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Nigeria: Introduction

Chart 1: Political map for Nigeria

Chart 1 is a political map of Nigeria.

Located in West Africa, Nigeria is the continent's most populous country and a key regional player. The country is a multi-
ethnic and culturally diverse federation made up of 36 states and the Abuja Federal Capital Territory (FCT) grouped into 
six geo-political zones (North-West, North-Central, North-East, South-West, South-East and South-South).

For nearly four decades, following its independence in 1960, Nigeria was under military rule, with only brief periods of 
civilian governance (1960–1966 and 1979–1983). The First Republic (1960-1966) was a missed opportunity, particularly in 
making the most of its agricultural potential, instead introducing market-distorting agricultural boards with little 
investment in rural infrastructure. Instead, Nigeria relied on oil.

Oil was first discovered in Nigeria in 1956, and Shell-BP's first commercial crude oil exports followed two years later. 
Before oil, Nigeria was a major exporter of cocoa, groundnuts, palm oil and rubber, given its huge agricultural potential. 
As oil's contribution to the economy grew, agricultural production collapsed, and Nigeria shifted from being food self-
sufficient to a major food importer.
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Before 1971, oil exploration and production were almost entirely controlled by multinational firms such as Shell-BP, Mobil, 
Gulf, Elf, and Agip, with no direct equity participation by Nigerians. In 1973, the newly established Nigerian National Oil 
Corporation (NNOC) acquired a large stake in major oil companies through a series of negotiated participation 
agreements, though still a minority partner. In 1974, the Nigerian state shifted to majority control (55%), and Nigeria 
rapidly moved to full state dominance and institutional consolidation of the oil sector. Control was further increased in 
1975, and, in 1976, the NNOC began its own exploitation and production activities. The following year, the government 
merged NNOC with the Ministry of Petroleum to form the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), which 
managed all state interests in oil and combined commercial and regulatory roles.

The state now had a 55% stake in oil operations and used the proceeds to expand the civil service and adopt various 
import-substitution industries in steel, fertiliser, oil refining, and shipping. Civil service wages increased, driven by a belief 
that the state, not markets, was the engine of economic growth. The 1978 Land Use Act and subsequent constitutional 
provisions declared that all oil and minerals belonged to the federal government. During these years, oil revenues rose 
sharply as international prices increased. Nigeria's heavy dependence on oil exports became the core of the political 
economy, squeezing out other productive sources, even as tensions in the Niger Delta over environmental damage and 
the unequal distribution of benefits intensified. Import licenses were distributed as political patronage, and the Naira was 
maintained at an artificially high value, destroying export competitiveness. 

Oil also came to dominate politics, although the first military coups in January and July of 1966 triggered the Biafra War 
(1967-1970), which resulted in over a million deaths, mostly due to starvation. In simple terms, the war began because the 
Eastern Region tried to break away, and the federal government moved to stop it, but a chain of escalating political, 
ethnic, and economic crises preceded it, particularly anti-Igbo violence in the north.

In 1979, General Olusegun Obasanjo's military government handed over power to an elected civilian administration. 
However, economic mismanagement under President Shehu Shagari led to a military coup in 1983, bringing Major 
General Muhammadu Buhari to power. Two years later, he was overthrown by General Ibrahim Babangida, who, in 1986, 
was forced to accept a Structural Adjustment Program, devaluing the naira even as the government simultaneously 
maintained multiple exchange rate windows, signalling that it did not trust the market. Privatisation transferred state 
assets to political insiders at below-market prices, and political leadership was increasingly characterised by ethnic 
divisions and patronage.

In 1993, Babangida annulled the results of nationwide elections, prompting widespread unrest. Under pressure, he 
handed over power to an interim civilian government, which was quickly overthrown by General Sani Abacha. His regime, 
marked by extreme repression, became Nigeria’s most brutal dictatorship. Huge sums of money were stolen from the 
CBN as multiple exchange rate windows were re-imposed and private business assets were seized by political decree. 
Following Abacha’s death in 1998, General Abdulsalami Abubakar took over, released political prisoners and initiated 
democratic reforms. In 1999, elections were held, and former military ruler Olusegun Obasanjo was elected president, 
marking Nigeria’s return to civilian rule.

Obasanjo embarked on various reforms, including banking consolidation, debt relief, privatisation and liberalisation, but 
the major challenge, the division and accountability of oil revenues, was left unaddressed.

Obasanjo was re-elected in 2003, though the election was marred by irregularities and violence. In 2007, he was 
succeeded by Umaru Yar'Adua, whose ill health led to Vice President Goodluck Jonathan assuming office shortly before 
Yar'Adua’s death in 2010. Jonathan later won the 2011 elections, even as fuel subsidies continued to increase, consuming 
25% of the federal budget by 2012

https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-report-NGA-2020.html
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In 2015, Muhammadu Buhari returned to power, this time through democratic elections under the All Progressives 
Congress (APC), promising to combat terrorism, corruption and economic instability. He secured a second term in 2019, 
despite opposition parties contesting the results. Nigeria maintained multiple exchange rates during these years, despite 
IMF/World Bank advice to the contrary, restricted imports and combined state intervention and control, especially oil and 
foreign exchange, anti-corruption and selective reform, such as the introduction of social welfare programmes. His 
policies were widely seen as mixed and contested, despite more investment in infrastructure and social porgrams, slow 
growth and limited diversification contributed to persistent macroeconomic instability

Bola Ahmed Tinubu succeeded Muhammadu Buhari as Nigeria's president on 29 May 2023, following his victory in the 
February 2023 presidential election. Tinubu, representing the APC, won the election amidst allegations of electoral fraud 
from opposition parties. The transition from Buhari to Tinubu represents a significant moment in Nigeria's political 
landscape, reflecting both continuity and change within the nation's leadership.

Nigeria is also the largest crude oil exporter in Africa and holds the continent’s largest natural gas reserves. However, 
despite some socioeconomic progress in recent years, the country continues to face serious economic, social and security 
challenges. Nigeria has the third-largest number of people living in extreme poverty in the world, and high youth 
unemployment. Overdependence on oil exports, leadership failure and weak institutions, deplorable infrastructure, 
human capital bottlenecks, low tax revenue mobilisation, deeply embedded corruption, and decades of mismanagement 
have impeded economic development and made Nigeria a symbol of unfulfilled potential. In addition, security concerns, 
including banditry, kidnappings, terrorism, communal clashes and separatist agitations in the south-east, further threaten 
economic stability and limit foreign investment inflows. These issues, coupled with vast income inequality, have resulted 
in low socioeconomic indicators. Many Nigerians lack adequate healthcare, nutrition and education. As a result, Nigeria 
ranks  out of 193 countries in the 2024 UN Human Development Index.161st

However, there are reasons to be optimistic about Nigeria's future. President Tinubu has continuously pledged to turn 
around the economy and ensure security across the country. Since assuming office, he has introduced key socioeconomic 
reforms in an attempt to address these challenges and revitalise the economy. One of his first major policy decisions was 
the removal of the longstanding fuel subsidy, aimed at reallocating resources to critical sectors such as infrastructure and 
education. His administration has also unified exchange rates to stabilise the currency and attract foreign investment. 
These reforms are part of a broader strategy to foster economic resilience and sustainable growth, positioning Nigeria for 
long-term development.

https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/global-report-document/hdr2023-24reporten.pdf
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