and control).
7
  The reason lies in its overly “scientific” approach. Authors adopt 

beliefs and preferences as “theoretical frameworks” or hypotheses. Such 

frameworks or hypotheses usually oversimplify reality. In most cases, evidence 

is manipulated to arrive at conclusions that “validate” such positions. As stated 

above, many of the exponents of social science history are left-of-centre 

activists. Their accounts are, to quote Victor Davis Hanson, “designed to offer 

enough historical proof of preconceived theories about contemporary modern 

society”.
8
  To use the words of Jonah Golderg, who wrote on a purely political 

issue, “its practitioners start from the answer and then look for the right 

questions to fit it. They start from the conclusion … and they design questions 

that confirm the conclusion”.
9
  I concede that some theorists are not 

ideologically fixated and, thus, try to be intellectually honest. But the result of 
                                                           
6
 See https://archives.ac.uk/makinghistory/themes/quantitative-history.html, accessed 25 Jul 2019; Louise A. 

Tilley, “People’s History and Social Science History”, Social Science History Vol. 7 No. 4 (1983):457-474, 

accessed 26 July 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/117067; J. F. Cairns, “Some Problems in the Use of Theory 

in History”, Economic Record Vol. 26  Issue 51 (1950), accessed 26 Jul 2019, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-

4932.1950.tb01263.x; and “The Importance of Theory in History”, accessed 27 July 2019, 

www.vig.pearsoned.com/samplechapter/0136157254.pdf.    

For further information, see works under the names of the following persons and terms: Fernand 

Braudel, Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre, R. G. Collingwood, the Annales School, and cliometrics. 
7
 “Control” in this context means making measures that solve identified social, political or economic problems. 

8
. See “The Liberal Arts Weren’t Murdered — They Committed Suicide”, The National Review, 18 December 

2018, accessed 19 December 2018, https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/12/liberal-arts-education-politicized-

humanities/.  
9
 Jonah Goldberg “The Problem with Certainty”, National Review, 24 May 2019, accessed 25 May 

2019,https://www.nationalreview.com.  

https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/12/liberal-arts-education-politicized-humanities/
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/12/liberal-arts-education-politicized-humanities/
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their effort is equally unsatisfactory. In the process of writing, honest theorists 

keep modifying each proffered theory in order to make it reflect reality. The 

result is that the only valid conclusions they reach are trite. 

  I also concede that no approach in History can completely reveal the 

complexity of what happened in the past. The point is that adopting 

preconceived theories, and thus neglecting or downplaying the importance of 

contrary evidence, makes history even less capable of revealing what really 

happened and in explaining why they happened. Besides, and I am not being 

petty here, the books written by “scientific” historians, like those of the Annales 

School in France, were (and are) unreadable. Only a small proportion of 

practitioners bother to read them. Social science historians are often irrelevant 

in times of crisis, when national unity or international peace is threatened and 

attempts to find workable solutions are being made.    

 It is clear from the above two paragraphs that I adopt a conservative or 

mainstream approach to History. Thus, in my reports, I tell stories and give 

commonsense explanations, using everyday language. Besides, I emphasize the 

particular rather than the general. I am convinced that this approach makes 

academic history valuable. Permit me to quote Barzun and Graff once again: 

 

By narrating events, naming names, and assessing 

motives, purposes, and results, history teaches us what 

life beyond our immediate experience is like. The 

lesson of history is not like the moral of a fable, nor is 

it a direct practical guide, like a usable precedent in 

law or business; it is the lesson of how things go and 

may go.  From reading histories that are true 

narratives, the citizen—and even more, the 
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researcher—acquires a vicarious experience to 

broaden his imagination and sharpen his judgement.
10

  

 I endorsed this approach to History in my PhD thesis. My subject was the 

political and administrative history of Onitsha. Social science historians would 

dismiss my effort as an urban biography or the history of an urban area rather 

than urban history. I summarized their approach as follows: 

[In their view], urban history is written with the 

objective of identifying trends and patterns that are 

generically urban. Thus, the emphasis is on the general 

rather than the particular. Its methodology is modelled 

upon that used in the social sciences.
11

  

I did not want to write their urban history as defined by them. I did not want to 

waste time clarifying terms when I was certain that the words and concepts in 

my sources and the words I would use to report my findings would not confuse 

my readers. I did not want to appear sophisticated by trying to make simple 

explanations look complex. I did not want to create impersonal forces that did 

not appear in my sources.  I did not want to deny the effect of the element of 

contingency when the evidence suggested otherwise. I did not want to unduly 

distract the reader with reports about other urban areas.   I did not want to use 

mathematical formulae whose only effect would be to show the reader that a 

historian is capable of understanding elementary statistics. And I did not want to 

write in a way that would frighten the general reader from engaging in an 

argument with me on the subject. So I decided to write the history of an urban 

area. 

[T]he task of this researcher [I wrote] is to produce an 

account of political and administrative changes in 
                                                           
10

 Barzun & Graff, The Modern Researcher, 267. 
11

 See my A Political and Administrative History of Onitsha, 1917-1970 (Trenton, New Jersey, 2010), 12.  



11 
 

Onitsha during our period of study in as much detail as 

available evidence, time and space would permit, 

using everyday language and commonsense (rather 

than theoretical) explanations. Of course [there would 

be] comparable facts and views about other urban 

areas. But the purpose of including these would be to 

help make the analyses in the study more acute and the 

conclusions more persuasive. The adoption of this 

approach would result in what one might call an 

autonomous political and administrative history of 

Onitsha, not the political and administrative history as 

a case study or illustration of any theoretical issues in 

urban history.
12

   

Challenges facing History in Nigeria today 

History, like most other academic disciplines, faces several challenges in 

Nigeria.
13

   Two of them are mentioned here. Both are challenges that cannot be 

blamed on government or interests outside academia. Adapting a phrase used by 

Pope Benedict XVI, I call the first challenge the dictatorship of uniformity.  

This dictatorship is mainly at the postgraduate level, where methodologies or 

approaches used to write dissertations in the sciences, management sciences and 

social sciences, whose professors form the majority of postgraduate boards, are 

imposed on History as well as other disciplines in the Humanities. It has 

resulted in a situation where many dissertations written in History in Nigerian 

universities bear little resemblance to History dissertations produced in other 

                                                           
12

 Ibid. 
13

 Some of the challenges, like the removal of History from the syllabus of primary and junior secondary levels 

of education, have been treated in some inaugural lectures by historians. See, for instance, Christopher B. N. 

Ogbogbo, “In Defence of Tradition” (Inaugural Lecture delivered at the University of Ibadan, 6 September 

2018) and Kingdom Eke Orji, “Signature in the Sands of Time: A Legacy for Human’s Survival Strategy in 

Nigerian Society” (Inaugural Lecture delivered at Ignatius Ajuru University of Education, Port Harcourt,28 

February 2019).  
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parts of the world. Dissertations written in other countries can easily be 

accessed in the website of Open Access Theses and Dissertations 

(www.oatds.org). The best of dissertations in History are often turned into 

books with little or no changes. Those written in Nigeria in the formats imposed 

by postgraduate boards have to be substantially revised to merit publication, as 

History books, by any academic publisher. I concede that no discipline is an 

island. I know that, willy-nilly, every discipline adopts things from others. I am 

of the view that learning from other disciplines is useful and should be 

encouraged. But the subject matter and objectives of the academic disciplines 

differ. Some conduct experiments; others don’t. Some do quantitative research; 

others do qualitative research. Some studies are simply meant to advance 

knowledge; some are meant to solve problems that have been identified. There 

are many different kinds of research even within particular disciplines. 

Therefore, to insist on reporting in one format is wrongheaded.  

 Mr. Vice Chancellor, another problem with uniformity is that it responds 

slowly to change: it usually takes many years to build the consensus needed to 

change systems that took many years to develop.  The little research I have done 

in this matter, especially in the social and management sciences, indicates that 

some of the headings and sub-headings we are inflicting on graduate students 

are rarely used in dissertations in the countries from which we copied them. 

Many are only used today for writing business proposals or in applications for 

research grants.  Indeed, the uniformity that many of our postgraduate boards 

insist on is contrary to international best practices. Universities usually leave 

matters of format (I mean what we call chapterization) and citation (references) 

to the department, the supervisor or the candidate. Broadly, the prevailing best 

practice is as stated in this report on citation by Yale University’s Poorvu 

Center for Teaching and Learning:  
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Academic disciplines have varying expectations for 

how to list citation information. In some instances, 

even two journals in the same field will use different 

styles. This guide covers the three main styles used at 

Yale. All three of these styles require the same basic 

information, but the order of that information varies, in 

part because different academic fields emphasize 

different elements of a source when referring to 

previous research.
14

 

 Indeed, differences in style are acknowledged and the freedom to choose is 

permitted even within particular departments in some universities. The Faculty 

Guide of Cambridge University states as follows: 

The latitude for style choice has been introduced 

because academic styles vary widely among different 

journals and publishers, and it will be misleading to 

require students to adhere to a single system as if that 

were likely to be the only system required of them in 

the future. The main requirement is to be consistent 

and clear in the use of any given style.
15

 

I submit that, not necessarily because it is the international practice but because 

it is the best practice, the departments of History in Nigerian universities should 

be given their freedom to choose their format and citation style.    

      Another respect in which History suffers 

from the dictatorship of uniformity is in promotion guidelines.  The problem 

here is that the importance of books is de-emphasized. Indeed, some universities 

in the country do not consider books as a criterion for promotion to ranks below 
                                                           
14

 https:poorvucenter.yale.edu, “Why are there different citation styles?” accessed 21/07/19. 
15

 See History Faculty Style Guide, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge (March 2019), accessed 21 July 

2019, https://www.hist.cam.ac.uk> history-faculty-style-guide PDF. 
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Associate Professor. The preference seems to be that one has to become a 

professor before she should start writing books. I know that concern for quality 

is one of the reasons for the contempt for books. But there are similar concerns 

about the quality of journal articles. Several policies have been adopted to 

improve the quality of both books and journals, but the bias against books 

remains. As a historian, I know that the bias against books affects History more 

than most disciplines. History, to quote a statement by the American Historical 

Association, is “a book-based discipline”. The most extensive and profound 

researches in History are embodied in books. Books are also the most effective 

means of conveying the products of historical research to the reading public. 

Journals are important, but subordinate in importance to books, both in terms of 

profundity and in terms of publicity.  Usually, only researchers read journal 

publications. 

 Why then, apart from the concern about quality, are books de-

emphasized? The main reason, I think, is that monographs are rarely published 

in most of the other disciplines. The greatest breakthroughs in science may take 

many years and the strenuous exercise of the brains of the most intellectually 

gifted persons to achieve, but they can be, and are usually, presented in 

relatively fewer words, in articles rather than monographs. Thus, most of the 

books published in the sciences are textbooks rather than monographs. It is 

probably because professors in other disciplines fail to grasp the importance of 

monographs in History, perhaps because they think we are writing only 

textbooks, that they de-emphasize books as a promotion criterion and insist that 

one must mature as a teacher before she would be expected to write standard 

books for teaching (textbooks).  Dissertation writing at the undergraduate and 

postgraduate levels of education in History is an exercise meant to teach 

students to write books. I don’t see the point in requiring a young lecturer to 

postpone putting that training into practice until she is approaching retirement. 
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Mr. Vice Chancellor, books are important to History. It is important to make 

promotion committees recognize this.  

My teaching and research 

Owing to the lack of adequate lecturers in the university system in Nigeria, and 

particularly the lack of experts in historiography and the histories of other 

continents of the world, I have been a generalist as a teacher. I have taught 

nearly all the courses on the history programmes of Nigerian universities. In 

research and publication, I have dealt mainly with African history, with modern 

Nigeria (Nigeria since 1900) as my main area of interest. I have dealt with 

church history, political and administrative history, and economic policy. After 

several years of teaching the history of political thought, ancient history and 

Middle East history, I also published in these fields.   Given that I have devoted 

more time in research and publication to Nigeria, it makes sense to make 

Nigeria the subject of this lecture. 

Ourselves and our stars 

 

Mr. Vice Chancellor, 29 May 2019 marked the twentieth anniversary of 

interrupted civil rule in Nigeria. This should have been a reason for celebration, 

and should have been taken as an indication that the country is becoming more 

united, stable and prosperous. Twenty years ago, the expectation was that 

democracy would, among other things, prevent arbitrariness and the abuse of 

power, end ethnic and regional domination, and guarantee adherence to the rule 

of law and the sanctity of contracts. I must admit that much has been achieved: 

our democracy would not have endured if we had not been doing certain things 

properly and if there was no hope that things will get even better. However, 

while democracy has endured, many Nigerians are convinced that it has not 

yielded the expected dividends in terms of social and economic development. 
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Besides, and more importantly, it has not moderated fears of political and 

economic domination. Rather, there is much apprehension about ethnic 

cleansing, land seizures, attempts to change the demography of some parts of 

the country by force, and oppression on the basis of religion.  While some 

Nigerians are convinced that the problem we face is, to quote Shakespeare’s 

Cassius, in “ourselves” (poor leadership, poor followership, corruption, lack of 

patriotism, etc), others are convinced that it is in our “stars”. In this lecture, 

“stars” mean alleged weaknesses in our Constitution and the policies derived 

from them, weaknesses rooted in our colonial past and the eras of prolonged 

military rule. The members of the intelligentsia that blame our “stars” are 

convinced that what they have called restructuring will unite and stabilize the 

country and launch her on the path of social and economic progress. In matters 

like this, the truth is usually in the middle:  faults in “ourselves” and our “stars” 

matter. However, not necessarily because they are more important but because 

several of my publications deal with them, the focus of this lecture is on our 

“stars”.  

