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Abstract 
This work is to examine the effect of labour unrest on national 
integration and cohesion. In trying to do (hat, attempt is made to 
highlight other forms of crises that have remained as barriers to our 
national integration. Over the years, Nigerian workers, both in public 
and private sectors, seem to have adopted strike actions as means of 
making their employers accept their demands, just as employers, 
sometimes renege on agreements reached with labour. The paper thus, 
discusses causes and forms of labour unrests that had earlier 
threatened the existence of the polity. In an attempt to make some 
suggestions, it emphasizes that both government, which is the highest 
employer of labour, and labour itself have to work with open mind, 
especially in industrial relations matters,. 

Introduction 
Nigeria, no doubt, is a multi ethnic, religious and lingual country. With a population of 

about 120 million, it has about 250 nationalities. With different religious institutions, one feature 
of the country is that each nationality has more confidence in itself and fights for its own cause 
more, that the country at large. Because of ethnic loyalty, some have argued that Nigeria cannot 
pass for a nation. Those who hold this view believe that Nigeria is a slate with many nations. 
While a state may be defined as an institution made up of men and women who live together to 
pursue a common political aspiration within a defined territory, a nation is regarded as a 
people that is,bound by common culture/religion and language, in their work, Obasi and Erondu 
(1999:55) identified the characteristic of a state to include; 

• Definite territory; 
• Government; 
• Sovereignty; 
• Population; 
• Recognition; 
• Constitution. 

While those of the nation 
include: "     Common 
origin/history; 
• Common customs and traditions; 
• Linguistic unity/common language; 
• Common religion, etc. 

Arguably, however, since the different people that make up Nigeria have accepted to live 
together, since 1914 of its creation, it is not a misconception to regard Nigeria as a nation. In 
the same vein, there has not been much effort among Nigerians to building the country into a 
nation-state as it is observed in other countries like Britain and America, to mention but a few. A 
nation state, according to Obasi and Erondu (1999:60) "is a geo-political entity that is 
characterized by pervasive sense of national solidarity or collective consciousness". The authors 
argued that for Nigeria to be a nation state, the following factors and conditions, among others, 
have to be given a chance: 

• Primary allegiance to the state; 
• Equal sense of belonging to be given to the various sections making up the state; 
• Integrative nationalism; 
• Development of common notion of political authority and legitimacy; 

 

• Embarking on common business enterprise, without minding our cultural differences; 
• De-emphasizing divisive factors such as religion and ethnic politics. 

 Ethnic problem in Nigeria is argued to be a bye-product of the colonialists, who hurriedly amalgamated 



the different people in 1914. In his contribution, Egboka (2002:28) has this to say; "This concocted 
amalgam has done more incurable harm than good to the well-being and psyche of the component 
parts and the people. The component parts that make up the entity called Nigeria before 1914 lived 
and interacted with each other". Ihemikwele (1983:2) captures the same view when he asserts that 
"initially, Southern and Northern migrants to Northern towns lived together peacefully with their hosts. 
Later the British who were embarrassed to see that contact, among Nigerians was not characterized with 
conflict forced migrants to set up abode in the sabongaris". 
 From 1914, up until today, Nigeria has lived with one crisis or the other. If it is not ethnic, it is 
religious clash. The ugly events intensified in 1960 after independence, became more pronounced under 
the military regimes and has escalated in the fourth republic democratic dispensation that came into 
being in May 1999. Today, there is no denying the fact that Nigerians live under mutual suspicion as 
tribal loyalty outweighs logical reasoning. Issues have been worsened by the emergence of ethnic 
militia groups. 
 These include Egbesu Youths, Ijaw Youths, O'dua People's Congress (OPC), Arewa People's 
Congress (AFC ) and the Igbo People's Congress. The activities af these groups threaten the security of 
the country and invariably national integration and cohesion. 
 Apart from ethnic and religious conflicts which threaten the existence of the polity, labour unrest has 
also posed a threat to Nigeria's integration and cohesion. Labour, no doubt, is involved in wealth 
creation. This is manifested in the motto of the Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC) which reads thus, 
"Labour Creates Wealth". Because of its strong feeling about wealth creation and getting less as 
remuneration, labour unrest has become frequent in Nigeria. Series of labour unrest has led to loss of 
man hours thereby leaving government, which is the highest employer of labour with little to give to 
labour in return. 

