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Abstract 
Sustainable development seeks to meet (lie needs and aspirations of (lie 
present without compromising the ability to meet those of the future. It 
embodies the notion and ideals of a development process that is equitable 
and socially responsive, recognizing the extensive nature of poverty, 
depreciation and inequalities between and within classes and communities. 
Countries of the world are making deliberate efforts to achieve sustainable 
development, Nigeria inclusive. Realizing that sustainable development is a 
 holistic approach which encompasses all facets of national life, the paper 

adopts the systems theory approach as its tool of analysis in reviewing the 
strategies of development in Nigeria. The paper identifies pervasive 
conditions of poverty; threatened 'and degraded agrarian and production 
environment; prevalence of anti-development activities; ignorance, apathy 
and denial as well as domestic and international dualism as some of the 
challenges to sustainable development in Nigeria. The paper concludes that 
without a coordinated and holistic approach to development and deliberate 
efforts to overcome the challenges, Nigeria may not be able to achieve 
sustainable development in the near future and attain the Millennium 
Development Goals. 

Introduction 
The major concern of Nigeria since independence has been the quest for national 

development. Various policy measures have been evolved to ensure steady economic growth and 
development. In the agricultural sector policies such as Operation Feed the Nation, Agricultural 
Development Projects (ADPs), River-Basin Development Programmes (RBDP) and the Accelerated 
Food Production Programme were launched by various administrations. 

In the industrial and economic sectors, efforts have been made to industrialize the economy, 
through such policies as import substitution strategy, indigenization policy. National Economic 
Empowerment Strategy (NEEDS), National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP), and the 
recapitalization of the banking industry, etc. There have also been similar efforts in other sectors like 
education and transport, all of which have greatly been constrained by the lack of a holistic approach to 
their conception, appraisal and implementation. Development efforts in Nigeria at the moment face far 
more challenges than thirty years ago. The development landscape is being transformed, 
presenting policy makers with new challenges at global and local levels; including such issues as food 
security, water scarcity, population growth and its concentration in cities, cultural loss, poverty 
alleviation, the debt burden and environmental degradation. It is within the context of these core 
issues that sustainable development effort in any given country is defined. 

Objectives 
In the light of the above, this paper aims at achieving the following objectives: 

1. To identify and analyze strategies to sustainable development in Nigeria since independence. 
2. To examine the challenges to sustainable development in Nigeria. 
3. To recommend strategies or path to sustainable development in Nigeria. 

•* Consequently, the paper is divided into four sections. Section one deals with the methodology 
for the paper as well as the theoretical framework. Section two reviews literature related to the 
concept of sustainable development, section three is an analysis of the strategies for sustainable 
development in Nigeria, while section four examines the challenges to sustainable development in 
Nigeria and concludes with recommendations for sustainable development. 
 

 



Methodology 
The paper basically relies on secondary sources of data. These are library materials (text books and 

journals), documentary papers, government publications, monographs, periodicals, circulars and guidelines. 
Interaction with practitioners especially during conferences, workshops, lectures and symposia has also contributed 
to enriching the sources from where materials were gathered for the paper. 

Theoretical Framework 
The framework in which sustainable development action takes place is diverse. The framework includes 

such theories as structural functional analysis, elite theory, social democratic theory, liberal theory, systems theory 
etc. This paper has adopted the systems theory approach as its tool of analysis. This is because, systems theory 
according to Ademolekun (1983) combines the insights from both classical organisation theorists and human relations 
theorists and add dimension consisting of an emphasis on the interaction between a given development strategy and its 
total environment. 