 The title of this lecture is “Of Restructuring and Related Matters: The 

Historian as Moderator”.  With extensive references to my publications, I have 

tried in these pages to help moderate the debate about restructuring. I have 

discussed some of the main issues associated with restructuring, urging caution 

and accommodation where necessary, and struggle and resistance where 

unavoidable. There is no Conclusion at the end of this lecture. I will not bore 

you with repetition. The lecture ends with a statement about an issue that will 

probably become salient about three years hence. 

 I am convinced that there is nothing sacrosanct about the unity of Nigeria.  

However, I know that breakup is not easy, and can be disastrous, particularly 

where lines of division are not clear and the process is marked by conflict rather 

than consensus.  Besides, the breakup of Nigeria did not feature prominently in 

the issues treated in my publications.  I dealt with issues championed by persons 
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and organizations that, to use an American phrase, would like to make Nigeria 

“a more perfect union”.  In was in that context that I intervened in the 

restructuring debate. This lecture is also set in that context.  

  

RESTRUCTURING 

Restructuring simply means changing the constitution of the country in terms of 

the number of constituent units and of power and resources allocated to 

constituent units. The agitation for restructuring, as defined here, has been going 

on in Nigeria since the 1950s.  The struggle for the creation of new regions in 

the country before independence was an effort to restructure the country. The 

creation of the Mid-Western Region in 1963 and the division of the country into 

states in 1967, 1976, 1987, 1991, and 1996 were exercises in restructuring.  

Restructuring was the main issue discussed at the meeting of military leaders of 

the country in Aburi, Ghana, in January 1967. The unimplemented Aburi 

Accord was the most far reaching agreement on restructuring.
16

  All our post-

civil war constitutional conferences, 1977-78, 1988, 1994-95, 2005 and 2014, 

have considered the restructuring of the country.  Thus, restructuring is not a 

recent phenomenon.  

 Generally, the campaign for restructuring is championed by the 

intelligentsia of Southern Nigeria.  In respect of a few issues, they are supported 

by the intelligentsia of Central Nigeria, or the Lower North, the historic Middle 

Belt. Restructuring is opposed by the intelligentsia of the Upper North. 

Generally, too, restructuring has been a campaign platform of opposition 

political parties and/or candidates (like the All Peoples Congress in 2014-15 and 

Atiku Abubakar in 2018-19).  

                                                           
16

 See, among several other sources, “Why Aburi Accord Failed”, The Nigerian Voice (11 April 2012), accessed 

18 August 2019, https://www.google.com/amp/s/www.thenigerianvoice.com/amp/news/87243/wy-aburi-accord-

failed-by-asiodu.html.  
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 There has been a sustained agitation for restructuring since the period 

when Ibrahim Babangida ruled the country (1985-93). At a local level, the 

leading organization that championed restructuring during the period was the 

Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People.
17

  Nationally, the campaign for 

restructuring was initially championed by Lagos-based activists who wanted 

what they called a Sovereign National Conference (SNC). Demographically, the 

activists were mainly Yoruba. Names like Alao Aka-Bashorun, Gani 

Fawehinmi, Beko Ransome-Kuti and Femi Falana were among the campaign’s 

leaders. After the annulment of the June 1993 presidential election, some 

prominent persons from other parts of Southern Nigeria became active in the 

campaign for restructuring. Anthony Enahoro and Ndubuisi Kanu come readily 

to mind.
18

   

 The Babangida regime had announced a transition programme shortly 

after it assumed power.
19

 Towards that end, it convened a Constituent Assembly 

(1988). The agitators for a SNC doubted the sincerity of the Babangida regime.  

Besides, they held that the Constituent Assembly was not sovereign. This was 

basically because the regime stipulated that the Assembly would not discuss 

certain issues (like the break-up of the country) and reserved the right to review 

the Assembly’s decisions. The campaigners for restructuring became more 

ethnically diversified after the restoration of civil rule in 1999. Leaders from the 

oil-producing states, including some state governors, became advocates of 

restructuring. Besides, much older persons, like Rotimi Williams and Ben 

                                                           
17

 See, among several publications on the Ogoni struggle, I>B>D> Senewo, “The Ogoni Bill of Rights: Extent 

of actualization 25 years later”, The Extractive Industries and Society, Volume 2 Issue 4 (December 2015): 664-

670, accessed 18 August 2019, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pil/S22145000969. 
18

 For Ndubuisi Kanu, see Emmanuel Aziken, “June 12: I wish we could play it back again – NADECO 

Chairman”, the Vanguard (6 June 2012) accessed 30 August 2019, 

https://www.google.com/amp/s/www.vanguardngr.com/2013/06/june-12-i-wish-we-could-play-it-back-again-

kanu-nadeco-chairman/amp/amp. For Enahoro, see Ndubuisi Ugah, “Nigeria: Pronaco Restrucures, Re-elcts 

Enahoro As Chairman”, This Day (21 June 2006), accessed 18 August 2019, 

https://allafrica.com/stories/20060210453.html. 
19

 For more facts and views about the transition programme of the Babangida regime, see, among other sources, 

Peter M. Lewis, “Endgame in Nigeria: The Politics of a Failed Democratic Transition”, African Affairs, Vol. 93, 

Issue 372 (1994), 323-340, accessed 26 July 2019, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.afraf.a098722. 
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Nwabueze, joined the list of advocates for a new constitution. The campaigners 

held that the 1999 Constitution was not made by “We the people of Nigeria” as 

stated in its opening sentence, but by the ruling council of the Nigerian armed 

forces.  To them, the proper way for the people of Nigeria to give themselves a 

constitution is to convoke a SNC which would produce a draft constitution that 

would be ratified in a referendum.  We will now discuss some of the issues that 

are on the agenda of the agitators for restructuring.
20

 

 

Local government 

One of the issues is local government. This issue was treated in four of my 

publications, including my book, A Political and Administrative History of 

Onitsha.
21

   A brief history is needed here.        

 From early 1952, when a quasi-federal system of government was 

established in Nigeria till the creation of states in May 1967, local government 

was a regional subject in Nigeria: regional governments legislated on it. Till the 

fall of the First Republic, the powers and functions of local governments varied 

from region to region.
22

  Generally, the local governments in the North and 

West were more powerful than those of the East. To illustrate, there was local 

government police in the North and West; there were none in the East. The local 

governments in the North were even more powerful than those of the West. The 

emirs and chiefs dominated the councils and also presided over the emirate 

courts. The emirs and chiefs were not elected and thus could not be removed by 

                                                           
20

 See Kess Ewubare, “Oyebode says Nigeria’s Constitution is an illegitimate instrument”, accessed 26 July 

2019, https://www.google.com/amp/s/www.legit.ng/amp/1195738-oeybodenigeri’a-constitution-illegitimate-

instrument-html.  
21

 See “Local Government and Federalism in Nigeria since 1989” in Enabling Environment for Economic 

Growth, Vol. II, edited by Aham Anyanwu (Owerri:  1995), 192-194; “Memorandum to the National 

Constitutional Conference, 1994.” Appendix I of Issues in Contemporary Nigerian History, edited by 

Okechukwu Okeke, Aja Akpuru Aja, and Sydney Emezue (Port Harcourt, 1998), 298-322; “Federal Character: 

History, and Matters Arising”. Igbo Affairs Vol. 4 No. 1(July 2011): 129-158; and, as stated in the text, A 

Political and Administrative History of Onitsha.  
22

 Regions were aware of their differences, and, as local government laws were amended from time to time, each 

region was influenced by others.  
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the people. They could impose capital punishment, and had their own prisons. 

But there was one common feature in all the regions: the regional governments 

exercised control over them. In the mid-1950s, the premier of each region was 

also the Minister of Local Government.  Besides, where local governments were 

in opposition hands (in the West and East) and/or were not toeing the line of the 

regional government, the latter set up investigation panels and used their reports 

to dissolve them. This was the case, for instance, in Ibadan (1955) and Kano 

(1963). The Ibadan City Council (ICC) was controlled by the opposition party, 

the National Council of Nigeria and Cameroons (NCNC). The Government of 

Western Nigeria, under the control of the Action Group, set up an inquiry into 

the affairs of the ICC and, on the basis of its findings, dissolved the council. The 

dissolution of the Kano Emirate Council followed a quarrel between the Emir 

(Sanusi) and the regional Premier (Ahmadu Bello). The regional government 

appointed a senior civil servant to inquire into the affairs of the Kano Emirate 

Council. The inquiry found many cases of wrongdoing, and the regional 

government dethroned and banished the emir from his realm.
23

     

In 1968, the federal military government reduced the powers of the local 

governments in the Northern states and in Western State.  Among other things, 

the federal government took over the police establishments of the local 

governments in these states and the prisons of the local governments in the 

Northern states. However, the state governments remained in control of the 

local governments.  During this period, till 1976, there were no elected local 

government councils in the country.  In most states, civil servants, called 

Divisional Officers or Residents, ran the affairs of local governments.
24

    

 The concern to establish a uniform and democratic system of local 

                                                           
23

 For Ibadan, see Kenneth Post & George Jenkins, The Price of Liberty: Personality and Politics in Colonial 

Nigeria (London, 1973), 97ff.  For Kano, see John Paden, Ahmadu Bello (Zaria, 1986) [At the time of writing, I 

could not see the book to cite the relevant pages]. 
24

 See E. C. Amucheazi, “Local Government and Traditional Legitimacy: Divisional Administration in the East 

Central State”, Quarterly Journal of Administration, Volume VIII No.4 (July 1993), 439-452, accessed 18 

August 2019, https://oer.unn.edu.ng/read/local-government-and-traditional-legitimacy-and-traditional-

legitimacy-divisional-administration-in-the-east-central-state-1?rd+1.   
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government in Nigeria started during the First Republic. Visiting the North 

shortly after independence, President Nnamdi Azikiwe praised the government 

of Northern Premier, Ahmadu Bello, on the efforts he was making to develop 

the North. But he added that the region did not have elected local government 

councils. And he urged the Premier to give the North elected local government 

councils.
25

  It was the persistence of this thinking, especially by members of the 

intelligentsia of Southern Nigeria who considered the Northern system 

feudalistic, that convinced General Obasanjo, military Head of State in 1976-79, 

to establish a uniform, democratic system of local government in 1976.  As 

Obasanjo stated in an interview many years later, he did so in spite of 

opposition from the North.
26

  The point here is that the South believed that the 

Northern Region was neither modern nor progressive, that a reform of its local 

government system would help it to modernize, and that federal policy was 

needed to bring this about.          

 The federal government started legislating on local government in mid-

1976. Among other things, the Obasanjo regime established a uniform local 

government system for the country. With the same functions and salary 

structure, local governments were established as the third tier of government. 

Under this system, local government councillors and chairmen were to be 

elected. No power was given to traditional rulers. The federal government 

created local government areas in all the states and started giving allocations 

from the federation account to local governments.  As stipulated by the federal 

military government, local government elections were held in the country in 

December 1976. The local government system established in 1976 was 

incorporated into the 1979 Constitution.
27

   

                                                           
25

 Paden, Ahmadu Bello [At the time of writing, I could not see the book to cite the relevant pages]. 
26

 I did not record the newspaper source when I read it and a web search has not produced the expected research. 

In the interview, Obasanjo was trying to convince his interviewer that when he was a military ruler, he was not 

afraid of the North. 
27

 See, among other publications on the matter, these two that were published shortly after the new local 

government policy was adopted: A. Y. Aliyu, “Local Government Reform: As Seen in Kaduna”, in Keith 
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In my writings on the subject, I mentioned some of the problems 

associated with the Obasanjo system. The civilian state governments of 1979-83 

were not willing to yield control to elected local government councils.   Thus, 

they ran the local governments with committees appointed by the governors: not 

a single state conducted local government elections. Besides, the civilian 

governments decided to create new local government areas. In the former Imo 

State, for instance, the state government raised the number of local government 

areas from 21 to 59.  After the overthrow of the civilian government in 

December 1983, the military regime, led by Mohammadu Buhari, abolished the 

local governments created by civilian regimes in the states. Thus, the local 

government structure established by the Obasanjo regime was restored.
28

   

Under the military regime headed by Ibrahim Babangida (1985-93), the 

federal government created new LGAs, in 1989 and 1991. Under the military 

regime headed by Sani Abacha, new LGAs were also created (1996). These 

exercises are largely responsible for the agitation to restructure the local 

government system in the country. When the federal government created LGAs 

in 1976, the criteria used in doing so was not announced. But the distribution 

among states showed that population was a major consideration: generally, the 

more populous states (based on the results of the 1963 census) got more LGAs. 

In 1989, each federal constituency was made an LGA. Since federal 

constituencies were apportioned among states on the basis of population (again 

based on the 1963 census), this means that population was the sole criteria used 

in creating LGAs that year. However in 1991 (August and November), and 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Panter-Brick (ed), Soldiers and Oil: The Political Transformation of Nigeria (London, 1978), 275ff and A. E. 

Gboyega & O. Oyediran, “Local Government Reform: A View from Ibadan”, also in Soldiers and Oil, 253ff. 
28

 See Daniel Adetoritse Tonwe & Eddy Akpomera, “Rethinking the rle of the Military in the Modernization of 

the Nigerian Local Government System”, Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, Vol. 4 No. 13 (November 

2013), 158, accessed 18 August 2019, www.mcser.org>downloadPDF. 
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again in 1996, no objective criteria were used on a consistent basis. In short, the 

distribution of LGAs among states was done arbitrarily.
29

  

  

                                                           
29

 See lists of local government areas in the thirty states and Federal Capital Territory of Nigeria in Richard 

Joseph, Democracy and Prebendal Politics in Nigeria (Ibadan, 1991), 126.]; the Guardian, 6 July 1991; and 

Citizen, 6 April 1992.   
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TABLE 1 

DISTRIBUTION OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AREAS AMONG STATES AND 

GEOPOLITICAL ZONES IN NIGERIA 

S

N 

STATE GEOPOLITC

AL 

ZONE 

ARE

A 

(Sq. 