 Meaning of Labour Unrest 
 Labour can be seen as both an activity and group. As an activity labour can be defined as energy 
expended to generate goods and services. As a group, labour can be seen as a group of people whose 
collective efforts provide goods and services needed by the society. Labour denotes one of the factors of 
production, the others being land and capital. Passionately, labour include both employers and 
employees. Gould and Kolb (1964:361) have emphasized that labour comprehends all forms of human 
effort at whatever level of skill and remuneration and includes employers equally with mental and 
physical work. While management in a work organization is referred to as employer and is involved 
more in mental work, employees are referred as labour and are involved more in physical work. But for 
the purpose of this work, labour is discussed more, as it refers to employees. 
 Labour unrest is series of agitations by labour to press home its demands from management or 
employers. In any work organization are two identifiable groups, namely management and labour. 
While management is interested in increased production and maximization of profit, labour is 
interested in what it shall get. Such questions as whether management should make more profits or 
should labour ask for increased wages can lead to agitations which may lead to unrest, especially by 
labour. 

 Labour Unrest: Historical Background 
 Conflict is inevitable in any work organzation. Okodara (1986: 19) defines industrial conflict as "a 
condition of opposing interest of union and management in an establishment setting". Conflict, when 
not properly managed can lead to one form of unrest or the other. 
 The history of labour unrest in Nigeria is traceable to the period when paid jobs gained momentum. 
Before the settlement of Europeans in this part of the world, there were no paid jobs. The reason for 
this was the fact that there was not universally acceptable currency. Rather, workmen depended on 
cooperative system while trade was based on barter. Quoting Ananaba, Erondu (1992:15) added that 
"paid employment gained momentum after 1830 when Richard Lander and his brother, John, solved the 
mystery of the River Niger and this served as an invitation to foreign traders to penetrate the hinterland 
and traded with Nigerian products, particularly palm oil". The European traders, no doubt, paid those 
Nigerians who traded with them in currencies. As missionaries who later 

jointed the merchants started to establish churches and schools, where Nigerians worked and received 
salaries in currencies, paid labour increased in Nigeria. 

Though there was a low level of industrialization in Nigeria under the colonial rule, the few 
existing ones, especially government prarastatals "had trade unions which facilitated workers to 
demand for some benefits. For example, in 1921, artisans employed in the government railroad 



joined other technical workers to embark on strike in what was popularly regarded as the Mechanic 
Union Strike. One, may however, argue that those earlier labour unrests were more as a result of 
shabby treatment of Nigerian workers by their British employers. In relation to the shabby treatment 
of Nigerians by the British employers was the issue of Cost Living Allowance (COLA) in 1942. The 
hard global economic condition as a result of the second world war led to the demand of cost of living 
allowance. The demand which was turned down led to industrial action by Nigerian workers. Despite 
the attraction, many Nigerians were still reluctant to accept paid jobs. In order words, labour unrest 
was still low in Nigeria before 1960. Yusuf (1984:16) added that the need to purchase imported 
articles such as shoes, plate, metal ports, beads and cloth, "as well as to pay taxes become a strong 
stimulus to accepting paid employment". Tie added that "at the time of 1953 census, about three 
quarters of Nigeria's employed population was engaged in agriculture, forestry and animal husbandry 
mainly on their own account". However, with independence came what may be regarded as rapid 
industrialization. It was climaxed by oil or petroleum production that led to emergence of both focal 
and foreign investments that employed many Nigerians, thereby increasing the labour force. 

Though, Nigeria, today may not be regarded as an industrialized state, the few existing 
industries or survived ones have Nigerians working in them. Labour unrest has no doubt become a 
regular phenomenon in Nigeria, thereby holding the economy to ransom. Though Yusuf has argued 
that "employees in the services sector, particularly in the civil service, tend to be less militant in trade 
union matters than those, say, manufacturing and mining". But recent events have shown that 
employees in the civil service tend to be more militant in trade union matters. This is as a result of the 
economic recession, which reared its ugly face in 1981. This was the period when manufacturing 
industries, especially non government ones started to fold up. The few that survived embarked on 
staff rationalization. This is an attestation to the fact that government today is the highest employer of 
labour. Employees in the few survived privately owned industries are reluctant to cause anything that 
may lead to labour unrest, lest it leads to termination of their appointments. Over the years, especially 
from 1981 up until today, the rate of labour unrest in privately own industries has minimized while 
that of civil or public service has been on the increase. The reason for this is not far fetched. 
Employees in private industries can readily make some sacrifices, for example, receiving half salaries 
and non implementation of other benefits like leave allowances, promotions, etc, in other to retain 
their jobs. Civil or public servants are not always interested in making such sacrifices. Okedara 
(1988:188) substantiates this view when he argues that in 1986, National Union of Chemical and 
Non-metallic Product Workers (NUCAMP) agreed on half-work, half-pay directive with the 
management of Lever Brothers, in lieu of retrenchment of workers. He added that "economic 
prosperity tends to produce more strikes than depression". 