When applied to the study of development administration, the systems approach recognizes and fully 
understands the interdependence which exists between an organization and its environment. The theory regards 
organisations as dynamic open systems consisting of a set of elements in interaction which maintain a state of 
equilibrium. The origin of the theory is difficult to trace, but sociologists like Comete, Durkheim and Talcot Parsons 
(Mukoro 2003), applied this theory in their argument of how a social system is held together by shared values and goals. 
However, it is from the natural sciences that writers like Ludwig Von Berthalanffy (Mukoro 2003) have provided a 
clear concept of a general systems theory. Berthalanffy focuses on the whole rather than the parts. Parts whether of 
organisms, organisations or societies, are not looked at separately but together in the faith that the functioning of the 
whole is causal and inescapably tied to the functioning of each individual part (Mukoro 2003). in this light, the systems 
theory in development administration views society and economic systems in a much broader perspective within the 
context of the overall social system of a country. Such social systems encompass the linkages between the economic 
and non-economic factors. As suggested by Todaro (1979), these, non-economic factors include attitudes toward 
life, work and authority, bureaucratic and administrative structures, patterns of kinship and religion, cultural 
traditions, systems and land tenures, the authority and integrity of government agencies, the degree of participation in 
development decisions and activities and the flexibility or rigidity of economic and social classes. These must be 
included in development policies. 

Furthermore, Rodney (1972) argued that development in "human society is a multidimensional process; it is a 
people's capacity to independently increase their ability to live a more satisfactory life through exploiting the resources 
of nature and the creation of an ability to regulate, internal and external relationships. The application of the systems 
theory in an analysis on development is due to the realization that the system is often very complex - a mixture of 
subsystems, units or departments which interact with each other in various planes and dimensions. Therefore, in a 
bid to evolve strategies to sustainable development, policy-makers must not lose sight of this essential postulate. 

Literature Review Sustainable 
.Development 

The basic challenge presented by the concept of sustainable development is in finding ways to define measure 
and operationalize it- It involves two seemingly incompatible concepts: Sustainabilily and development. Suslainabilily 
means maintenance or even improvement, without degradation, over a very long term (Munasinghc and Shea Her. 
1995). Development on the other hand entails a constant process of transformation. It is a dynamic concept denoting a 
state of ceaseless change. Thus, the present nature of development in Nigeria differs radically from what it was thirty 
years ago (Olewe, 
1995). 

According to Goulet (1971) development has three major components namely: life sustenance, 
self-esteem and freedom. Life sustenance is concerned with the provision of basic needs. No country can be regarded as 
fully developed if it cannot provide its entire people with such basic needs as housing, clothing, food and minimal 
education. Thus, the major concern of development should be to raise people out of primary poverty and to provide 
basic needs simultaneously. Self- 

esteem consists of feeling of self-respect and independence. No country can be regarded as fully developed if it is 
exploited by others and does not have the power and influence to conduct relations on equal terms. Nigeria seeks 
development to eradicate the feeling of dominance and dependence which is associated with inferior economic 
status. Freedom refers to self-liberation from the three evils of "want, ignorance and squalor", so that people are 
more able to determine their own destiny. No man is free if he cannot choose; if he is imprisoned by living on the 
margin of subsistence with no education and no skills. Suffice it therefore, to say that, development occurs when there 
has been an improvement in basic needs, when economic progress has contributed to a greater sense of 



self-esteem for the country and individuals within it. and when material advancement has expanded the range of 
choice for individuals. The fact that many of the ingredients of development are not measurable does not 
detract from their importance. The condition of being developed is as much a state of mind as a physical condition 
measurable by economic indices. 

Sustainable development is a notion, a movement and an approach which has developed into a global 
wave of concern today. It is an idea that was first used in 1980, in the World Conservation Strategy (International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)). 

I his first formulation stressed sustainability in ecological terms, and was far less concerned with 
economic development. It argued for three priorities to be built-in to development policies: 
( i )    The maintenance of ecological processes; 
( i f )  The sustainable use of resources; and 
(Hi) The maintenance of genetic diversity (Olewe, 1995). 

H Sustainable development, as used today, is concerned with political mobilization, and the twin Issues of 
environmental protection and economic development. It embodies the notion and ideals of a development process 
that is equitable and socially responsive, recognizing the extensive nature of poverty, depreciation and inequality 
between and within nations, classes, and communities. It also seriously advocates that the world be seen as one 
eco-system and advocates that economic development process should Include ecological and environmental 
issues as an essential component (World Bank, 2000). The World Bank (Brutland) Commission on Environment 
and Development (1991:14) also stresses that: 
Sustainable development seeks to meet the needs and aspirations of the present \\ithout 
compromising the ability to meet those of the future.. . i t  is a process in which the exploitation of 
resources, the direction of investments, the orientation of technological development and 
institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future potentials to meet 
human needs and aspirations. 