Km) 

POPULATI

ON 

(1991) 

NUMBE

R OF 

LGAs 

NUMBE

R OF 

LGAs 

NUMBE

R OF 

LGAs 

  1 Abia South-East   4,900 2,338,487   17 95 355 

(South)   2 Anambr

a  

“   4,865 2,796,475   21 

  3 Ebonyi “   6,400 ---   13 

  4 Enugu “   7,534 3,154,380   17 

  5 Imo “   5,288 2,485,635   27 

  6 Akwa 

Ibom 

South-South   6,900 2,409,613   31 123 

  7 Bayelsa “   9,059 ---     8 

  8 Cross 

River 

“ 21,787 1,911,297   18 

  9 Delta “ 17,108 2,590,491   25 

10 Edo “ 19,187 2,172,005   18 

11 Rivers “ 10,575 4,309,557   23 

12 Ekiti South-West    5,435 ---   16 137 

13 Lagos ”   3,671 5,725,116   20 

14 Ogun “ 16,400 2,333,726   20 

15 Ondo “ 15,820 3,785,338   18 

16 Osun “   9,026 2,158,143   30 

17 Oyo “ 26,500 3,452,720   33 

18 Adama

wa 

North-East 38,700 2,102,053   21 112 413 

(North) 

19 Bauchi “ 49,119 4,351,007   20 

20 Borno “ 72,609 2,536,003   27 

21 Gombe “ 17,100 ---   11 

22 Taraba “ 56,282 1,512,163   16 

23 Yobe “ 46,609 1,399,687   17 

24 Benue North-Central 30,800 2,753,077   23 115 

25 Kogi “ 27,747 2,147,756   21 

26 Kwara “ 35,705 1,548,412   16 

27 Nasaraw

a 

“ 28,735 ---   13 

28 Niger “ 68,925 2,421,581   25 

29 Plateau “ 27,147 3,312,412   17 

30 Jigawa “ 23,287 2,875,525   27 186 

31 Kaduna North-West 42,481 3,935,618   23 

32 Kano “ 20,280 5,810,470   44 

33 Katsina “ 23,561 3,753,133   34 

34 Kebbi “ 36,985 2,068,490   21 

35 Sokoto “ 27,825 4,470,176   23 

36 Zamfara “ 37,931 ---   14 
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Sources:  

 Number of LGAs: Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999, 

First Schedule 

 Land masses of states: National Bureau of Statistics, Annual Abstract of 

Statistics 2011, 4. Note: In other sources, like Wikipedia, the figures are 

slightly different and the order of states slightly different.  See “List of 

Nigerian states by area”, accessed 27 July 2019, 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/List-of-Nigerian-states-by-area.  

 Population of states: National Bureau of Statistics, Annual Abstract of 

Statistics 2011, 19. 

 Bayelsa, Ebonyi, Ekiti, Gombe, Nasarawa and Zamfara had not been created 

when the count took place and their inhabitants counted in the states to 

which they belonged at the time, as follows: Rivers (Bayelsa), Enugu and 

Abia (Ebonyi), Ondo (Ekiti), Bauchi (Gombe), Plateau (Nasarrawa) and 

Sokoto (Zamfara).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

37 FCT FCT   7,607 371,674     6   6 6 

(North) 

TOTALS  909,89

0 

88,992,220 774 774 774 
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TABLE 2 

HORIZONTAL REVENUE ALLOCATION AMONG THE LOCAL 

GOVERNMENTS OF NIGERIA FOR THE MONTH OF MARCH 2018 

SN STATE AMOUNT  

(₦) 

GEOPOLITIC

AL ZONE  

AMOUNT 

(₦) 

AMOUNT  

(₦)  

  1 Kaduna 4,516,135,116.

74 

NORTH-WEST 30,958,007,030.

10 

68,727,970,954.

81 

(North)   2 Jigawa 4,057,771,564.

29 

  3 Kano 7,287,393,695.

68 

  4 Katsina 5,427,721,478.

92 

  5 Kebbi 3,408,281,923.

23 

  6 Sokoto 3,697,212,617.

45 

  7 Zamfara 2,563,490,633.

79 

26 Benue 3,861,685,055.

53 

NORTH-

CENTRAL 

19,018,783,423.

59 

27 Kogi 3,394,262,100.

91 

28 Kwara 2,522,265,998.

90 

29 Nasaraw

a 

2,155,306,804.

13 

30 Niger 4,091,274,757.

93 

31 Plateau 2,993,988,706.

19 

20 Adamaw

a 

3,271,712,846.

57 

NORTH-EAST 18,751,180,501.

12 

21 Bauchi 3,707,273,909.

77 

22 Borno 4,353,911,035.

77 

23 Gombe 1,883,945,725.

65 

24 Taraba 2,750,007,652.

00 

25 Yobe 2,784,329,331.

36 

  8 Ekiti  2,261,555,442.

04 

SOUTH-WEST 24,902,1464,67.

84 

59,045,352,915.

37 

(South)   9 Lagos 7,960,064,951.

04 

10 Ogun 3,103,054,545.
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93 

11 Ondo 2,814,125,786.

75 

12 Osun 3,816,617,395.

87 

13 Oyo 4,946,728,346.

21 

14 Akwa 

Ibom 

4,387,180,327.

63 

SOUTH-

SOUTH 

19,368,551,542.

52 

15 Bayelsa 1,517,448,067.

93 

16 Cross 

River 

2,802,133,247.

08 

17 Delta 3,748,034,964.

93 

18 Edo 2,882,200,775.

85 

19 Rivers 4,031,554,159.

10 

32 Abia 2,629,609,984.

45 

SOUTH-EAST 14,774,654,905.

01 

33 Anambr

a  

3,382,588,299.

42 

34 Ebonyi 2,059,317,689.

03 

35 Enugu 2,841,603,671.

40 

36 Imo 3,861,535,260.

71 

37 FCT 2,366,888,572.

18 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics, Federation Account Allocation Committee, March 

2018 disbursement), accessed 22 July 2019, www.nigerianstat.gov.ng.  
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 To cut a long story short, the LGA system established in 1976 by the 

Obasanjo regime, as modified by the Babangida and Abacha regimes, was again 

incorporated into the 1999 Constitution and, thus, is still in force today. TABLE 

1 shows the distribution of LGAs among states in 1996. On the basis of official 

population and territorial size, it does not unduly favour many of the states in 

the North. Kaduna, for instance, with a much higher official population than 

Akwa Ibom and Imo, has a smaller number of LGAs.  However, given that the 

South-East has the least number of LGAs as well as states, the leaders of the 

zone see the 1996 LGA structure as unfair and as one of the measures taken to 

marginalize the zone.  TABLE 2 shows the allocation of revenue from the 

federation account to LGAs in the states and geopolitical zones. The LGAs of 

the South-East got the least allocation. The intelligentsia of the zone feel 

cheated.   For the intelligentsia of the South-West, the gap between Kano and 

Lagos (TABLE 1), and broadly between the North-West and the South-West 

(TABLE 1 AND TABLE 2) is not acceptable.   It is not surprising that 

advocates of restructuring from the two zones would like states to assume 

responsibility for the creation of LGAs. It needs to be said that, in 2003, Ebonyi, 

Imo, Katsina, Lagos and Niger states created new LGAs. However, the National 

Assembly did not recognize the new LGAs. The federal government declared 

the exercise illegal and threatened to withhold allocations to the LGAs in the 

above states. Ebonyi, Imo, Katsina and Niger yielded to the threat. Lagos did 

not yield, and took the matter to the Supreme Court. The apex court upheld the 

power of State Houses of Assembly to create new LGAs but added that the new 

LGAs “cannot take effect until the National Assembly passes the consequential 

act under section 8 subsection (5) of the Constitution” and, thus, the “new ... 

Local Government Councils are not entitled to receive fund from the Federation 

Account” (2004). Thus, allocation to LGAs from the federation account is still 

done on the basis of the LGA structure in the table above.
30

     I 

                                                           
30

 See www.nigeria-law.org/Attorney-General...-Lagos-State-V-Attorney-General...-Federation.htm, accessed 
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critiqued the LGA system in all my publications that touched on the subject.  I 

am of the view that my critique will be better appreciated in the language used 

in the 1990s. So I will be quoting extensively from my 1994 work on the 

subject. 

...though well intentioned [the reforms of the military 

regimes] were ill-advised. Perhaps its major defect was 

the imposition of a uniform local government system 

on all the states and local government areas of Nigeria. 

[A] uniform...system is inappropriate to a culturally 

diverse country like Nigeria. Some parts of the country 

[have] large emirates and kingdoms [with] traditional 

rulers who are feared and/or respected all over the 

country. But in many other areas, traditional political 

entities are and traditional rulers are hardly known 

outside their areas of authority. In economic and 

demographic terms, too, there are wide differences 

among the local government areas. Some, like Lagos 

Island, (which generates more revenue than most state 

governments) are ...rich.... But most others are so poor 

that they cannot even pay their staff without the 

statutory allocations from the federal government. 

[Besides], some local government areas are urban; 

most are rural. Some are ethnically homogenous, 

others ethnically heterogeneous. The populations of 

most [LGAs] are made up predominantly of indigenes; 

but there are some where non-indigenes are 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
27 July 2019. 
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predominant and rivalry between indigenes and non-

indigenes has been politically salient.
31

  

The paragraph ended with the assertion that the existence of wide variations in 

the size, culture, demography and revenues of the LGAs required the adoption 

of different local government systems. I added that “to ignore [the differences] 

and adopt a uniform system (which, inter alia, gives the same functions and 

salary structure to a fiscal giant like Lagos Island and poor, rural [LGAs]) is 

most inappropriate”.
32

        I also opposed the 

direct funding of local governments by the federal government, asserting that it 

had further embittered the politics of revenue allocation in Nigeria. I wrote as 

follows: 

[LGAs] were created in an arbitrary manner, and many 

states have unduly higher numbers than others. For 

instance, Lagos, the most populous state today, has 

only fifteen [LGAs], whereas Kano, the second most 

populous state, has thirty-four, and Akwa Ibom, the 

nineteenth state in [descending] order of population, 

has twenty-four. One of the most important criteria 

used in allocating revenue among [LGAs] is the 

principle of equality—the principle of “minimum 

responsibilities and duties”—which provides that a 

certain proportion of the federal allocations meant for 

[LGAs] is shared equally among them. Hence states 

like Kano and Akwa Ibom receive unduly large 

proportions of the allocations to [LGAs].
33
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 “Memorandum to the National Constitutional Conference’, Issues in Contemporary Nigerian History, 310. 
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33
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I concluded with the following series of recommendations. The primary one is 

that local government be placed on the Residual Legislative List of the 

Constitution. This would mean, I stressed, that only state governments would 

legislate on local government, and that funds from the federation account would 

not be allocated to local governments. Thus, rather than a three–tier vertical 

allocation system, there would be a two-tier system: federally collected revenue 

would be shared only between the federal government and the states. Thus, I 

concluded,  

each state House of Assembly, taking into 

consideration the functions it has given the local 

governments in its territory, will determine the 

proportion of the state’s revenue that should be 

allocated to local governments as well as the criteria 

for horizontal allocation among the LGAs].
34

  

The recommendations above were not adopted by the Constitutional 

Conference of 1994-95. Since the restoration of civil rule in 1999, state 

governments, supported by a Supreme Court judgement, have regained control 

over local governments. In most states, state governments have taken full 

control of local governments, through the appointment of caretaker committees 

and by rigging local government elections to install stooges as chairmen and 

councillors. The abuses of the local government by state governors have led to a 

campaign to take away from state governments the power to legislate on local 

government. The Association of Local Government Employees of Nigeria 

(ALGON) is backing this campaign.
35

  But direct federal control of LGAs 

                                                           
34

 Ibid, 313. 
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 For news and commentaries on this matter, see, among other media sources, Oladimeji Ramon, “Group 

Berates govs for opposing direct allocation to LGs”, the Punch (28 May 2019), accessed 16 August 2019, 

https://punchng.com/group-berates-govs-for-opposing-direct-allocation-to-lgs/amp/; and Onyebuchi Ezigbo, 

“Algon Delegates Fault Moves to Scrap LGs”, This Day  (30 April 2014), accessed 16 August 2019, 

https://allafrica.com/stories/201404500349.html.   
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would create more political problems for the country. It would enable the 

federal government to undermine the state governments, and, contrary to the 

wishes of the advocates of restructuring, further increase its power vis-à-vis the 

state governments.  Thus, rather than create a dysfunctional system, the struggle 

for democracy should be intensified in the states and local governments. The 

state houses of assembly should have the power to legislate on local 

government, but the governors have to be compelled to allow the local 

governments to function as democratic, autonomous units in every state. Local 

government autonomy would entail, among other things that elected local 

government councils execute their functions under the law without interference 

from state governments; that state governments do not withhold funds payable 

to local governments; and, except where for a good reason a state house of 

assembly suspends a local government council, that local governments are run 

by elected persons.  Mr. Vice Chancellor, it should be the responsibility of the 

general public (using their votes and forms of protest guaranteed by the 

Constitution and international conventions), not the federal government, to 

ensure that this ideal is realized. 

Revenue Allocation 

Revenue allocation has been one of the most contentious issues in Nigeria. For 

the peoples of the oil-producing states of the country, this has been a 

particularly emotive issue.  I have written extensively on this subject.
36

  But 

before discussing my contribution to the discourse on the subject, I will try to 
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provide the historical context for the struggle over revenue allocation in the 

country.             