Causes of Labour Unrest 
This section of the work looks at some of the factors that could lead to labour unrest. Military 

Rule: Labour, under its union has always been against military in politics. Each time the Nigerians 
army struck, labour had always protested in one form or the other. The argument may be that the 
military uses decrees to cage labour, but the role of labour in the struggle for fundamental human 
rights in Nigeria cannot be over emphasized. For example, labour participated actively in the struggle 
for independence and each time the military struck. It is in recognition of labour's resistance to 
military rule that each military leader in Nigeria would either suppress labour with the use offeree or 
placate it. Writing on Ibrahim Babangida's style, Kukah (2000:154) writes: 

As he did with other organizations, General Babangida moved in to break 
labour by the process of co-option, enticement and inducement. Flaving 
been rattled by the AH Chiroma - led NLC during the students riots at 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria in 1986, General Babangida dangled the 
apple of power to labour by extending a hand of friendship to them as a 
means of limiting their power. He sent them the signals that they would  

form pail of the transition programme when he appointed the main cream of 
labour leadership of Messrs Paschal Bafyau and Halilu Ibrahim into the 
Political Bureau, while Mr. Frank Kokori of the National Union of 
Petroleum and Gas Workers Union (NUPENG) was appointed a member of the 
Constitution Drafting Committee. From this, both Bafyau "and Kokori were 
later appointed into the Constitution Review Committee. With this move, 
labour believed that it now has its hand in the juicy pot of power in Nigeria. 

While Babaginda used inducement to curtail the excesses of labour, the military governments of 
Yakubu Gowon, and Muhammadu Buhari respectively adopted the use of force. For example, 



between, 1968 and 1970, the period of civil war, Gowon' regime banned any form of labour unrest. 

Discriminatory Wages;    The Babangida's regime introduced one of the worst policies in wage  
management in Nigeria, when it introduced a different salary scale for federal staff while each state 
military administrator was asked to negotiate with his workers, the much he could pay. Such pitied state 
workers against their state governments as workers in those states that offered less gave references to 
both federal and other states that offered higher. The policy would have been better if Nigeria was 
practicing true federalism. 

For some time now, discriminatory wages between academic and non academic staff, has 
disrupted the academic calendar in Nigerian tertiary institutions. Another example where 
discriminatory wages has led to labour unrest is in the health sector. Nurses in government 
employment embarked on a nation-wide strike that lasted for about two months in 2001, to, demand, 
among other reasons, call duty allowance given to doctors which was not extended to them. As at the 
time of writing (his paper, academic staff of Polytechnics are still on strike started in November 2001. One 
of their agitations was to benefit from the 22% increase in basic salary extended to University staff. One 
would have expected government to extend such gesture to Polytechnic and Colleges of Education staff 
when it was negotiating with University staff instead of waiting for the Polytechnic lecturers to embark 
on strike. Also as at the time of writing this paper, nurses and midwives in government hospitals who 
reached and signed an agreement on 27th July 2001 with Ministry of Health, have, as a result of 
government reneging on its promises embarked on another nation wide strike, though, nurses in state 
owned hospitals have been directed to go back to work by its national body - National Association of 
Nigerian Nurses and Midwives (N.AN.N.M.). Expressing the feelings of the nurses and midwives, 
Awhotu (2002:15) highlights that, "this agreement however only succeeded in calming the nurses and 
midwives for a while, as they resumed strike soon after they waited for some months and ran out of 
patience". Issues such as Harmonized Tertiary Institutions Salary Structure (HATISS) do not create 
conducive industrial relations atmosphere. It is expected that workers should be paid based on 
qualification while each person should grow in his or her field. This will help to minimize labour unrest. 