Cameron (1993) opines that, sustainable development entails the progressive economic and social 
development of human society through maintaining the security of livelihood for all peoples and by enabling 
them to meet their present needs, together with a quality of life in accordance with their dignity and well-being, 
without compromising the ability of future generations to do like wise. Without questioning the principle of 
"development" as a method for satisfying the needs of current generations, it explicitly recognizes that future 
generations also have interests and even rights deserving protection in this new model of development. The 
essential features of sustainable development according to Idisi (2002) and Offiong (2001) include: 
Ecological integrity and sustainabiiity. 
Equity and distributive justice at al! levels. 
Socially-relevant economic productivity and technological development. 
Popular participation and collective autonomy. 
Prevalence and institutionalization of human development. 

It is clear from the above analysis that Nigeria is yet to attain sustainable development. Effort towards 
sustainable development is been greatly challenged by certain factors that would be examined 
in the latter part of this paper. 

An Overview of Strategies to Development in Nigeria 
Since attaining independence in 1960, various policy measures have been adopted by successive 

governments in Nigeria to ensure a steady economic growth and development. As identified by Ikpeland and 
Olayemi (1994) policies evolved by successive governments to achieve sustainable development in Nigeria include: 

(i) Establishment of the Directorate of Food Road and Rural Infrastructure (DFFR1) in 1986, to execute rural development 
programmes. The directorate was involved in the construction of feeder roads, rural water supply, rural electrification 
projects; and offering specified agricultural production support services. 

Establishment of the National Directorate of Employment in 1986 to promote employment programmes all over the 
country as a strategy for ameliorating Nigeria's increasingly severe unemployment problem. The Directorate 

oversees various special school leavers and agricultural programmes now in operation in all states of the Federation. 
Establishment of National Agricultural Insurance Company in 1987, to operate and administer the Nigerian 
Agricultural Insurance Scheme to serve as a strategy for tackling the problem of small farmers" inability to satisfy 

the collateral requirements of banks when asking for loans. Establishment of a National Agricultural Land 
Development Authority (NALDA) in 1991, to execute a National Agricultural Development Programme which would 
provide strategic public support for land development. 

(ii) 

(iii) 



Industrial policy: Industrial policy instruments which are of relevance to business include those relating to industrial 
location, industrial input supply, industrial credit, industrial products and industrial social responsibilities to the 

community. 
Population policy: At present Nigeria's population is still at an incipient stage. Population policy instruments are 
still limited to those dealing with voluntary restriction on the size of ^family, voluntary birth control, improved 
primary health care delivery, particularly the Expanded Programme on Immunization (EPI) and various rural 
development generation measures designed to stem rural-urban labour migration. 
Environmental protection: Although a number of natural resources conservation policies have been in existence for 
very many years, their implementation has been in kicks and starts and highly uncoordinated. Furthermore, the 
specified recognition of the need for environmental protection in Nigeria as a means of sustainable development is of 
more recent origin. Thus, v\hile such, programmes as (hose on soil conservation, soil reclamation, soil erosion 
control, Hood control, aforestation, desertification control, and so on, had been in existence for many years, it was 
only recently that such measures as air pollution control and others reflecting concern for environmental protection 
were put into operation. Perhaps, the. most visible indication of this new concern is the establishment of Federal 
Environmental Protection Agency (FEPA). All these policy measures are means of sustainable development in Nigeria, 
however, despite these policies, sustainable development has continued to elude the country. What then are the 
challenges to sustainable development in Nigeria? 

Challenges to Sustainable Development in Nigeria 
The following factors constitute a great challenge to sustainable development in Nigeria:  