Before the adoption of the federal system of government, the central and 

local governments had different sources of revenue. With the adoption of the 

federal system of government in the mid-1950s (which entailed the division of 

functions between the federal and regional governments), it became necessary 

to amend the vertical revenue allocation
37

 system of the country. Thus, the 

central government’s sources of revenue were divided between the federal 

government, on the one hand, and the regional governments, on the other. The 

sources of revenue allocated to the regional governments (some of which they 

allocated to their local governments) included personal income tax, sales tax 

(except on motor spirit, tobacco, hide and skin), vehicle licence fees, tenement 

rates, market fees, and cattle tax. Those allocated to the federal government 

included mining rents and royalties, custom and excise duties, and company tax. 

Vis-à-vis the federal government, however, the regions’ sources of revenue did 

not yield enough to enable them meet their constitutional functions. Thus, in the 

words of Douglas Rimmer, “the regions ... had to be substantially financed by 

transfers of revenue collected by the federal government”.
38

  This entailed 

deciding what proportions of federally collected revenue from different sources 

would be transferred to the regions.        

 To transfer revenue collected by the federal government to the regions led 

to what is called horizontal revenue allocation, which in the Nigerian context 

means sharing federally collected revenue among governments at the same 

level—among all regions/states and, since 1976, among all local governments. 

We might add that both vertical and horizontal revenue allocation have been 

                                                           
37

 In the Nigerian context, vertical revenue allocation means the following: one, sharing sources of revenue 

between levels of government (federal and state, since 1976, federal, state and local government), and, two, 

sharing revenue collected by the federal government between the federal government, on the one hand and, on 

the other hand, all the states collectively and all the local governments collectively. 
38

 See Douglas Rimmer, “The Economy since 1970”, in Anthony Kirk-Green & Douglas Rimmer, Nigeria since 

1970: A Political and Economic Outline (London, 1981), 123.  



34 
 

controversial in Nigeria. But, as we shall see below, horizontal allocation has 

been far more controversial. We will return to this matter later.   

 Owing to its importance in Nigerian affairs, it is not surprising that 

revenue allocation has been the subject of numerous scholarly reports.  And 

basically because the subject is particularly important to the peoples of the 

Niger Delta, which has served as the cash cow of the nation for the longest 

period of its history since independence, scholars of the region have written so 

much about it. It has also been the subject of numerous newspaper articles, 

memoranda and debates at political conferences. Permit me to add that it has 

also been the subject of some inaugural lectures.
39

  I will now try as briefly as 

possible to give the highlights of my effort in this respect.    

 Contrary to what many scholars from Southern Nigeria have asserted, 

mineral resources have always been controlled by the central (and later) federal 

government. In keeping with the practice in Britain, the British colonial 

government in Nigeria assumed ownership and control of the sub-soil (or 

mineral) resources of its Nigerian colonies in the first decade of the 20th 

century. Among other laws, the colonial regimes of both the Northern and 

Southern Protectorates used Proclamation No. 18 of 1902 (North) and 

Ordinance No. 6 of 1905 (South) to legally acquire this power.
40

  Since then, all 

commercially valuable and revenue-earning minerals—tin, coal, oil, etc—have 

been under the control of the central or federal government. The federal 

government does not assert this right where the sub-soil resources would not 

earn more revenue—like in respect of underground water and many solid 

minerals in the North today. 
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 Since the 1950s, as stated above, the most controversial issue in 

horizontal revenue allocation has been derivation. Derivation means sharing 

according to contribution, such that the more you contribute the more you get. 

In practice, it means that a certain percentage of the federally collected revenue 

from each region or state is allocated to that region.
41

 The rest of the 

contribution from each region is paid into a pool and the revenue in the pool is 

shared horizontally among the regions/states on the bases of other revenue 

allocation criteria (like population, need, minimum national standards, and land 

mass).
42

  It is important to stress that derivation was the most important 

principle of horizontal revenue allocation from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s. 

During the period, at least 50% of the revenue derived from the mineral and 

agricultural resources of each region was shared on the bases of derivation. The 

other criteria included population, need and what the Binns Commission called 

“financial comparability”,
43

 which was meant to achieve minimum national 

standards. (Land mass was added in the 1980s.) In the 1950s and early 1960s, 

cocoa was the leading export. Thus, on the basis of derivation, Western Nigeria, 

the leading cocoa producer, was the fiscally richest region. The Northern 

Region was next, the Eastern Region last. During the period, we might add, the 

government of the Eastern Region strongly opposed derivation.
44

     

 Nigeria started oil exports in 1957. Oil became an important source of 

revenue and it appeared it would soon become the most important one. After 

Nigeria was divided into twelve states in 1967, many new states were not self 

sustaining and the federal government began to change the revenue allocation 
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formula. The financial incapacity of many states was blamed on derivation. 

Thus, Adebayo Adedeji, an adviser to the military government during the civil 

war held that derivation “exacerbated inter-regional rivalry and conflict” and 

that “more than any other single factor it hampered the development of a sense 

of national unity and common citizenship in Nigeria”.
45

  Thus, from the civil 

war period, the federal government began to reduce the weight of derivation in 

the revenue allocation formula. Among other measures, a distinction was made 

in 1971 between onshore and offshore revenue. Thus, littoral states that 

produced oil no longer got derivation revenue from offshore oil production.
46

  

More importantly, the federal government reduced the weight of derivation 

from about 50% to 20% in 1975. This was during the Gowon regime. As we 

shall see below, further reductions were to be made under the first Obasanjo 

regime (1976-79), the Shagari regime and Babangida regimes.     

 Before continuing the narrative, let us attempt an explanation for the 

reduction in the weight of derivation. The main reason was that it was expedient 

to do so. The disparities between the oil-producing states and other states in 

1974 (which preceded the drastic reduction from 45% to 20% from 1975) were 

very wide. Indeed, they were much wider than disparities produced by 

adherence to 50% derivation in the cocoa era. Many of the other states could not 

fund their budgets. Thus, the need for some kind of financial comparability, and 

the need for peace, necessitated a downward review of the weight of derivation 

in the revenue allocation formula.  

While it was necessary to reduce the weight of derivation, the extent of its 

reduction depended, not on any objective criteria, but on the relative political 

strengths of the geo-political regions of the country. One of the excuses leaders 
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from the North gave for fighting to stop the secession of Biafra was to support 

the Niger Delta’s quest to be in a united Nigeria. Northern blood was shed in the 

process. For the North, as well as the West, their blood entitled them to a greater 

share of oil wealth.
47

  More importantly, the oil producing states—Rivers and 

Mid-West as well as East Central State—were much smaller in number and 

political influence than the non-oil producing states. Besides being relatively 

small, they were not organizationally strong enough to oppose the federal 

government. There is a widely quoted statement credited to Philip Asiodu, a 

federal Permanent Secretary at the time, on this point. He reportedly said that, 

basically because the peoples of the oil-producing states were minority groups, 

there would be no serious political backlash if derivation were de-emphasized in 

revenue allocation.
48

           

 I venture to say that the reduction in the weight of derivation from 45% to 

20% in 1975 was expedient and understandable. Indeed, the principle of 

minimum national standards justifies that.  If 20% were sustained, and in spite 

of corruption, the Niger Delta states would probably have long become the most 

prosperous states in the country, with the best developed infrastructure. That 

would not have stopped them from campaigning for a greater share of oil 

revenue (money is never more than enough), but its development indices would 

not have been so unimpressive in relative terms (in comparison with non-oil 

producing states) as to justify resource control or a substantial increase in the 

weight of derivation in the revenue allocation formula.   
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However, the opponents of derivation were not satisfied with reducing its 

weight to 20%. The Obasanjo regime of 1976-79 was one of them. IN 1977, It 

set up a Technical Committee on Revenue Allocation headed by one of the 

renowned economists of the time, Professor Ojetunji Aboyade.  The Aboyade 

Committee was charged with the responsibility of preparing a working paper on 

revenue allocation for the Constituent Assembly of 1977-78. In its report, the 

Committee discarded derivation and suggested five criteria for revenue 

allocation. These included “equality of access to development”, “absorptive 

capacity” and “fiscal efficiency”. However, the Constituent Assembly dismissed 

the Aboyade Committee’s report, saying it was too abstract. Shehu Shagari, one 

of the members of the Assembly (who was to become President in 1979), added 

that the Committee had “made a frantic effort to remove the problem of revenue 

allocation from the understanding of the common man in order to make its 

operation the exclusive preserve of technocrats”. 
49

   The Constituent Assembly 

did not reach a resolution on the matter.  

In the revenue allocation debates of 1977-78, Shagari helped to champion 

another Northern position on derivation. The North wanted a distinction to be 

made between oil-producing areas and oil-producing states.  In one of 

Shagari’s presentations on the matter, he pointed out that there were no oil wells 

in Benin (capital of the then oil-rich Bendel State) just as there were none in 

Sokoto and Jos. So he held that Benin had no greater right to oil revenue than 

Sokoto, Jos and other places where there was no oil production. The point of the 

North’s argument was that a proportion of the revenue derived from crude oil 

should be used to develop the oil-producing areas rather than other (non-oil-

producing) parts of the states where they were located. Their preferred way of 

doing this was to establish a federal commission to develop the oil-producing 
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areas.  If this were done, the North argued, it would no longer be justifiable to 

allocate revenue on the basis of derivation to any state.
50

   

Given the continued opposition of the Northern intelligentsia to 

derivation, it was further de-emphasized as a criterion for revenue allocation 

during the Shagari regime (1979-83).  In 1980, President Shagari appointed 

another revenue allocation committee. It was headed by another renowned 

economist, Dr. Pius Okigbo.   Shortly after receiving the report of the Okigbo 

Committee, in July 1980, Shagari submitted a revenue allocation bill to the 

National Assembly. What eventually became the Revenue Allocation Act of 

1982 provided for the payment of only 5% of federally collected revenue to the 

oil-producing states.  Besides, in keeping with the North’s attempt to make a 

distinction between oil-producing areas and oil-producing states, the Act 

allocated 1.5% of federally collected revenue to a presidential commission 

dedicated to the development of the oil-producing areas.  It may interest the 

reader to know that it was in this revenue allocation law that land mass became 

a criterion of horizontal revenue allocation in Nigeria (10%).
51

 

 In my view, the further reduction of the weight of derivation in the 

Revenue Allocation Act of 1982 was unjust, and amounted to the oppression of 

the oil-producing states.  Unfortunately, the oppression got worse in the 

Babangida era. From 5%, derivation as a factor of revenue allocation was 

reduced to 1%. (1990).
52

  Clearly, the North was exploiting its power and the 

organizational weakness of the oil-producing states to maximum advantage. 

The Niger Delta gradually became organizationally more powerful. Its 

intelligentsia engaged in a serious debate with their Northern counterparts, and 

made many telling points. The Ogoni brought the matter to global attention. The 
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federal government, still under Ibrahim Babangida, responded with two policies 

of appeasement. In 1992, it abolished the onshore-offshore dichotomy and 

established the Oil Minerals Areas Development Commission (OMPADEC).  

The law establishing OMPADEC stipulated that 3% of revenue derived from 

crude oil would be allocated to the Commission.
53

    

 After General Sani Abacha became Head of State, and as a  means of 

gaining legitimacy for his government, he convened what he called a 

Constitutional Conference. At that conference, delegates from the Southern 

states campaigned strongly for state ownership of mineral resources. The 

proposal was opposed by delegates from the North, and was not adopted. 

However, to conciliate the oil-producing states, potentially the main 

beneficiaries of state ownership of resources, the Northern delegates conceded 

to a significant increase in the weight of derivation, from 1% to 13%. The 

Abacha regime adopted the recommendation and included it in its (unpublished) 

1995 Constitution. The proposal was subsequently adopted by Abdusalami 

Abubakar regime, and became Section 162 (2) of the 1999 Constitution: “[The] 

principle of derivation shall be constantly reflected in any [revenue] formula as 

being not less than thirteen percent of the revenue accruing to the Federation 

Account directly from any natural resource”. After he became President in late 

May 1999, his government did not want to implement this provision of the 

Constitution. In its place, Obasanjo wanted to establish another federal agency 

to develop the oil-producing areas. He called it the Niger Delta Development 

Commission (NDDC).  But Obasanjo yielded to political pressure and started 

implementing Section 162 (2) of the 1999 Constitution in February 2000.  

Anxious to reduce revenue gaps between the oil-producing states and other 

states, Obasanjo tried to reduce the financial contributions the federal 

government would make to the NDDC. However, the National Assembly, 
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allegedly bribed by one of the governors of the oil-producing states, passed the 

original NDDC Bill submitted by Obasanjo.
54

    

 As a proportion, 13% is considerably less than 50%.  But, as I have 

argued elsewhere, its significance—the value of what it gives to the oil-

producing states in relation to what other states get—is greater than 50% of the 

pre-oil boom era. For purposes of illustration, I have severally cited this table 

from R. O. Ekundare’s Economic History of Nigeria: 

 

 

 

TABLE 3A: ANNUAL PUBLIC REVENUES OF THE THREE 

REGIONS OF NIGERIA 

REGIO

N 

1957 1958 1959 1960 TOTAL* 

North  £14,549,00

0 

£14,319,00

0 

£15,034,00

0 

£16,608,00

0 

£60,510,00

0 

West £15,522,00

0 

£15,709,00

0 

£16,649,00

0 

£19,681,00

0 

£67,561,00

0 

East £12,184,00

0 

£13,380,00

0 

£14,216,00

0 

£14,875,00

0 

£54,655,00

0 

  Source: R. O. Ekundare, An Economic History of Nigeria, 1860-1960 

(London, 1973), 409-410. 

 * This column was added by this author. 

 

What it shows is that in the period covered by the figures, which is the 50% era, 

the difference in total public revenue of the fiscally richest region (West) and 
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that of the fiscally poorest (East) was 23.61%.  Today, in the era of 13%, 

differences between the leading oil producing states and most of the other states 

is a lot more. In February 2018, for instance, the gross statutory allocations to 

the four leading oil-producing states and the four states with the least allocations 

are as shown in TABLE 3B. 