Government Reneging on Its Promises: Related to discriminatory wages is government reneging on 
its agreements with labour unions. It is disheartening to note that government, more often than not, do 
not keep faith with most agreements reached with labour unions. A case at hand is the Academic 
Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) which has threatened to go on an indefinite strike to press on 
University of llorin management to recall 44 academic staff of the University sacked for participating in 
nation-wide strike, despite agreement reached between ASUU and government that no member of 
ASUU should be victimized for embarking on the strike that lasted from April to June 2001. Also, if 
government had kept to its promise, the Academic Staff Union of Polytechnics (ASUP) and National 
Association of Nigerian Nurses and Midwives (NANNM) would not have embarked on the on-going 
strikes. 

Depressed Economy: Though there have been arguments that labour unrest tend to be low under a 
depressed economy, but the truth is that labour does not close its eyes and watch management 
retrench workers in the name of rationalization which is always followed with ailing economy. Two, out 
of five reasons, why the Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC), Imo State Chapter, embarked on the 

strike that lasted from August 13 to September 11, 2001, as contained in its letter dated June 8, 2001 
calling civil and public servant to go on strike read thus: 

All the purported rationalized staff of Imo Newspapers and IBC should be 
recalled/reinstated to their respective duty posts immediately. All unduly 
retrenched staff of the Federal Civil Service in Imo State on me basis of 
Decree 17 of 1984 which has been replaced, should be recalled 
unconditionally. 

Whenever there is a drop in government resources, the workers are seen as the architect of her 
misfortunes. In the same vein, labour no longer gets as much as it used to, in the oil boom era. Since the 
oil glut, which reared its ugly face in 1981, government has always pleaded with labour to bear with it. 
The reason why labour has not taken governments seriously is the rate of mismanagement, partly out 
of neglect and mostly as a result of corruption by those who manage the economy. There is no doubt 
that labour can understand with any government that is transparently honest. A situation in which 
labour contributes more and gets less in return is bound to cause conflict. Civil servants in Abia 
State refused to receive half payment for their-January 2002 salary as proposed by the government, 



which pleaded with the workers on such a condition as a result of the state's lean resources. As the 
time of writing this paper, civil servants in Imo State have not received their January 2002 salary. 
The situation has degenerated to strike action in Anambra State. 

The Nigerian ailing economy has made it impossible for many organizations and government 
to pay their workers arrears of the latest minimum wages as many of them could not commence 
payment from the effective date. The backlog of arrears is causing labour unrest in many states. 

For the first time since its establishment in 1860, the Nigerian Police on February 1, 2002, 
embarked on a nationwide strike. One of their grievances was that many of them have stagnated in a 
particular ran for about 18 years. Although the police strike action was condemned by many 
Nigerians, government should not have waited until the Police went on strike. The Trade Union 
Decree No. 31 of 1973 banned the Nigerian Police from forming and joining trade unions. In his 
contribution, Ogugbuaja (2002) highlighted that Policy Union is necessary for Nigeria as obtainable 
in both U.S.A. and Britain, but emphasized that such union should not be affiliated to NLC and should 
not embark on strike action. 

Delay in Conflict Settlement: Each time conflict emanates between labour and management, 
government tends to adopt a delay tactics. Besides, procedures adopted by government are, in most 
cases too long, and at the end, conflict settlement is delayed. As soon as conflict settlement is delayed, 
the result is strike actions. Contributing, Okedara (1986:200) stressed that "the non-existence of a 
clear-cut machinery for conflict resolution in the public sector has accounted for wide spread strikes in 
the public sector. He added that "government has made an elaborate arrangements for collective 
bargaining in the private sector, but has failed to make such an arrangement for the public sector". 

Privatization of Government Parastatals: The federal and state governments1 policy on 
privatization of their parastatals is, no doubt, causing ripples. It is feared that privatization of 
parastatals will increase the general insecurity of the labour force. Privatization is also likely to 
reduce the remuneration of workers, participation of labour not only in the management of the 
privatized enterprises but also in the economy generally. These factors, unarguably, can lead to 
unconducive work environment. Taking the case of Venezuela, Erondu (1992:44) quoting Alabi, 
narrated how 618 workers bought shares at the Banco Occidental de Descuento (BOD), a healthy 
Bank in Venezuela out of the 3,131 shareholders. In Nigeria, instead allowing workers to buy shares in 
the organizations where they work, private capitalists buy over and control the public enterprises. This 
does not create a healthy labour management relationship. 

