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Abstract 

Inspite of substantial economic progress‟ and social advancement in the past 
three decades in Nigeria, there is still much human suffering and the country 
still facing tremendous challenges in pursuing her development agenda. The 
situation has been aggravated by the absence of an enabling policy environment 
and sudden changes in macro-economic policies have resulted into limited 
growth per capita, bloated external debt, stagnating economy and ravaging 
poverty. Efforts to activate the economy through policy reforms and adjustment 
programme have met with little or no success and the economic conditions 
remain precarious. The social scourge of poverty and joblessness are widespread 
and in fact have been worsening in recent times. This paper therefore looked at 
the relative impact of poverty on the lives of Nigerians and the fact that we are 
entering a new era of democratic government after many years of military 
dictatorship. 

Introduction 

Poverty is not unique to Nigeria, it is in every country, particularly the developing world where it 

is the major cause of many problems of development. Nigeria should be a major factor in sub-Saharan 

Africa by virtue of its size, population, natural resource and position in the global energy mix. Now, the 

projected population Nigeria is 127 million and with this record, Nigeria is the most populous African 

country. Nigeria is endowed with vast amount and accumulation of both human and natural resources - 

minerals, agricultural resources, petroleum etc. Despite the presence of these minerals, the quality of 

human life and property has continued to decline over the years. There is still much human suffering and 

the country faces tremendous challenges in pursuing her development agenda. 

Records from the federal office of statistics showed that in 1980, were 18.4 million people below poverty 

line in 

Nigeria 

(see table 

below). ______________________________________ '  ________________________  
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May, 2000 

remarked 

that the UNDP publication on Human Development report Nigeria 1998 indicated that 48.5% of the 

country‟s total population lived below the poverty line of one dollar a day. This finding thus showed that 

there is education and knowledge deprivation relatively at this level while survival deprivation will be at 

33.3% and economic deprivation at 45%. Other statistics include life expectancy placed at 52 years, adult 

literacy 55%, access to safe water as well as health services at 49% and an estimated 33,8% for those likely 

to survive the age of 40. It is worthily to understand that Nigeria is categorised as among the worlds 

poorest 20 countries. 

Indeed, it is the consensus of researchers and policy makers that no other development issue 

poses a fundamental challenge to Nigeria today than the endemic state of poverty gripping most of its 

citizens. Poverty is now recognised as the overarching enemy, which is to be confronted in the short run 

and defeated in the long-run, if Nigeria is to emerge from a struggling and lowly position of an 

underdeveloped country and join the ranks of newly industrialised nations emerging in Asia and Latin 

America. 

The Federal Office of Statistics (FOS 1999) in a study reports that poverty in Nigeria remains 

high, as 65.6% of the population were estimated to be below the poverty line in 1996, contrasting sharply 

with 27.2% recorded in 1980, the report further shows that poverty began to climb after 1980, reaching 

46.8% in 1985, it however declined by 1% to 42.8% in 1992. In the subsequent period 1992- 96, poverty 

regained its momentum with greater intensity, escalating by almost 23%. With a national  



population estimate of 102.3 million, there were at least 67.1 million poor people in Nigeria in 1996, 

compared to 18.4 million in 1980 according FOS. 

The study of poverty in Nigeria was conducted by the World Bank (1996) which brought new 

insight to the regional dimension the existence of regional disparities and other social logical factors, 

which combine with economic issue to aggravate poverty in some regions more than others. According 

to the study, the southern and middle agro-ecological zones of Nigeria are better provided with 

infrastructure and social services than the Northern zone, which reflects a more vibrant private sector in 

the former, indeed, the southern zone also has had a longer exposure to economic development as well 

as modern international links. 

These factors, according to the World Bank report, are partly responsible for the lopsided 

incidence of poverty across the zones. For example, the Northern agro-ecological zone accounted for 

46% of the poor and 47% of the extreme poor in 1992, by far the highest proportion and much higher 

than its share of national income and population. The southern zone, on the other hand, accounted for 

32% of the poor and 31% of the extreme poor, much less than their share of national income and 

population the middle belt zone - the “food basket” of Nigeria - had 21% of the poor and 22% of 

extreme poor in addition, the states with the highest percentage of the poor, according to the report, 

were in the middle and Northern zone i.e. Kano, Sokoto, Bauchi, Niger, Plateau, and Bomo. However, 

about one-third of all poor people are in Sokoto, Kano and Bauchi, the report concluded. 