 

TABLE 3B 

ALLOCATIONS TO STATES FROM THE FEDERATION ACCOUNT FOR 

THE MONTH OF MARCH 2018 

 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics, Federation Account Allocation 

Committee, March 2018 disbursement, accessed 22 July 2019, 

www.nigerianstat.gov.ng. 

 

SN ALLOCATIONS TO 

FOUR LEADING OIL-

PRODUCING STATES 

(Descending order) 

STATES WITH THE 

LEAST ALLOCATIONS 

(Descending order) 

DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN 

HIGHEST AND 

LOWEST 

PERCENTAGE 

DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN 

HIGHEST 

AND LOWEST 

1 Delta ₦19,469,009,903.31 

(Highest) 

Nasarawa ₦3,978,103,555.18 ₦15,554,160,016.47 397.31% 

2 Akwa 

Ibom 

₦19,210,306,656.20 Kwara ₦3,947,814,024.76 

3 Rivers ₦16,363,109,189.98 Ekiti ₦3,921,463,112.80 

4 Bayelsa ₦15,309,762,227.04 Ebonyi ₦3,914,849,886.84 

(Lowest) 

http://www.nigerianstat.gov.ng/
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These figures reinforce the point above that adherence to the principles of 

minimum standards and fiscal comparability compelled a reduction in the 

weight given to derivation in the crude oil era.  The argument is continued in the 

next sub-section.  

Resource control and Fiscal Federalism 

Mr. Vice Chancellor, resource control and fiscal federalism are aspects of 

revenue allocation. I am using these subheadings to help deepen the 

conversation on revenue allocation. From 1999, the campaign for a SNC was 

accompanied by a strident campaign for resource control.  Resource control 

means, to use the words of Itse Sagay, “a state’s exclusive right to the 

ownership and control of resources, both natural and created, within its 

territory”.
55

  This campaign was led by the governments and other organizations 

of the oil-producing states.  Youth organizations added militancy to the 

struggle. They did not achieve resource control, but got other concessions, 

mainly a political settlement of the onshore-offshore controversy, the amnesty 

programme and the establishment of the Ministry of the Niger Delta. This 

matter has partly been dealt with in the previous sub-heading. In the following 

discussion on fiscal federalism, it will become clearer why achieving resource 

control was and remains problematic.        

 Here is a one-sentence definition of fiscal federalism:  

[T]he division of responsibilities with regards to public 

expenditure and taxation between the different levels 

of the government….
56

 

Here is a detailed definition of the term: 
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 Itse Sagay (a professor of law and indigene of oil-producing Delta State), speech delivered at a public lecture 
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[F]iscal federalism is concerned with "understanding 

which functions and instruments are best centralized 

and which are best placed in the sphere of 

decentralized levels of government". In other words, it 

is the study of how competencies and fiscal 

instruments are allocated across different layers of the 

administration. An important part of its subject matter 

is the system of transfer payments or grants by which a 

central government shares its revenues with lower 

levels of government. Federal governments use this 

power to enforce national rules and standards. There 

are two primary types of transfers, conditional and 

unconditional. A conditional transfer from a federal 

body to a province, or other territory, involves a 

certain set of conditions. If the lower level of 

government is to receive this type of transfer, it must 

agree to the spending instructions of the federal 

government. An example of this would be the Canada 

Health Transfer. An unconditional grant is usually a 

cash or tax point transfer, with no spending 

instructions. An example of this would be a federal 

equalization transfer. This may be noted that the 

concept of fiscal federalism is relevant for all kinds of 

government: unitary, federal and confederal. The 

concept of fiscal federalism is not to be associated 

with fiscal decentralization in officially declared 

federations only; it is applicable even to non-federal 

states in the sense that they encompass different levels 
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of government which have de facto decision making 

authority.
57

  

Briefly, advocates of restructuring are of the view that Nigeria is not practising 

true federalism, let alone fiscal federalism. Some of the advocates add that 

Nigeria practised “true federalism” during the First Republic. Thus, in the 

words of former External Affairs minister, Bolaji Akinyemi,   “the provisions 

[of the Independence Constitution] were clear: the regions controlled their 

resources and surrendered only a percentage to the federal government”.
58

   In 

their view, in a true federal system, states have ownership and legislative 

powers over mineral resources (resource control). Thus, according to them, the 

system of revenue allocation whereby state governments “troop” every month to 

Abuja to receive money from the federal government is totally contrary to the 

principle and practice of federalism. Rather than the federal government being a 

“feeding bottle” for the states, the states should collect revenue and pay taxes to 

the federal government.    They are convinced that, because states depend on the 

federation account for the bulk of their revenue, state governments have become 

lazy, and unlike the regional governments of the First Republic, are no longer 

competing with one another to develop their various states. This excerpt is 

representative of the reasoning behind it: 

Today, if State X labours hard to attract companies to 

its state or even builds industries, the corporate tax 

revenues would be paid into the Federation Account 

and shared to everyone.  Similarly, if a state promotes 

tourism, all the VAT collected (including from alcohol 

and cigarettes) would be paid into the Federation 
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Account and shared to all—including states where 

alcohol and cigarettes are banned. Where is the 

incentive to work hard or promote industry? Little 

wonder then that on all economic and social indicators, 

the average Nigerian was better-off in 1966 under the 

regions than in 2012.
59

 

The last sentence of the above quotation is indicative of a generally held view 

by the advocates of restructuring: that the revenue allocation and political 

structure of the First Republic fostered development as the regions competed 

among themselves to deliver development. According to them, the regions 

controlled their resources, especially agricultural resources (groundnut in the 

north, cocoa in the West, rubber in the Mid-West and palm oil in the East) Thus, 

according to them, the average Nigerian of the period had a higher standard of 

living than his counterpart today. I find it necessary to repeat that the views 

above are held not only by politicians and ethnic intelligentsia of southern 

Nigeria, but by the academic and managerial elite, the so-called “technocrats”.
60

  

 Let us interrogate the above set of views. Contrary to what the advocates 

of resource control would have us believe, there is no fundamental difference 

between the revenue allocation system of the First Republic and the one in use 

today. As stated above, mineral resources were under the control of the federal 

government. As also stated above, each region sought to influence the 

government to adopt a revenue allocation formula favourable to it. Any time a 

new revenue allocation formula was being considered, the region with the most 
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financially valuable resource wanted derivation to be the most important criteria 

for revenue allocation. The West did so in the 1950s when cocoa was the 

leading export earner. During the period, the East opposed derivation. When oil 

became an important revenue earner, in the 1960s, the East became the leading 

advocate of derivation.
61

 In both decades, the North wanted greater weight to be 

given to other revenue allocation criteria, like population and need. Admittedly, 

derivation was the most important revenue allocation criterion, but it was not 

the only one. The main difference between then and the one in use today is that 

derivation is no longer the most important criterion of horizontal revenue 

allocation. That is a matter of degree not of kind: it is not a fundamental 

difference. Besides, as the figures cited above indicate, despite the reduction in 

the weight of derivation, there are still significant differences in revenue among 

states. The differences are enough to impel those that receive the least amounts 

from the federation account to take internally generated revenue (IGR) more 

seriously. Some states, notably Lagos, have excelled in this area. Lagos is the 

richest state, not because of oil, but because of IGR. Many other states, mainly 

those in the South, have taken up the challenge and their governors now 

advertise increases in IGR as their achievements. Besides, like the regions of the 

pre-war era, states are competing among themselves in development—in the 

expansion of educational opportunities, in building wider roads and flyovers, in 

the construction of airports, in empowering the youths with loans, etc. If their 

efforts in these respects have not met our expectations, the blame should go to 

“ourselves” (the quality of the leadership and the followership), not “our stars”. 
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But the evidence does not support the view that states are no longer competing 

to excel in development.     

 Contrary to what many advocates of resource control would have us 

believe, the regions did not control agricultural resources in the period before 

the civil war.  As asserted in a co-authored 2015 work on the subject, “The 

farms on which cocoa, groundnuts, palm produce and rubber were produced 

were owned by individuals, associations and communities”.  Farmers produced 

in response to incentives and reduced production when they found the enterprise 

unprofitable. What the central (federal) government and later the regional 

governments did was basically to monopolize purchases of the items meant for 

export through federal commodity marketing (1948-54) and regional marketing 

boards (1954-66). “Besides”, as also stated in the work mentioned above, “the 

regional marketing boards did not export the products they purchased. The 

Nigerian Produce Marketing Company, a federal parastatal, was responsible for 

that”.
62

  It is important to add that the proceeds from the export were shared 

vertically and horizontally among the governments in the federation, in 

accordance with the revenue allocation formula of the time. The point then is 

that no region controlled natural resources as suggested by the definition of the 

term above. 

Comparison with other countries 

Mr. Vice Chancellor, advocates of restructuring insist that, unlike other 

federations, Nigeria is a federation in name only, and that it is a unitary country 

in reality.  Thus, they argue that restructuring is needed to make Nigeria practise 

“true federalism”.  It is for this reason that a subheading is devoted here to the 

subject.  
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It is trite to say that federal systems differ across the world. That is why 

there is a Political Science course entitled Comparative Federalism. My findings 

show that ownership of mineral resources varies among countries. In Canada, 

rights to minerals belong to the Crown (provincial governments rather than the 

federal government) and to individuals and corporations. Provincial 

governments own the bulk of the minerals, because 89 per cent of the land in 

the country is Crown Land. Admittedly, the ownership structure in Canada is 

what advocates of resource control want in Nigeria.
63

  In Australia, the states 

have control over mineral resources but the Commonwealth owns all minerals 

located “beyond the low-water mark of the Australian continent, although 

through agreement with the States, has conferred certain rights to the States 

over minerals located within three nautical miles of the lower-water mark”.
64

  

Besides, the federal government also assumed the right to legislate on minerals 

resources and, in exercise of those powers overrides any inconsistent State 

legislation by virtue of the Commonwealth Constitution”.  As petroleum and 

gas became important sources of revenue, the federal government decided to 

assume control over hydrocarbon resources.  Towards this end, it enacted the 

Petroleum Resource Rent Tax Assessment Act 1987. Thus, to quote a 

publication of the Australian Government Department of Industry, Innovation 

and Science, the Australian Government “administers the Petroleum Resource 

Rent Tax (PRRT), a profit-based tax levied on all petroleum, oil and gas 

projects both onshore and offshore [and] collects taxes and charges on the 

recovery of oil, gas and condensate from projects in Commonwealth waters”.
65

    

 I will attempt here to explain the similarities and differences between the 

ownership of mineral resources in Canada, Australia and Nigeria.   All three 
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countries were colonized by Britain. In Britain, the government (the Crown) 

owned (and still owns) mineral resources. The policy was adopted in its 

colonies. Thus, in all three countries, government, either state/provincial or 

federal, owns mineral resources. Differences in the colonial history of these 

countries are responsible for the differences between Canada and Australia, on 

the one hand, and Nigeria, on the other. Before 1901, the Australian states of 

today were separate self-governing colonies.  In each of them, the Crown (the 

government) assumed ownership of mineral resources. When the self-governing 

colonies voluntarily formed the Commonwealth of Australia on 1 January 1901, 

each former colony (which became a state) retained this right.  Similarly, the 

provinces of Canada were formerly separate British colonies. Before four 

provinces united, after conferences and voting, to form the federation (called 

“confederation”) in 1867, the government of each of them was the Crown, and 

each had control over mineral resources. As provinces of Canada, each retained 

the ownership of mineral resources.  Unlike Canada and Australia, Nigeria was 

a Crown colony (ruled directly by the British government). However, as in these 

two countries, the Crown assumed ownership of mineral resources in the 

Protectorates of Northern and Southern Nigeria, in 1902 and 1905 

respectively.
66

  When amalgamation took place, without the consent of the 

colonial subjects, a unitary government, rather than a federal one, was formed 

and the Crown retained control of mineral resources all over the country.  Thus, 

when a federal constitution was adopted in 1954, none of the regional 

government had prior ownership of mineral resources. The states of today are 

subdivisions of those regions: there were no mineral rights they could inherit.   

In the United States, petroleum resources belong to whoever owns the 

land where it is found—individuals, companies, states and the federal 

government. In the words of Morgan Lewis, “the ownership of oil and gas 

rights differs from most international jurisdictions in that a significant portion of 
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oil and gas rights are privately held by individuals (or corporations or trusts) 

and can be transferred freely between private parties”.  Private parties pay taxes 

to different levels of government as required by law. Littoral states own the 

rights to offshore oil resources within three nautical miles from the low-water 

mark. The federal government owns the rest.
67

   

I would like to add, as something of a footnote, that if the United States 

system had been adopted in Nigeria, onshore oil resources would belong by 

customary inheritance to individuals and communities indigenous to oil-bearing 

fields or to those that are able to purchase them, including investors from non-

oil producing states. Thus, as reasoned by Yusufu Bala Usman in 2001, “any 

legal arrangement granting ownership of land and minerals to individuals, on a 

freehold basis, as in the USA, would have left the lands with oil deposits in the 

hands of [royal] families ... and with merchant families”.
68

  There is nothing 

inherently wrong with this, especially if government is effective, especially in 

respect of security. Assuming we had this kind of system in an environment of 

weak government, there would have been new oil wars among families, 

communities, and other local interests, with outside interests exploiting the 

situation to advantage—as in Congo Democratic Republic and, for that matter, 

our own Zamfara State.
69

  I know that exponents of resource control are not 

asking for individual ownership of mineral resources. This is just to indicate 

that adopting another country’s system does not by that very fact bring the boon 

that we expect.   
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Another common feature of federalism is that the federal government has 

its own statutory sources of revenue, and does not depend on states for revenue. 