Type of Labour Unrest 
Strike is the climax of labour unrest. Whenever workers go on strike, employers, be they 

private or government are affected. Individual workers also are affected whenever there is labour 
unrest. According to Fashoyin (1992:177) "such cost include those arising from deprivation of 
service and threats to security, lives and property". 

I7or the workers, it could lead to loss of job. Other forms of industrial action as outlined by Fashoyin 
(1992; 178-80) arc: 

Work-to-Riilc: Which aims at restriction of output through deliberate reduction in the pace of work. in 
other words, workers come to work, but perform their jobs in such a pace as instructed by their union 
leaders. What is popularly regarded as the recent police strike action could pass for work to rule as 
most of the junior police personnel reported to their duty posts and actually did some skeletal jobs in 
almost all the states of the federation. Those organizations which by law are not supposed to go on 
strike use the work-to-rule method to press home their demands. 

Over-time-Ban: Which imposes additional costs on employers if more production is needed. This is 
commonly used in the banking industry which requires the workers to put in extra hours after the official 
working hours, weekends or holiday periods. 

Lock-in/Out: A situation by which employees physically take over the company premises, either by 
locking-in, or locking-out management staff, thereby denying them access to and exit from the 
premises. 

Intimidation: Which involves workers doing certain things that look abnormal in order to embarrass 



management. Bank workers in Nigeria are known to have used this method to press home their 
demands. It may involve wearing tattered dresses to work. Since management of bank emphasizes on 
neatness, such appearance, no doubt, is embarrassing to management. 

A situation by which management locks the company's gate to prevent workers 
entering There are few cases of this methods of industrial action in Nigeria. 

Consequences of Labour Unrest on National Integration and Cohesion 
Nigeria, despite some crises that have threatened its existence has survived to remain as one since its 

creation in 1914. Perhaps, it is the ability to have remained as one entity that has qualified Nigeria as a nation. 
Successive leaders have, in their respective tenure, mapped out programmes and made policies aimed at 
keeping the country together, and perhaps building it into a nation-state. The climax of such attempt was the 
successful execution of the civil war by Gowon's administration from 1967 to 1970. Other .remarkable 
efforts towards national integration and cohesion was the introduction of National Youth Service Corps 
programme (NYSC) also by Gowon's administration, establishment of Unity Schools by Obasanjo's military 
regime, ethical revolution by Shagari's administration, and the proposal by the present Obasanjo' 
administration to give priority to state of domicile rather than state of origin. 

Apart form the laudable programmes by our leaders, many Nigerians, either at indivdual or group 
level have contributed in one form or the other towards national integration and cohesion. One of the groups 
that has sacrificed much for the existence and survival of Nigeria is labour. Labour's fight for national 
integration and cohesion started with the creation of colonial administration in Nigeria. The role labour 
played during the 1941 Iva Valley tragedy cannot be easily forgotten. Labour, even after independence has 
remained as vanguard against injustice. During the rule of Babangida as a military president, labour, in 
1986 took the administration to task for the killing of four students of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. 
On many occasions labour has had to forfeit salaries and other benefits just to show its sympathy and 
support for a particular government. Other areas labour, through its body, Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC) has 
fought against injustice in Nigeria include the hurriedly introduction and implementation of the Structural 
Adjustment Programm (SAP), annulment of June 12, 1993 general election by Babangida1 s military regime 
and the removal of oil subsidy, especially in 2001 and 2002 by the Obasanjo's administration. 

Despite all the laudable moves by labour, the fact remains that series of labour unrests in Nigeria 
has had some negative effects on the government, and, invariably on Nigerians. The negative consequences 
of labour unrest will be discussed politically, socially and economically. 
Political Consequences 

The political consequences of labour unrest cannot be overemphasized. Be it military or 
democratic rule, each time labour embarks on any form of agitation, the leaders tend to attach political 
undertone to it. While, to military leaders, labour is instigated by some unscrupulous elements in the 
society, to a civilian government, labour is sponsored by the opposition party. The basic truth about 
labour unrest is that it does not portray the government's leadership in a good light, it gives the 
government in power poor public and international image. 