These are illustrated in Table one: 

 

Measurement of Poverty 

Available literature on sustainable human development which informs the subject of poverty 

alleviation distinguishes between three classes of poverty - absolute, relative and material (World Bank 

1990). Absolute poverty relates to the inability of the individual to provide himself with basic needs 

such as food, clothing, shelter, potable water, health services, education, public transportation etc. This 

type of poverty leads to deprivation, non-participation in decision making affecting one‟s life (National 

Planning Commission, 1990). 

Relative poverty is ability of certain sections of the community or some individuals in the 

society to satisfy their basic needs. Material poverty is lack of ownership and contract of physical 

assets such as land and animal husbandly (UNDP, 1992). 

These aspects of poverty cannot be seen in isolation although their existence varies from place 

to place and in response to natural and human causes. Together they make up abject poverty. A World 

Bank study in 1990 revealed that about 1.7billion people in the world, more than a quarter of total 

world population live in abject poverty. (World Bank Economic and Social Data Base 1990-96). In 

Nigeria a study by FOS put the population below poverty line at 34% in 1992 down from 43% in 1985. 

This high percentage attributed to poverty is due to how poverty is defined „poverty is more than the 

absence of money” said UNDP “it ranges form poor nutrition to lack of access to education, health 

care, land credit facilities, meaningful employment and lack of voice in decisions affecting one‟s life”. 

It is this ominous situation that has informed the United Nations Development Programme and other 

agencies in 170 countries or more to set up projects with the cooperation of host governments in order 

to alleviate or reduce poverty. 

A number of studies have come up with the measurement of poverty (Obadan, 1997; World 

Bank, 1990; Federal Office of Statistics 1997). The various measures include low income and 

consumption, low level of literacy, poor access to safe water, health, housing, electricity etc. With these 

measures identified, poverty alleviation focuses on improvement of income, level of education, 

provision of health facilities - all targeted to raising the standard of living. In addition, poverty 

alleviation connotes, reducing of social inferiority, isolation, physical weakness, value reliability, 

humiliation, powerlessness etc (Obadan, 1997). 

Agro- 

Ecological Zone 

Total 

Population 

Poor Extreme 

Poor 
Share of Poor in the Total 

Population Zone 

North 36 47 47 45 

Middle belt 19 21 22 38 
South 45 32 31 24 
 

100 100 100 - 

Source: World Bank, 1996. 
 



Poverty: An Impediment to Development 

Whatever the definition of poverty, the general consensus is that poverty has become a socio-

economic sourge of our time. This is because it may lead to: 

(i.) Child exploitation 

(ii.) Keeping children out of school 

(iii.) Early school drop outs 

(iv.) Gender discrimination 

(v.) Loss of work hours 

(vi.) Loss of self respect 

(vii.) Breaks in families 

(viii.) Continuation of harmful traditional practices 

What is obvious is that whenever a large proportion is poor it may be difficult if not impossible 

to achieve meaningful economic growth without involving and stimulating the often unutilised or 

underutilised capacities of the poor. In this regard, poverty can constitute an impediment to equitable 

development. We now know that the goal of achieving poverty eradication for social advancement can 

be achieved through the purposeful mainstream of the poor in the country‟s development process. It is 

therefore, essential to make deployment more responsive to socioeconomic growth capable of tackling 

some of today‟s most daunting and widespread problems of worsening poverty, unemployment and 

underemployment, the unequal status of women, unstable policy and environmental crisis. Sustainable 

human development which is equitable, people centred and sustainable, provides us a relatively 

promising development platform to address and remedy the problem. 

Who Are the Poor in Nigeria? 

The poor in Nigeria can be found in various geographical areas: 

1. They live in areas served by bad roads or even with no passable road and so lack access to 

productive inputs and output market. 

2. Their main pre-occupation is manual labour. They have children when they cannot cater for 

thier basic needs, like provision of school uniform, fees, good books etc who eventually take to 

hawking along the streets. 

3. They have inadequate shelter, live in slums and ghettos, use one or two types of clothing that 

make them look tattered. 

4. They are the group that face food shortage before harvest. 

5. They own small farms, use local implements and grow food crops for either consumption or 

subsistence. Usually food crops grown by this class consist of mainly starch base food like 

cassava, yam, millet, potato etc. 

6. They do not normally have facilities for savings and credit and their association with the rich 

class is limited. 