In short, the proposal that states pay taxes to the federal government is a non-

starter. Here is a historical explanation of why this is so. The model of the 

modern federal system is that of the United States. It was also there that the 

attempt to make states fund the federal government failed woefully and led to 

the change that has endured till today. Under the Articles of Confederation (in 

force from 1 March 1781 to 21 June 1788), the United States Congress was 

given the power to arbitrate disputes between states, to establish a national 

postal department, to raise armed forces to defend the nation, to enter into 

treaties and alliances with other countries, and to levy war with the consent of at 

least two-thirds of the states.  There was no provision for a central executive 

council, a common ruler, and a national judiciary. The Congress was not given 

the power to levy taxes: states were required to donate money for the running of 

the federal government. The Articles of Confederation failed to meet the 

expectations of the newly independent territory. One of the main weaknesses of 

the confederal system was that it denied the Congress the power to levy taxes 

and regulate trade. The Congress’ lack of power to levy taxes incapacitated the 

central government. Many states did not donate money to the fund needed to 

run the federal government. Hence, among other things, the Congress could not 

pay its debts; it could not even pay the soldiers engaged in wars. 

 Dissatisfaction with this state of affairs led to the campaign, by Alexander 

Hamilton and others, for a federal constitution. Concerning taxation, Hamilton 

wrote: 

The power of creating new funds upon new objects of 

taxation by its own authority would enable the national 

government to borrow as far as its necessities might 

require.  [For Americans and foreigners] to depend 
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upon a government that must itself depend upon 

thirteen other governments for the means of fulfilling 

its contracts ... would require a degree of credulity not 

often to be met with in the pecuniary transactions of 

mankind, and little reconcilable with the usual sharp-

sightedness of avarice.... As theory and practice 

conspire to prove that the power of procuring revenue 

is unavailing when exercised over the States ..., the 

federal government must of necessity be invested with 

an unqualified power of taxation in the ordinary 

models.
70

 

 

 The United States adopted a federal constitution in 1789 which, among 

other things, gave the federal government power to levy taxes. Other federations 

have found it necessary to follow this example. In the United States and other 

federations, the federal government and states/regions/provinces shares sources 

of revenue. In all the federations I know of, the federal government’s sources of 

revenue yield more than the states’/regions’/provinces’.   Thus, to help the states 

execute their functions, to ensure minimum standards, to minimize gaps in 

development among them, federal governments transfer money to subordinate 

units of the federation.  In India, the world’s biggest democracy, there are 

significant vertical and horizontal fiscal imbalances in the country. Differences 

in sources of revenue produce an imbalance between the federal government 

and the states, while differences in natural and other endowments produce 

imbalances among states. “Visualizing the fiscal imbalances”, to quote a report 

on the subject, “the Constitutional makers provided a mechanism of fiscal 

adjustment by way of fiscal transfers from the Central to the State 
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Governments”.
71

  In Australia, the concern to deal with vertical and horizontal 

imbalances also led to the adoption, in 1933, of a fiscal regime that provides for 

statutory transfers of revenue from the federal government to the states. Thus, to 

minimize imbalances among states, Australia, in the words of one report, 

“attempts to achieve the highest degree of horizontal fiscal equalization (HFE) 

found in any democratic federation”.
72

 In Canada, there is a constitutional 

provision for equalization. Subsection 36(2) of the Constitution Act, 1982 

stipulates that “Parliament and the government of Canada are committed to the 

principle of making equalization payments to ensure that provincial 

governments have enough revenues to provide reasonably comparable levels of 

public services at reasonably comparable levels of taxation”.
73

  Thus, the federal 

government makes statutory payments to states from its surplus earnings. The 

bulk of the surplus revenue is derived from the richer provinces, especially the 

oil-rich provinces of western Canada. Equalization, as in Nigeria and other 

federations, means that “the greater the capacity to raise taxes that a province 

enjoys, the less will be its equalization payment”.
74

  In Germany, there are 

statutory fiscal transfers from the federal government to poor states. The 

objective of the transfers is to achieve fiscal equalization. As stated by the 

country’s Ministry of Finance, “aligning the revenue of the Länder [state] is 

intended to create and maintain equal living conditions of the entire population 

in all of Germany”.
75

  The United States’ federal government also transfers 

revenue to the states. As far back as 1972, the country passed the General 

Revenue Sharing Act which makes revenue transfers statutory. However, unlike 
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in Nigeria and other democracies mentioned above,  the transfers from the 

federal government—grants, mandates, etc—are made through the budgetary 

process and are given to states to implement programmes approved by the 

federal government and on terms stipulated by the federal government.
76

  To 

sum up, the experience of the federal government being a “feeding bottle” for 

lower levels of government, a system that allows some states to substantially 

support others, is not peculiar to Nigeria. As in Nigeria, it is a controversial 

topic and has also fuelled separatist agitations by units that contribute more to 

the distributable pool (e.g. Italy, Spain and Belgium).
77

  But it is a practice that 

has stood the test of time, a practice imposed by the forces of reality. Except in 

response to a credible threat of secession, it is unlikely that the practice of fiscal 

federalism in Nigeria can be fundamentally restructured, especially under a 

democratic regime.  

 

Reducing the functions of the federal government 

Another concern of the advocates of restructuring, related to the above, is to 

reduce the functions of the federal government—to reduce the functions on the 

Exclusive and Concurrent Lists, thus increasing the functions of the state and 
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local governments.   In short, advocates of resource control want a more 

decentralized federation. The case for this is well worn—that federal 

government is too remote from local and regional problems;  that states and 

LGAs understand local  and regional problems better and therefore better able 

to determine their needs; that state and local governments would be more 

anxious to solve problems that affect them than Abuja-based people who are not 

affected directly by such problems; that it will reduce the struggle to control the 

federal government and thus help to stabilize the country (“We must make the 

Federal Government far less attractive”)
78

; and the like. The argument is 

persuasive. There are similar campaigns in many other countries in the world. It 

is a campaign for “states’ rights” in the United States (one of the causes of that 

country’s civil war) and for devolution or deconcentration or other related terms 

in other countries. However, there have been equally persuasive reasons for the 

accretion of the functions and revenue of federal governments.  These include 

national defence, minimizing internal barriers to trade, suppressing violent 

conflicts and separatist tendencies, maintaining minimum national standards, 

and upholding the values of the nation. Generally, campaigns for 

decentralization have succeeded where national governments are anxious to 

prevent secession (like Spain, Belgium and the United Kingdom). In most other 

countries, the campaign has failed and national governments have significantly 

increased their functions and expenditure vis-à-vis the states.  This has been the 

trend since the eighteenth century—in, among other countries, the United 

States, Switzerland, Germany, Italy, Brazil, and recently in the European Union. 

It is not surprising; therefore, that it has also been the trend in Nigeria.
79
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 With especial reference to Nigeria, I dealt with this matter in a 2004 

journal article and, in 2005, in a workshop lecture.
80

 I conceded that a case can 

be made for a reduction of functions in the Concurrent and Exclusive lists. But I 

argued that, if the federal government is poor in relation to the states or if it is 

poorer than the richest states, it would be of little relevance to the generality of 

the citizenry and, thus, would lose their respect. More importantly, it would not 

have enough influence on the states, and would also lose their respect. Rich 

states, or alienated ones, would ignore it. In the same vein, it would lack the 

capacity to maintain law and order when security challenges overwhelm any 

state or when security challenges affecting more than one state arise. Besides, 

too, it would lack the capacity to maintain minimum standards in development 

and ensure that common national values (like free and fair elections and 

freedom of the press) are adhered to in all states. In short, it would be an 

ineffective federal government and, thus, the federal government of an unstable 

country. Alternatively, I added, when the federal government is fiscally poor in 

relation to the states, when there is a contradiction between the superior powers 

of the federal government and its inferior resources in relation to states, the 

federal government will resolve the contradiction by using its superior 

legislative powers to snatch away some revenue sources from the states. That 

has happened in Nigeria, and in other federations. Permit to say this: a rich, 

powerful but ethnically and regionally partisan federal government is as 

dangerous as a poor, weak and ineffective one.  Mr. Vice Chancellor, in this 
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matter of reducing the powers and resources of the federal government, the 

agitation for restructuring is in need of a sense of proportion.  

Regional government 

Among the recommendations of the advocates of restructuring is the adoption 

of a regional government structure, with each of the six geo-political zones 

forming a region. The intellectuals among them make their case in the name of 

efficiency and economic development. Here is an excerpt from the submission 

of one of them:  

The aggregation [Soludo wrote in 2012] will eliminate 

the unbelievable waste and duplications in 

bureaucracies and free up resources needed for 

investment. Economies of scale resulting from the 

consolidation of states will ensue. Competition among 

the regions as was the case before the oil boom and 

‘creation of states’ could unleash a transformation 

boom, with one or two regions becoming bigger than 

the current Nigerian economy in the near future…. 

The current states could still exist as provinces within 

the regions for purposes of service delivery…. If states 

are no longer the constitutional basis for appointing 

ministers, there may be no reason to have more than 

15 ministers at the federal level.
81

 

This is quite reasonable.  However, like the case for decentralization, its 

persuasiveness is counterbalanced by the forces of reality. The main force of 

reality is that it does not have the support of the generality of the people for 

which it is being made. The case is being championed only by the intelligentsia 
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of the South-East and South-West: it has no support in the other geopolitical 

zones. Besides, even within the two zones, it does not have total support: the 

preference of the intelligentsia is contrary to that of the people.  Regional 

government, as defined in the quotation above, would mean the abolition of 

state governments.  Even if they are not abolished, regional government would 

make them as powerless as the local governments today. As argued above, a 

higher level of government will not allow itself to have less revenue and 

functions (in value, if not in number). Thus, a regional government is likely to 

use its powers to take over the most important and lucrative ministries and 

parastatals—finance, lands, education and the universities—and take over 

management of the biggest markets. For the bulk of the people all over the 

country, this would be like “going back to Egypt”.      

 The unpopularity of the regional government structure was manifest at 

the 2014 National Political Reform Conference convened by the administration 

of President Goodluck Jonathan. To the chagrin of majority of the delegates 

from the South-West, delegates from Lagos State opposed regional government. 

Similarly, to the surprise of the majority of South-East delegates, their 

counterparts from Ebonyi State opposed the idea of a regional government,
82

 

More importantly, rather than regional government, the bulk of the memoranda 

on the political structure of the country were demands for more states. The 

South-South delegates, mainly those of Ijaw extraction, were among the 

champions of new states. In response to the demands of the people, the 

Conference recommended the creation of more states. For the sake of equity, it 

further recommended that each zone should have nine.  In the Conclusion of an 

article on the subject in 2014, I stated as follows:  
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In making the recommendation for new states, the 

conference acknowledged that it is fiscally 

inappropriate but added that it is necessary to meet the 

yearnings of Nigerians. This decision was taken just 

before the rapid fall in petroleum prices that has 

adversely affected Nigeria’s finances. It would be 

obtuse to create new states today, and none is likely to 

be created.
83

  

As I had foreseen, none has been created. However, interest in new states 

remains. Thus, it is unlikely that the regional government structure, however 

persuasive the economic argument, will be adopted in the foreseeable future. 

For now, it is reasonable to seek restructuring under the present political 

structure of Nigeria.   

State police 

Among the proposals of the advocates of restructuring is that policing be 

decentralized in the country. I first dealt with this subject in the mid-1990s, in 

my memorandum to the Abacha regime’s Constitutional Conference. I returned 

to it in a workshop paper in 2005. Owing to the worsening security situation in 

the country today, and to the concerns about ethnic cleansing and jihad, the 

issue is more salient today. At issue here is whether, in addition to the federally 

controlled Nigerian Police, each state should have its own police.  Debate on 

this started in the colonial era, with the government of the Western Region 

pressing unsuccessfully for a regional police force in each region in the 

constitutional debates of 1953. Aside from opposition from the two other 

regions, minorities and opposition politicians in the regions opposed it.
84

   

                                                           
83

 “The South-South and the National Conference of 2014”, International Journal of Arts and Humanities Vol. 

4(1), S/No 13, January, 2015:108. 
84

 See Michael Vickers, A Nation Betrayed: Nigeria and the Minorities Commission of 1957 (Trenton, New 

Jersey, 2010). 



61 
 

 The case for state police today is based partly on the palpable inability of 

the Nigeria Police to maintain law and order. Partly, it is based on the concern 

to prevent the abuse of police power by the federal government in elections and 

in its relations with state governments. Cases like the impeachment of 

Governors Rashidi Ladoja of Oyo State and Joshua Dariye of Plateau State and 

the abduction of Governor Ngige of Anambra State come readily to mind. 

Today, states in southern and central Nigeria want state police to help deal with 

the more serious security challenge of invasion by militias sponsored by 

interests outside each state. Given the worsening security situation, it makes 

sense to try alternatives, especially an alternative that has produced good results 

in other federations.  A Governor is the chief security officer of his state. It is 

reasonable to assume that he would be in a better position to perform this job if 

he is in control of the police in his state. It is reasonable to assume, too, that a 

police force of persons living permanently in a state would know its 

environment better and, thus, be more capable of policing it.  Opposition to state 

police is based partly on the concern that the states or some of them may not 

have the resources to adopt it. More importantly, it is based on the fear that 

governors would abuse it—use it to suppress opposition, threaten the interests 

of non-indigenes, and even use it to pursue separatist ambitions. Exponents of 

this view insist that Nigeria is not mature enough for state police.    

 In my 2005 intervention on this debate, I supported state police. I held 

that maturity is a process, which should be allowed to commence. I added: 

 

[E]ven after states establish their own police forces, 

the Nigeria Police as well as the federally controlled 

Nigerian Army would still exist. The National 

Assembly would still have the power to declare a state 

of emergency in any state where state governments 

grossly abuse police power.... [Establishing state 
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police] would entail the categorization of [crimes] into 

two—federal and state—in accordance with the 

functions of each level of government. Crimes 

associated with state functions should be dealt with by 

the state police, and those associated with federal 

functions by the federal police. Within each state, 

federal and state police establishments should work 

out how to help each other.... 