Reacting to questions on labour's proposed strike in Osun State, the Governor, Bisi Akande 
(2002:20) has this to say, "...they said they are going to hold a prayer rally on March 7, they have held 
a similar one where a PDP chieftain gave them a car, already pre-numbered NLC 1. And he gave them 
money, is that labour rally or PDP rally"? Governor Akande's response suggests that the proposed 
labour strike was sponsored by the People's Democratic Party (PDP), an opposition party to his 
government, he, having emerged as the state's governor from Alliance for Democracy (AD). Such 
insinuations do not build a healthy democratic environment. Successive coup leaders had always 
capitalized on instabilities to truncate democracy in Nigeria. There is no doubt that military rule had 
given Nigeria poor political image internationally. 

Economic Consequences 
Any form of labour unrest, no doubt affects the country's economy. It is only when labour 

produces can government have enough to pay labour. 
Table 1 below shows the number of strikes embarked upon by labour from 1979 to 1987, and 

man days lost, 

Table 1: Record of Strikes from 1979 - 1987 
Year No. of Disputes No. of Strikes No.          

of Resolved 
Duration 
on Days 

No.        
of Workers 

No. of 
Man-days 
Lost 1979 128 156 105 617 223,691 1,526,475 

Lock-out: 
the company premises 



1980 185 181 160 1,304 141,676 1,453,893 
1981 273 210 130 1,198 359,379 2,617,083 
1982 321 245 217 2,131 1,176,822 9,188,517 
1983 154 147 145 1,524 816,793 7,268,444 
1984 68 67 51 405 48,470 298,182 
1985 56 54 48 171 18,543 317,956 
1986 103 89 79 200 28,831 319,915 
1987 49 49 38 129 38,648 172,596 
Source: Quarterly Bulletin of Labour Statistics, Oweni. 

The table shows that the country has lost a lot as a result of strike actions, considering the 
number of man days lost. 

No foreign investor will invest in an environment that is infested with labour unrest. In the 
course of such unrest, property worth millions of Naira may be destroyed. There have been instances 
where workers have had to resort to damaging organization property during labour unrests.  

Protracted strikes, especially in institutions of higher learning have, more often than not, led 
tertiary institutions to producing half-baked graduates. Organizations both privately and government 
owned will one day inherit the half-baked graduates who will not be effectively utilized, thereby 
leading to low production. Labour unrest can also lead to dull business climate, especially if the strike 
action is embarked upon by the organizations that are involved in providing social amenities, for 
example, National Electric Power Authority (NEPA), Water Board. And dull business climate affects 
the economy adversely. 

Social Consequences 
Many families have had to face untold hardships because their breadwinners have lost their 

jobs as a result of one form of labour unrest or the other. In 2000, the management of Guardian, 
publishers of Guardian newspaper sacked its workers also for participating in a strike action embarked 

upon as a result of poor conditions of service. It took the intervention of NLC national president, 
Adams Oshiohmole and his team to broker agreement between Guardian management and striking 
workers before peace was restored in the organization. Forty-four lecturers sacked in University of 
Ilorin for participating in a nation wide strike by the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) in 
2001 have not been recalled by the school management despite ASUU's threats, and pleas from some 
good spirited individuals and organizations in Nigeria. 

Recently, government has adopted no-work-no pay policy. Non-payment of a worker's salary 
can affect the individual worker psychologically. In other words, the worker suffers some social 
complex. In a situation where the husband and wife are working in the same organization and suffer the 
problem of mm payment of salary as a result of strike action, such family is bound to face serious 
hardship. It will affect the feeding of their children and education. There have been instances where non 
payment of a man's salary has destabilized his marriage. And since the family is the microcosm of the 
larger society, its instability can easily affect national integration and cohesion. 

It is argued that the present economic crisis was caused by the many years of military rule as 
foreign investors shun countries under military rule. Many foreign owned industries also folded up as a 
result of military rule in Nigeria, thereby creating an avalanche for unemployed youths who are today 
ready to participate in any form of crises that threatens the existence of the polity. Opadokun (2002:30) 
has stated that, "there is too much of unemployment... The consequences of that can be very fatal". 
Adeyeye (2002:30) captured the predicament by stating that: 

The problem is that the level of frustration is very high. The level of 
unemployment, even those that are employed are weighed down by the large 
army of dependants who are unemployed. You find parents supporting their 
children that left school over ten years ago, who normally should be 
working and be on their own. This is very frustrating. It is this kind of 
frustration that makes people lo express sentiments. In a flash of fury, 
moments of annoyance, you can expect all sorts of sentiments worked up by 
emotions. 