(i) Pervasive Conditions of Poverty: One of the greatest challenges of sustainable development in Nigeria has been 
that of evolving and effectively implementing policies and programmes that will free the vast majority of Nigerians 
from absolute poverty. Many Nigerians wallow in abject poverty and perhaps do not receive sufficient nutritious diet to 
alleviate disease. To achieve sustainable development, absolute poverty must be eliminated so that poor people can 
produce or purchase the food, clothing and housing necessary to ensure health and self-respect. Ending absolute poverty 
in Nigeria will call for improving access to education, healthcare, clean water, and sanitation (Ortega, 1999). 
( i i)  Threatened and Degraded Agrarian and Production Environment: Poor leadership, mismanagement and 
pauperization of the populace and inconsistent policies have taken a great toll on the environment. For instance, 
Nigeria's Niger Delta area has been in the news. The nation's mangrove forests are being destroyed following poor 
exploitation of crude oil and gas in the region. The agrarian system in the area is being destroyed. The region has to 
depend on other regions for food supplies. The nation has to forgo most of the rubber and oil-palm plantations. 
Clearly, these are fallouts from poor sectoral policies. It depicts an uncoordinated policy formulation reminiscent of 
poor leadership. 

In northern Nigeria, desertification processes are prevalent, and coupled with heavy fuel wood harvest, poor 
farming techniques and annual bush burning, the land is being destroyed. In eastern Nigeria, heavy gully erosion 
coupled with overpopulation prevail. The results have been failing rural and agrarian sector, mass poverty of the rural 
populace, heavy food importation, poor implementation of agrarian policies and indeed a mass of bandits emerging from 
the rural areas. There has been a retrogression of rural sector and a depletion of the rural capital resource stock. 

Even for the industrial and modern sector environments the society's greed for quick and cheap money has led to 
abandoning of standards, especially as seen in the emission of toxic materials into the environment. Sub-standard 
goods are being produced and imported, Thus, in Nigeria, it is not so much the quality of life that is at risk because of 
environmental degradation, but life itself. It is the position of this paper that, although economic growth is crucial, it is 
necessary to adopt models of development that are less materials- and energy - intensive and more environmentally 
sound than in the past. 

(iii)    Prevalence of Anti-Development Activities: Instances of occurrences of anti-development 
activities in Nigeria, include constant feud between the executive and legislature both at Federal and State levels, 
disrespect for the rule of law and the constitution, poor welfare package, and visionless leadership. Other instances are 
inter-tribal and intra-tribal as well as inter-religious crises. On an annual basis the Christians and the Muslims are on 
each other's throat. The Kaduna crisis in 2000 is a classical example. Inter-tribal and ethnic conflicts prevail in various 
parts of the country with the Tiv/Jukun crisis in Taraba State in 1999, and the Jos crisis in 2004, as good examples. It is 
argued that the ruling class manipulates the crisis situations (Idisi, 2002). The face-off between the bi-polar groups 
has resulted in massive killings, arson and looting. The development implications are tremendous as human, 
financial and material resources are wasted and economic activities are brought to a halt during such periods. More 
resources are (hen required for reconstruction. finding such crisis situations is one challenge policy makers must 
overcome. 

(iv) Ignorance, Stupidity, Apathy and Denial: The first consists of lack of exposure lo information, the second of lack 

(v) 



of capacity to absorb it, and the third and fourth of having the information but lacking the conviction or optimism or 
fortitude to act on it. As it is evident in many cases, people in Nigeria most times find it difficult to abandon their 
traditional ways of doing things to modernize. Thus, new administrative procedures, modernized agricultural 
practices including the use of improved seeds, farm implements, fertilizers and pesticides are seen as an exception 
rather than the rule of contemporary developmental strategies. These traditional values and practices thus conflict with 
industrialization and sustainable development. Even though they cannot be said to be bad in any normative sense, they 
can at best be described as uneconomic cultural practices (Abah, 2000). 

r Superstition still plays a key role in many economic sectors, so that success in business or  
agriculture is thought to depend heavily on spirits. These spirits are invoked to ensure success and this uorks against 
development as people are discouraged from hard work and innovation. Voodooism, crystal-ball gazing, sorcery, 
astrology, metaphysics, etc. rather than Research and Development are still prevalent in some rural societies in 
Nigeria and they work against sustainable development. 

Associated with the above is discrimination based on caste, sex, religion and life situation. There is yet the 
.challenge of revamping the unfunctional education system which places too much emphasis on paper qualification in 
all sectors of the economy. People as a result go to school to "fulfill all righteousness" and not to obtain functional 
education that will aid societal growth and development. 