7. Categories of the people in their group are likely to be single parents mostly female headed 

families like widows, divorcees or the elderly. 

The level of education reduces your movement from the ladder of those upper middle income 

Nigerians to no education in the vulnerable poor. Those in the poor group can be deemed to be 

unemployed. The immediately need of those in the real vulnerable poor is to feed themselves. 

Past Effort of Government Towards Poverty Alleviation 

Almost all the citizens in Nigeria have antecedent of poverty in our generation and that we 

developed from virtually nothing to the point of riches now. How we broke the shackles of poverty to 

become what we are today may be due mainly to the social policy of the government. Thus social 

policy will protect the weak in the society and create a level play ground for us all. During the 

military area, all things that ought to be our right as citizens transformed to the realm of privilege and 

subsequently withdraw, leaving behind the trail of extreme poverty and squalor. 

Since two years of civilian rule, the political atmosphere has changed. During the military, there 

were provision for people to be detained without the process of law nor going to court. This led to a 

situation in which people were assassinated and executed because they were seen to have constituted a 

threat to national security as defined by the elite in control of power. But today, one can speak out 

without the fear of being detained or of assassination. These are the dividends of democracy. From this 



angle of freedom, the country has gained enormously in the past two years. 

Another area of positive achievement is that the Federal Government has directed the National 

Poverty Eradication Council (NPEC) to establish a Mandatory Attachment Program (MAP) in which 

tertiary institution graduates registered under the programme will be attached to private and public 

institutions for .two years and be entitled to Ml 0,000 monthly allowance. The Federal Government 

expects to spend M25billion naira on this programme in the second half of this year (2001). MAP is 

laudable because it will engage graduates to ease the social tensions associated with unemployment and 

it will alleviate the financial load on parents and family members who cater for them. 

In the past, during the Babangida Administration, similar efforts were made like the 

establishment of National Directorate of Employment (NDE) which tackled different levels of 

unemployment. But the scheme collapsed become of in sufficient funding, loan repayment default and 

corruption. 

Other efforts are the establishment of Poverty Alleviation Programme (PAP) and National 

Youth Employment Scheme (NYES), the Government has committed about N35billion to this poverty 

alleviation in 2 years. But the fear with these programmes are the likelihood of being plagued with ghost 

beneficiaries, diversion of funds, insufficient funding, redundancy and under-utlisation of resources. 

Solutions to the Vulnerable Poor 

Government should re-focus its anti-poverty programmes in the medium and long term and 

eliminate the most serious forms of deprivation and impoverishment. Therefore, Government 

programmes should target the rural sector for particular attention, as rural poverty afflicts most 

Nigerians in the grassroots. Efforts should be geared towards provision of social and economic 

development in the rural areas where most Nigerians live. 

People at the grassroots must be empowered politically, socially and economically, if national 

development is to be viable and sustainable. Consequently, government should endeavour to support 

rural institutions, such as cooperatives and provide them with economic support to enhance their income 

generating capacities necessary to improve their welfare. 

In addition, education is seen as the key to poverty alleviation, when a child is educated, the 

poverty level will be reduced. Therefore, government should aim at providing its citizen with 

compulsory and free basic education from primary one to the third year of junior secondary school at 

least. This will go a long way to reduce the menace of child abuse, street trading and other social vices 

and other excessive that some children that are not bom with silver spoon faces. 

Moreover, Government should create facilities or agricultural credit opportunities to directly 

benefit the poor and vulnerable. 

The negative predicament of the poor should be transformed by investing specifically in them in 

a way that such investment would have multiplier effects as it constitutes investments in: 

• Jobs and livelihood system 

• Preservation of the environment 

• Food security 

• Population management 

• Production and family welfare 

• Improve their access to information and widen opportunities to use their technology. 

• Increase the access to information to productive resources and appropriate technology. 

• ' Acknowledge that poor families will readily make sacrifices to improve their quality of life.
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Conclusion 

The bottom line is enabling poor Nigerians to own and manage development processes that take 
full care of their needs and expectations. We must seize the opportunity provided by the renewed 
national desire to purposefully transform the Nigerian society into a just and egalitarian society in which 
equal access and opportunities to people will prevail. Therefore the new millenium provides platform 
for changing the development process of the country from the past narrow perspective of development 
into one that is sustainable, people centred and focused on reducing poverty and improving peoples 
well-being. 
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