Another social effect of labour unrest is insecurity of life and property. The recent two-day 
strike action by the Nigerian Police from January 31 to February 1, 2002 threatened the security of the 
country. As result of the police strike, many banks across the country did not open for their customers for 



fear of attack by hoodlums. Many homes have suffered the agony of losing their dear ones because 
of the series of industrial actions embarked upon by nurses in government hospitals. Government 
also loses its manpower through deaths resulting from strikes of the nurses. 

Recommendations 
Labour is a very strong force in enhancing national integration and cohesion. Its role in the 

unity of Nigeria from its creation cannot be overemphasized. As stated earlier, labour in Nigeria has 
made a lot of sacrifice and, it is expected to make more sacrifices for the much needed national 
integration and cohesion. Labour, should not, therefore see all government policies relating to labour 
matters as a grand design to frustrate it. No government, especially in a democratic dispensation sets out 
to punish its  workers. Most times, government makes some policies to make sure that the economy 
remains afloat. More often than not, labour sees such policies as a threat to its survival 

Besides, strike action arc not always the best method to settle industrial relations matters. 
Over the years. Nigerian labour has embarked on strike actions so brazenly. Sometimes, such strike 
actions are embarked upon by labour without meeting the requirements necessary before embarking on 
strike. For example, it took the intervention of an Abuja High Court to stop the three day January, 2002 
nation wide strike by Nigerian workers over the latest hike in oil price. One expected that the NLC 
leader should know rules governing industrial relations matters before calling on workers to down 
tools. Such unlawful action is an indication that labour in Nigeria goes to strike at the slightest 
provocation. There are issues that require settling at negotiating table. 

On the other hand, government should not renege on agreement reached with labour. 
Successive governments, be they military or civilian, are fond of reneging on agreements earlier 
reached with labour unions. Awholu (2002:15) supports the above view while writing on the 2002 

 

strike action  embarked upon by the National Association of Nigerian Workers and Midwives  
(NANNM) thus: 

With both sides appreciating the intervention by Congress President, Adams 
Oshiohmole and his team in brokering the agreement, it was agreed too that 
as a result of the above agreement, no member or officer of NANNM shall 
be victimized for participating in the strike action. This agreement however 
succeeded in calming the nurses and midwives for a while, as they resumed 
strike soon after they waited for some months and ran out of patience for 
what they described as the inability of the health minister, Professor A.B.C. 
Nwosu to deliver his promises. 

According to Obiorhenuan (2002:47) "government on September 26, 2001 voluntarily signed 
an agreement with ASUP on issues affecting polytechnics education in the country, as at this time, the 
same government has not implemented those things as agreed by the two parties. The result is that 
polytechnic lecturers have been on strike since November 2001". 

Constitutionally, Nigeria is a federation. It is expected that the federation units each should 
legislate on matters in the concurrent list. Unfortunately, successive government, both military and 
civilian still encroacli into matters exclusively left for the states. Example is the latest uniform 
minimum wage of N5.500 given by the federal government to state and federal civil and public 
servants. For President Obasanjo to announce a blanket salary increase for both state and federal 
workers at NLC rally ground is a wrong signal. The blanket basic salary of N5,500 has led to series of 
industrial unrests to those states with lean purse. Such issue would have been left to each state to debate 
so as to determine what it could pay. Fiakpa (2002:26) threw more light on the dangers of the salary 
increment in the following statement: 

The jumbo salaries and pensions approved for workers and retirees about. 
two years ago are proving to be an albatross of many state governments now 
finding it increasingly difficult, setting the stage for what may yet be a 
national uprising. 

The following word by Osoba painted a grim situation in Ogun State: 
It is terrible and very uncomfortable for us. When we came in 1999, the 
salary bill was N87 million a month. Now, we spend an average of N520 
million to N550 million on salaries alone a month... That is why we are 
beginning to have some problems with the quantum of developmental 
projects we are doing. 



The situation is more pathetic with the local governments that are engulfed with the problem of 
zero allocation. In 2001, local government employees, under the National Union of Local 
Government Employees (NULGE) embarked on strike action that disrupted activities in all the local 
governments for months for non-payment of salaries and other financial benefits. 