Mr. Vice Chancellor, the time for state police is now. 
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RELATED MATTERS 

The Fulani Question 

One of the burning issues of the day is what we might call the Fulani question—

the related issues of Fulani political domination, conflicts between Fulani 

herders and farmers in Central and Southern Nigeria, the threat that the federal 

government would seize the lands of non-Fulani peoples and make them Fulani 

settlements, and the threat that the Fulani would use their settlements as a 

launching base to conquer and take control of non-Fulani homelands.   I started 

dealing with this matter over twenty-five years ago: my first book is entitled 

Hausa-Fulani Hegemony: The Dominance of the Muslim North in 

Contemporary Nigerian Politics (1992).
85

    In the book, “Hausa-Fulani” is a 

generic term representing what I called the Upper North.  I was concerned with 

political domination, which is the subject of the next subheading.    

 I took up the matter of conflicts between farmers and herders in a 2014 

article “Conflicts between Fulani Herders and Farmers in Central and Southern 

Nigeria: Discourse on Proposed Establishment of Grazing Routes and 

Reserves”.
86

  This matter is also the subject of several journal articles and 

numerous newspaper articles and television interviews, and even more 

numerous posts in the social media. So I will not bore you with details. Suffice 

it to say here that my findings in this matter are consistent with the views of the 

intelligentsia, activists and ordinary people of Southern and Central Nigeria.  

 There is no doubt, Mr. Vice Chancellor, that the desiccation of the Sahara 

is ongoing and has, over the last few decades, reduced grazing land and sources 

of water in the states of the upper North. But it does not fully explain the 

southwards expansion of Fulani herders to Central and Southern Nigeria: it is 
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 Full citation is as follows: Hausa-Fulani Hegemony: The Dominance of the Muslim North in Contemporary 
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  Full citation is as follows: “Conflicts between Fulani Herders and Farmers in Central and Southern Nigeria: 

Discourse on Proposed Establishment of Grazing Routes and Reserves”, AFRREV IJAH, International Journal 

of Arts and Humanities, Vol. 3 (1), S/No 9, January, 2014: 66-84. 
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only part of the explanation. In most other parts of the world, including East and 

Southern Africa, the challenge of declining land sizes, either due to increasing 

population or climate change, has been addressed by the adoption of other 

methods of animal breeding.  Ranching is the leading one. Part of the 

explanation for the southwards expansion, in effect one of the reasons for the 

continuation of pastoralism, is that it is cheap: cattle owners spend nothing on 

feed and water, and the cost of labour (what they spend on herdsmen and their 

families) is very low.
87

  Permit me to add that part of the explanation is that the 

pastoralists and cattle owners are convinced that they can overcome opposition 

to pastoralism in Central and Southern Nigeria.  Thus, the organizational 

powerlessness of the communities of these two regions encourages the Fulani to 

insist on continuing with the age old practice of pastoralism.
88

 To adapt a 

statement by a British statesman about the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth 

century, Central and Southern Nigeria are a security threat to Nigeria, not 

because of their strength, but because of their weakness. 

  While pastoralism is cheap, ranching is more lucrative in the long run, 

both for cattle owner and herder, and will minimize conflict between farmers 

and herdsmen. There is more than enough land for ranching in the home states 

of the Fulani: the rivers, dams, and flood water of the region are also more than 

enough to feed all the cattle in Nigeria (see TABLE 4). It is not surprising 

therefore that, in the wake of the killings in Benue by Fulani herdsmen, the 

Kano State Governor, Abdullahi  Ganduje, issued a public invitation to 

herdsmen in Benue and Taraba states, asking them to come and establish 

ranches in Kano (February 2018). He added, with reason, that Kano had enough 
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 Studies by Roger Blench, the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and other international agencies 

indicate that pastoralism persists because it is cheaper than ranching. See Blench, R. (1994).  “Fulɓe, Fulani and 
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land to accommodate them and stood to benefit from the enterprise.
89

   The 

cattle breeders did not take up the offer, but Northern leaders did not dispute his 

assertion that ranching would be lucrative.   Happily, the Governor repeated the 

offer recently and has gone ahead to start a ranching project (July 2019).  I 

concede that the initial capital outlay for ranches is high, but the federal 

government has committed a lot of money to establishing rural grazing areas 

(RUGA) in the Central and Southern states. That money could be used to 

establish ranches in the home states of the Fulani. Besides, the opposition from 

the non-Fulani to the use of public money by the federal government to 

establish private businesses meant to benefit only one ethnic group is feeble. 

The opposition to RUGA is meant to prevent land alienation and changes in 

demography. Although the National Assembly did not appropriate the money 

being spent on it, no persons or groups are seriously complaining about or 

challenging it.  Thus, the federal government can easily find money to help 

cattle breeders to establish ranches.   

 Some actions and inactions of the government and security agencies in 

respect of the relations between cattle herders and farming communities are, to 

put it mildly, devious.  Places like Agatu in Benue State were invaded and large 

parts of the land taken over by the Fulani. As usual, the government promised to 

bring the perpetrators to book. But the perpetrators did not hide their identity: 

Miyetti Allah, the organization of Fulani cattle breeders, basically claimed 

responsibility for the attack.
90

  Besides, the perpetrators of the crime are 

occupying the lands whose owners were killed and/or displaced. There are 

places like Agatu (with corresponding camps for internally displaced persons) 
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 See, among other reports on the subject, Kirk Leigh, “Ganduje’s Master Stroke Invitation To Herdsmen”, 
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in Plateau, Taraba, Adamawa, Nasarawa and Kaduna states.
91

 In other states, 

including the littoral states, there are many no-go areas under Fulani occupation.  

To the best of my knowledge, the federal government has not evicted Fulani 

herders from any of the lands they have seized. Rather, spokesmen for the 

federal government offer excuses for the herdsmen, excuses that, to say the 

least, are contrary to reason,  like blaming the attacks on foreigners when 

Miyetti Allah claims responsibility and blaming state governments for enacting 

laws against open razing.
92

 It is logical to expect that, in a period of armed 

attacks on communities by persons emerging from the forests, and with the 

army, air force and police overstretched, the federal government would 

encourage self defence, both personal and communal (formation of militias). 

But, curiously, the federal government is disarming victims and potential 

victims of Fulani aggression. Although the disarming policy does not exempt 

the Fulani, in practice it is meant only for sedentary communities: security 

forces search homes and offices to seize weapons: those in the bush, who move 

from place to place, keep their weapons.   Given all this, it is reasonable to 

assume that, tacitly but quite effectively, the federal government is facilitating 

Fulani domination of communities in Central and Southern Nigeria.
93

   

While there is a consensus that ranching, in the home states of the Fulani, 

is the solution to conflicts between farmers and herders, it is necessary to 
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 Such places in Plateau State include Barkin Ladi, Riyom and Bokkos. See “Killings: Over 38,000 IDPs in 31 

camps in Plateau – SEMA”, accessed 19 August 2019, https://www.premiumtimes.com/regional/north-
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highlight the role that farmers play in the process. The following excerpt from 

my 2014 article addresses this aspect of the matter: 

As envisaged by this author, each ranch would contain 

grazing fields, and, especially in arid areas, artificial 

sources of water, like boreholes, dams, canals, and 

aqueducts supplying water from rivers and lakes. 

Pasture is usually inadequate on large ranches. The 

problem is addressed in the world today by bringing 

cattle feed from outside.  Cattle feed that is brought 

into ranches from outside is usually produced by crop 

farmers. As stated by William Pardee (2008): “Forage-

crop farming serves as the basis for much of the 

world’s livestock industries. Forage crops are mowed, 

dried, and stored as hay; chopped and stored wet as 

silage; or fed directly to cattle as pasture or as freshly 

chopped forage”. 

  Forage-crop or hay farming is a major farming 

activity in many countries. In the United States, 26 

million hectares of cropland was used for the 

production of hay at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century. Corn is the only crop in the country that is 

produced in a larger total area (32 million hectares). 

Slightly less land (25 million hectares) is used to 

produce wheat (Agriculture‖. Microsoft® Encarta®, 

2008). 

  As stated above, northern Nigeria is not lacking 

in arable land. Thus, it can profitably engage in forage-

crop farming on a large-scale. Indeed, it has the 
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potential to produce enough forage for domestic 

consumption and export.
94

 

I am convinced that hay farming would be a vent for surplus energy in Northern 

Nigeria. Unemployed youths are in abundance in the region, with thousands of 

them moving southwards and occupying uncompleted buildings in the cities of 

Southern Nigeria and roaming menacingly in its forests. Thus, hay farming 

would not impair the region’s ability to continue the production of other crops 

in the country. 

In my conclusion of that article, I asserted that it was most unlikely that 

the federal government and the Fulani elite would compel herders to adopt 

ranching. And I added:  “[t]he matter can only be resolved, one way or the 

other, when the consequences of not doing so can no longer be ignored—when 

conflicts between herders and farmers severely threaten, not just the peace, but 

the stability of Nigeria”.
95

  That time has come.   

 I know I should speak as a moderator here.  However, to use the words of 

a character in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, “duty hushes me” to say that the 

federal government is not an impartial arbiter in this conflict between Fulani 

herdsmen and farming communities in Central and Southern Nigeria.  Among 

other things, the surreptitious manner in which RUGA was adopted shows that 

the federal government has taken sides in the matter, in support of the Fulani.  It 

suggests that the federal government is supporting a new phase of empire 

building by the Fulani. Empire builders do not stop on their own volition: 

superior or countervailing forces stop them. The British stopped the Fulani 

expansionism at the beginning of the twentieth century. The exercise of 

effective police power by the colonial and post-colonial regimes, up to the rise 

of Boko Haram, kept Fulani expansionists in check. With the Nigerian 
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government no longer able to exercise effective police power all over the 

country, and with the tacit endorsement of the Fulani agenda by institutions that 

should protect prospective victims of the agenda, Fulani expansionism has 

resumed. Given the situation described here, the weak need to get strong to 

deter the strong from seeking to realize its objectives.  In this matter, Mr. Vice 

Chancellor, deterrence is a necessary condition for peace.  
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TABLE 4 

STATES AND FEDERAL CAPITAL TERRITORY OF NIGERIA BY AREA 

SN NAME AREA 

(Sq. Km) 

REMARKS 

NORTH SOUTH 

1 Borno 72,609  Bigger than entire South-East      

(28,987 sq km) 

2 Niger 68,925  ” 

3 Taraba 56,282  ” 

4 Bauchi 49,119  ” 

5 Yobe 46,609  ” 

6 Kaduna 42,481  ” 

7 Adamawa 38,700  ” 

8 Zamfara 37,931  ” 

9 Kebbi 36,985  ” 

10 Kwara 35,705  ” 

11 Benue 30,800  ” 

12 Nassarawa 28,735   

13 Sokoto 27,825   

14 Kogi 27,747   

15 Plateau 27,147   

16 Oyo  26,500  

17 Katsina 23,561   

18 Jigawa 23,287   

19 Cross River  21,787  

20 Kano 20,280   

21 Edo  19,187  

22 Delta  17,108  

23 Gombe 17,100   

24 Ogun  16,400  

25 Ondo  15,820  

26 Rivers  10,575  

27 Bayelsa    9,059  

28 Osun    9,026  

29 FCT   7,607   

30 Enugu    7,534  

31 Akwa Ibom    6,900 South-South Total: 84,616 sq km. 

Smaller than Niger & Gombe       

(86,025 sq km) 

32 Ebonyi    6,400  

33 Ekiti    5,435  

34 Imo    5,288  

35 Abia    4,900  

36 Anambra     4,865  

37 Lagos    3,671 South-West Total: 76,852 sq km. 

Smaller than Borno & FCT         

(80,216 sq km) 

TOTALS 719,435 

(79.1%) 
190,455 

(20.9%) 
 

GRAND TOTAL 909,890  

SN NAME AREA REMARKS 
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Source: Office of the Surveyor General of Nigeria cited in National Bureau of 

Statistics, Annual Abstract of Statistics, 2011, 4.  
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Rotational presidency 

Laws meant to allot positions in government and the civil service on the basis of 

a quota system were adopted in this country during the First Republic.
96

  But it 

became a constitutional issue during the transition programme of 1975-79. 

Making the case for the inclusion of the federal character provision in the 1979 

Constitution, the Constitution Drafting Committee (CDC) of 1975-76 stated in 

its report that  

[it] is ...essential to have some provisions to ensure 

that the predominance of persons from a few states or 

from a few ethnic or other sectional groups is avoided 

in the composition of government or the appointment 

or election of persons to high offices in the state.
97

    

The matter was debated by the Constituent Assembly. Southern delegates 

generally opposed quota for civil service jobs, while Northerners did not want it 

for elective offices. Those that opposed quota argued that it would be 

discriminatory against merit, and that it would alienate persons who, on the 

basis of their place of origin, are denied positions they merit. In short, they held 

that quota system would adversely affect commitment to the progress of Nigeria 

and, because it is not strictly based on merit, adversely affect government 

performance. The opposing argument was that quota system would “promote 

national unity” and help to “command national loyalty”.
98

 Based on the 

recommendation of the Constituent Assembly and its own views on the matter, 

                                                           
96

 For instance, quota system in the officer corps of the Nigerian Army was introduced in 1961, with the 

following quotas allocated to the regions: North 50%, East 25% and West 25%. See N. J. Miners, The Nigerian 

Army 1956-1966 (London, 1971), 115-119, 254. 
97

 Report of the Constitution Drafting Committee Vol.1 (Lagos, 1979), ix, cited in A. E. Afigbo, “Federal 

Character: Its Meaning and History”, in Ukwu I. Ukwu (ed), Federal Character and National Integration in 

Nigeria (Kuru, 1987), 21-32. 
98

 See, among other publications on this subject, Dan E. Aighewi, “Federal Character Principles and Good 

Governance” (paper presented at Owerri at a workshop for local government officers in Imo State on the 

implementation of Federal Character Guidelines, 26 September, 2005); Anthony A. Akinola (1996) “The 

concept of a rotational presidency in Nigeria”, The Round Table, 85:337, 13-24, accessed 13 July 2019, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00358539608454292. 