Corruption is yet another issue worthy of analysis here. It is an activity which has generally taken a cultural dimension 
as it has become a way of life of the people". This cankerworm has eaten deep into the fabrics.of the society that no 

one, not even the most patriotic and dedicated national Leadership and followership will be very ambitious about 
the result'of any programme put in place for it’seradication such as Obasanjo's Anti-Corruption Act of 2000. It is not 
enough for the political elites to pav Hp service to goals of development. Hard choices and difficult sacrifices may also 

be required. Unless a large section of the population can be persuaded or mobilized to support development 
programmes, the goal of sustainable development may not be achieved. 

fv) Domestic Dualism: By domestic dualism we are referring to a situation in which the country is internally polarized 
with a pronounced modern sector and a pronounced traditional sector coexisting side by side (Abah. 2000). In 
Nigeria today, there is a highly developed modern economic secior co-existing u ith a \ery backward traditional 
sector or the self-employed sector. The difference in development between these two sectors is not a temporary thing. 
It is fairly permanent and not .showing much signs of diminishing. Rather, the gap is widening. The relationship 
between the superior and the inferior elements is such that the existence of the former does nothing to help the latter 
as the development of the superior elements tends to retard the inferior element. When modern sector expands, it 
draws labour and other resources from the traditional (non-capitalist) sector. Abah (2000) called this situation the 
"backwash effect". In the words of Todaro (1979), where there is domestic dualism, the standards of living vary 
greatly between the top 20% living in affluence and the bottom 40% living below poverty line. The majority of the 
rich live in urban area while the poor masses are found mainly in rural areas. In urban areas, pockets of great wealth 
co-exist side by side with slums. The co-existence of small enclaves using modern, imported, capital-intensive 
systems of production to produce sophisticated goods and a vast majority of traditional labour-intensive small-scale 
activities is commonplace in Nigeria. The traditional sector is characterized by limited needs, aversion to investment 
and profit seeking, lack of good organization and discipline, absenteeism of regular labourers, lack of mobility of 
labour and above all. fatalism and resignation. This indigenous traditional subsistence non-capitalist sector is often 
reluctant to alter its traditional life. 

In Nigeria, policy makers must evolve policies and programmes that will ultimately cope with the dissimilar 
conditions in the two sectors; and this will require real resource cost not encountered by Nigeria. 

(vi) International Dualism and Dependency: Through the means of labour migration, capital movement and trade, 
international inequalities are perpetuated in exactly the same way as regional inequalities within nations. Industrial 
goods produced and traded by rich countries in this situation have a higher income elasticity of demand than goods 
produced and traded by 
poor countries. 

As a result of its colonial legacies, the Nigerian economy today is characterized by a lopsided dependence on 
the export of raw-materials and the import of manufactured goods. The structural imbalance in the economy resulting 
from its over dependence on the export of a few primary products makes the country extremely vulnerable to external 
forces and seriously undermines internal development. This has arisen largely as a result of declining prices of 
primary exports and the rising prices of industrial imports from Europe and North America. Consequent upon 
balance of trade deficits. Nigeria has been forced to finance imports as well as its development programmes through 



borrowing from foreign sources. This has led to a huge debt burden and increased dependence on lorcign capiuil and 
foreign aid. and no country can expect to pursue any meaningful policy or programmes designed to achieve 
sustainable development in a situation of acute dependence and poverty. These and many other challenges must be 
overcome if sustainable development is to be achieved in Nigeria, and thus meet the Millennium Development Goals. 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

Nigeria has not yet achieved sustainable development, despite several efforts since independence in 1960. 
Forty-five years of development in Nigeria have revealed a number of challenges policy makers must overcome in 
order to achieve sustainable development in the 21st century. These include the issues of food security, 
overpopulation, cultural loss and environmental degradation. Furthermore, four critical lessons must be learnt by 
policy makers from our development experience: First, macroeconomic stability is an essential prerequisite for 
achieving growth needed for sustainable development. Second, growth does not trickle down; development must 
address human needs directly. Third, no one policy will trigger development; a comprehensive holistic approach is 
needed. Fourth, institutions matter, sustained development should be rooted in processes that are socially 
inclusive and responsive to changing circumstances. The country must also insist on the financing of 
environmentally sustainable projects by developed nations. 
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