Even at this, it is argued in some quarters that the Nigerian worker is under paid. Under 
payment of salaries that are commensurate with what labour puts in, and considering the inflationary 
trend in the country, have always caused labour unrest. Kukah (2000:154) puts it this way: Although 
the struggle of Nigerian workers have been monumental, it would seem safe to say that their rewards 
have not measured up to the amount of sacrifice that have been made. 

Akpan (2002:51) addressed the issue of labour underpayment in Nigeria thus: 
One thing that Mr. President has boasted about with open-chested arrogance is 
that he has increased the wages of workers. Mr. President by giving a 
minimum wage of N5,500.00 to workers, you have actually reduced their 
wages by 77% compared with what they earned in 1981, under the civilian 
government of Shehu Shagari. Let us see how in 1981, workers minimum 
wage was N125 per month, and the official exchange rate was 64 Kobo for 
one dollar, which means the minimum wage was equivalent to 194 dollars. 
In 2001, the workers minimum wage was N5,500.00 per month but the 
official exchange rate was equivalent to 44 dollars in 2001. So the Nigerian 
worker has lost an equivalent of 150 dollars per month in 20 years. The 

 

minimum wage in Nigeria now   that should be equivalent to the N125 in 
19812 is N24, 440 per month which is about 194 dollars. 

Conclusion 
The argument is that unless workers1 wage are commensurate with the inflationary rate, 

incessant strike actions will continued. Privatization by the present government does not seem to be in 
the interest of labour. The fear by the workers in the establishments mapped out for privatization is that 
privatization would lead to rationalization of workers. Because of such fear, the workers are making 
frantic effort to stop government from privatization of those organizations. Reacting over the proposed 
privatization of "Nigerian Ports, Oshiohmole (2002:44) said "that privatization will undermine the 
capacity of Nigerians to lead their lives". Labour, according to Oshiohmole "has perfected plans to 
take over streets across the nation in protest in the event of government giving the union cold shoulder 
and going ahead to carry out the privatization". 

Groups kicking against privatization of the ports include the Maritime Workers Union of 
Nigeria, Nigeria Ports Authority Senior Staff Association of Nigeria, Ports Authority Pensioners 
Welfare Association. According to Maritime Workers Union of Nigeria, privatization of Nigerian ports 
would amount to selling Nigerian economy to feed private individuals and thus subject the masses to 
economic slavery (Nwakanma, 2002:23). 

Other government establishments mapped out for privatization but that are generating bad 
blood between their workers and government include National Electric Power Authority (NEPA) and 
Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC). Workers in these establishments have vowed to 
resist government's move to get them (the organizations) privatized, even if it involves serious labour 
unrest. 

The fact is that privatization, from its inception, during the regime of Nigeria's military 
president; Ibrahim Babangida has been contributing to drastic retrenchment and massive 
unemployment. While government's objective is to create job opportunities, to the private 
entrepreneurs, unemployment is a feature of depression. There is no rationale in alleviating poverty 
and at the same time privatizing government owned organizations that will embark on retrenchment as 
a process of reducing work-force in order to make profits. As stated earlier, privatization should be 
programmed in such a way that individual workers will be able to be co-owners by buying shares in 
organizations in which they work. Such method will reduce fear of retrenchment in privatized 
companies. 

It also important to note that government should take labour into confidence. It will be idle to 
deny the fact that labour, all over the world is political. For example, the then Trade Union Congress 
(TUC) joined the National Council of Nigeria and Cameroons (NCNC) at its formation in 1944. In 
Britain, labour is a registered political party and has produced a good number of the country's leaders, one 
of them being the present Prime Minister in the person of Tony Blair. As noted by Kukah (2000:154) 



"trade unionism by logic has always been conceived in politics. This is so because even before colonial 
rule, the crises between labour and employer on the one hand, and that between workers and 
government on the other, have always been acrimonious and intense... It ca be argued that labour was 
(he one movement which set out to be political". The recent proposal by NLC President Oshiomhole 
that labour in Nigeria would metamorphose into a political party should not jolt ttie present government. 
Whether labour in Nigeria participates in active politics or not, the truth remains that any government 
in power needs labour to work towards national integration and cohesion. 
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