73 
 

the Supreme Military Council adopted the latter argument, and the 

recommendation became Section 14 (3) of the 1979 Constitution: 

The composition of the Government of the Federation 

or any of its agencies and the conduct of its affairs 

shall be carried out in such a manner as to reflect the 

federal character of Nigeria and the need to promote 

national unity, and also to command national loyalty 

thereby ensuring that there shall no predominance of 

persons from a few states or from a few ethnic or 

sectional groups in the government or of its agencies. 

Section 14 (4) of the same Constitution further stipulated the adoption of the 

same principles in the composition of the governments of states and local 

governments.
99

  

I dealt with this subject in an article in 2011. Concerning the provision 

quoted above, I made the following observation: “the federal character 

provisions in the 1979 Constitution applied to ... appointive political offices and 

public service jobs. It did not apply to the ‘election of persons to high offices of 

the state’”.
100

  I would like to share with you some of my 2011 views on this 

subject and to end this lecture with an addendum.  But permit me to anchor my 

views on a firmer historical background. As stated above, it was largely due to 

opposition from the North that there was no stipulation for the reflection of the 

federal character in respect of the “election of persons to high offices of the 

state”. Their view was that merit should not be compromised, and that whoever 

is to become President or Governor should be acceptable to generality of the 

ethnic groups and regions of the country. But Northern leaders believed that 

there is a natural resentment against monopoly and injustice and, thus, that 
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voters would not allow any ethnic group or region to monopolize power.  I 

recall one politician from the North saying sometime in the mid-1990s that the 

mood of the nation at an election period, rather than constitutional provisions, 

should determine where the President will come from. He added that the mood 

of the nation changes from time to time.  In keeping with the mood of the nation 

principle, it was expected that after the scheduled completion of President 

Shagari second term in 1987, a Southerner would become President. There were 

credible rumours in the press that Vice President Alex Ekwueme and the 

Chairman of the ruling party at the time Adisa Akinloye were already scheming 

to run for the position in 1987. When Shagari was overthrown in December 

1983, barely three months after he started his second term, one of the conspiracy 

theories associated with the coup was that it was a plan by the North to prevent 

power from rotating to the South in 1987!
101

  Northern rule continued after the 

fall of Shagari under Mohammadu Buhari (1984-85) and Ibrahim Babangida 

(1985-93).  The Babangida regime announced a transition programme in 1985 

and began to implement it in 1987.
102

  The regime did not stipulate the 

reflection of federal character for elective offices. However, there was a strong 

campaign by Southerners for a Southerner to become President.  It was a serious 

matter. The presidential election under the transition programme was scheduled 

to be held in late 1992. This was the time I published my Hausa-Fulani 

Hegemony.  It is not surprising that the last two paragraphs of the book 

addressed this matter: Here are excerpts: 

If the question of where the President comes from is 

important..., it behoves our political leaders to view it 

soberly and resolve it justly, in a manner that would 

promote national unity and progress. It is our 
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submission that, more than any other thing, the 

emergence of a southerner as President in 1992 [will] 

assure all Nigerians that it is not given to any part of 

the country to dominate the others, that there are no 

first class and second class citizens in the country, that 

any Nigerian with ...leadership skills has about as 

much chance as any other Nigerian to become 

President. In short, the emergence of a southern 

President would...help to minimize inter-group tension 

and smother the flames of separatism flickering in the 

hearts of many Nigerians from the politically alienated 

parts of the country...A southern President in 1992: 

this is a sine qua non of peace and stability in the 

Third Republic.
103

 

Partly because of this quest to end Hausa-Fulani hegemony, Moshood Abiola, a 

Yoruba candidate, was elected President in June 1993.  But he was not allowed 

to assume power. Rather, after the stop-gap Interim National Government 

(August-November 1993), another Northerner (Sani Abacha) took over control 

of the federal government. Abacha wanted to legitimize his rule and even 

extend it. Thus, among other things, he convened what became known as the 

Constitutional Conference of 1994-95. The difference between North and South 

on the matter of place of origin of the President (an issue that was dubbed 

“rotational presidency”) resulted in a deadlock.  This time the North ceded 

ground. It was agreed that the post of President would be rotated between the 

North and South for a period of twenty-four years after which zoning would be 

abolished. It was further agreed that the same principle of rotation would apply 

to the positions of Governor and local government Chairman.  To remove 
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complications in the process, the Conference also agreed that each 

President/Governor/Chairman would rule for only one term.
104

    

 The Abacha regime adopted the principle of rotation but modified it to 

serve the personal interests of General Abacha. Rather than rotation between 

North and South, the regime divided the country into six geopolitical zones and 

stipulated the post of President as well as five others—three Vice presidents, 

Prime Minister, etc.—would rotate among the six zones, with the occupant of 

each office entitled to only one term. To ensure that death, disability or 

impeachment would not stop any zone from serving out its term in the 

Presidency, the unpublished 1995 Constitution further stipulated that the first 

Vice-President (one of the three Vice-Presidents) would come from the same 

zone as the President.
105

  It is needful to note that, basically because Abacha 

wanted to succeed himself, he did not stipulate any order of precedence among 

the zones. This meant that the order of precedence would be determined by 

elections. Any zone that wins and serves out its term will go to the rear and will 

not compete until all the others had occupied the post.     

 Abacha died on 8 June 1998, and his transition programme was aborted. 

The Abubakar regime started a new transition programme.  In late 1998, the 

Abubakar regime appointed a committee headed by a Supreme Court Justice, 

Niki Tobi, to consult with opinion leaders across the country and ascertain the 

wishes of Nigerians with regard to the Constitution of the anticipated new era of 

civil rule.  The Tobi committee reported that Nigerians preferred the 1979 

Constitution to the unpublished 1995 Constitution. Thus, the Abubakar regime 

brought back the 1979 Constitution, added a few “transitional provisions” (like 

the law setting up the Federal Character Commission as a statutory agency) and 

gave the country the 1999 Constitution. Permit me to add that, like the 1979 
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Constitution, there is no provision for rotation of power in the 1999 

Constitution. Given that there had been prolonged Northern rule, there was 

something of a national consensus for a “power shift” to the South. Besides, 

given that a Yoruba candidate had been prevented from becoming President 

after winning the presidential election of 1993, it was apparent that the North 

wanted to appease the Yoruba. Not surprisingly the only two candidates for the 

presidential election, Olusegun Obasanjo and Olu Falae, were Yoruba.  After 

eight years of Obasanjo’s rule, there was something of a national consensus that 

a Northerner should succeed Obasanjo. It was against that background that 

Umaru Yar’Adua was elected President in 2007. Yar’Adua’s illness and 

eventual death (2009-10) showed how important the place of origin of the 

President is taken in Nigeria. The North was convinced that it was its turn to 

rule for eight years. Thus, there were behind-the-scene plans to prevent 

Jonathan from assuming power. When Jonathan eventually assumed power, he 

came under pressure not to contest the 2011 election. He contested and won. 

But his victory was followed by rioting and killing of Southerners in some 

Northern states.  Jonathan’s victory gave an opportunity to the South-South 

zone to produce a president that ruled this country for four more years. But 

tension remained: the North was still convinced it was its turn to rule, and 

continued to question the legitimacy of Jonathan’s rule. Buhari exacerbated the 

tension by insisting that the election that gave Jonathan victory was rigged and 

promising that the “dog and baboon would soak in blood” in 2015 if the election 

was rigged again.
106

  Buhari’s victory in 2015 ended the North-South tension 

rooted in the question of the region of origin of the President. 

 Why was Jonathan’s accession in 2010 controversial?  The answer was 

the uncritical adoption of the provision of the United States Constitution that 
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created the post of Vice President. Nigerians that are concerned about political 

marginalization are grateful to that provision for enabling Jonathan to become 

President. However, in the absence of constitutional provisions for power 

rotation, that provision, coupled with the provision for two terms of office for 

each President (as well as Governor) is a threat to what the Nigerian political 

elite seem to have agreed on: consensual power rotation. This is especially 

because it has been the practice in the country for each candidate to choose his 

running mate from another section of the country.  The unpublished 1995 

Constitution dealt with this problem, as we have seen above. In my 2011 article, 

I recommended the following: the abolition of the post of Vice President (as 

well as Deputy Governor); one term of six years; that in the vent of the death, 

incapacitation or impeachment of a President or Governor, the national or state 

assembly should pick somebody from his zone to serve out the zone’s term; and 

rotation among the six geopolitical zones of the country and the three senatorial 

zones of each state.
107

   The present government is not interested in 

restructuring and seems strong enough to prevent the convening of any 

conference that can adopt provisions like the one above.  Thus, it is in the 

context of consensual rotation of power that the struggle to reflect the federal 

character in elective offices has to be waged, in 2023.     

 Permit me to say, as the critics of quota system argued in 1977-78, that I 

am aware of the viewpoint that power rotation is the least of the problems we 

should be discussing at this critical stage in our country’s history, when the rest 

of the world has gone digital and even thinking of settling humans in Mars, etc. 

etc. I am familiar with the argument that unity can easily be achieved by good 

government, which would abolish poverty, and that our concern should be to 

find a good leader not minding her ethnicity or religion. You know the rest of 

the argument. I am also familiar with the Marxist view on these matters: that the 

elite are united in the pursuit of their interests and are using ethnicity and 
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religion to divide and rule the masses. You also know the rest of the argument.  

But exponents of these views make one important mistake: not being able to 

distinguish what is important from what should be important. Mr. Vice 

Chancellor, WHAT IS IMPORTANT IS WHAT IS IMPORTANT. What is 

important is what matters to you, what troubles you, what engages you, what 

will make you go to war.  If a clan meeting is convened to plan how to contain 

an epidemic and, during the accreditation of delegates, an age-old dispute over 

seniority among the villages leads to a dispute that stops the meeting from 

taking place, it means that the question of seniority among the villages is 

important, and that unless it is addressed the clan would be unable to deal with 

other important problems.         

Now let us end this. 

Consensual power rotation was adopted to give a chance to leadership 

talents in relatively small and/or marginalized sections of the country to serve 

the country.  It is meant to promote justice and national loyalty. For it is 

believed that without justice there would hardly be unity and stability.  

 I crave your indulgence to bore this audience with this very familiar 

graphic list of past and present civilian and military leaders of Nigeria.  
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TABLE 5 

GEOPOLITICAL ZONES OF HEADS OF THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT, SINCE 1960 

SN GEO-

POLITICAL 

ZONE 

NAME & TITLE PERIOD  

OF RULE 

DURATION  

OF RULE 

DURATION  

OF RULE 

1 

 

NORTH-

WEST 

Murtala 

Mohammed 

(Head of State) 

29 July 1975-13 

February 1976 

6 months 18 years & 10 

months 

(22 years and 10 

months in 2023) Alhaji Shehu 

Shagari 

(President) 

1 October 1979-31 

December 1983 

4 years & 2 

months 

Major-General 

Mohammadu 

Buhari 

(Head of State) 

1 January 1984-

27August 1985 

1 year and 7 

months 

General Sani 

Abacha 

(Head of State) 

18 November 1993-8 

June 1998 

5 years & 7 

months 

Umaru Yar’Adua 

(President) 

29 May 2007-5 May 

2010 

3 years 

Mohammadu 

Buhari 

(President) 

Since 29 May 2015 4 years so far 

(8 years by 

2023) 

2 

 

NORTH-

CENTRAL 

Yakubu Gowon 

(Head of State) 

1 August 1966-29 

July 1975 

9 years 18 years 

(approx) 

Ibrahim Babangida 

(military 

President) 

27 August 1985-26 

August 1993 

8 years 

Abdusalami 

Abubakar 

(Head of State) 

8 June 1998-29 May 

1999 

11 months 

3 SOUTH-

WEST 

Olusegun 

Obasanjo 

(Head of State) 

13 February 1976-1 

October 1979 

3 years & 8 

months 

12 years 

(approx) 

Ernest Shonekan 26 August 1993-18 3  months 
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(Head of Interim 

National 

Government) 

November 1993 (approx) 

Olusegun 

Obasanjo 

(President) 

29 May 1999-29 

May 2007 

8 years 

4 NORTH-

EAST 

Abubakar Tafawa-

Balewa 

(Prime Minister) 

1 October 1960-15 

January 1966 

5 years  5 years 

5 SOUTH-

SOUTH 

Goodluck 

Jonathan 

(President) 

10 May 2010-29 

May 2015 

5 years 5 years 

6 IGBOLAND 

(South-East 

& some parts 

of South-

South) 

Johnson Aguiyi-

Ironsi 

(Head of State) 

16 January 1966-29 

July 1966 

6 months 6 months 

 

 It is my hope and prayer that President Buhari will, in 2023, complete the 

North’s turn of eight years as the home region of the President and Commander-

in-Chief of the Armed Forces of Nigeria. Thus, the practice of consensual 

power rotation would demand that a Southerner be elected President in 2023. 

TABLE 5 further shows that, among the Southern geopolitical zones, Serial 

No.6 has an unimpeachable claim to the benefit of consensual rotation of power. 

Mr. Vice Chancellor, it should be our collective responsibility to help to ensure 

its actualization. 

 Thank you. 
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