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Abstract 

Many attempts have been made by the past and present governments in 
Nigeria to revive the country's economy. Heartwarming as these efforts are, 
the economy has remained in the doldrums. One major reason for this 
negative inclination is the alarming rate of corruption in the country. 
Indeed, corruption is a national disease that has affected every segment of the 
country. The law enforcement organs of the government are not even spared. 
This ignoble situation has engendered the rating of Nigeria, by some 
international commissions, as one of the most corrupt nations in the world. The 
fear is widespread that as long as corruption remains a raving monster in the 
country, economic reforms will be meaningless. This paper is a critical and 
analytic survey of economic reforms vis-a-vis corruption in Nigeria. The 
study lays much emphasis on the danger that corruption poses to economic 
reform efforts. It also takes an overview of the economic reform efforts in 
the country, takes a critical look at government attempts at fighting corruption 
and makes necessary recommendations. Interviewing and desk research 
methods were employed in collecting necessary data for the study. 

Introduction 
As noted by Olayide (1976) and supported by Afolabi (1991), Nigeria is rich; it is endowed 

with sufficient natural resources. The existence of such numerous resources is capable of wiping off 
poverty from the country. But, the reverse is the case for the reason given by Abdullahi (2007,p.l4).. 
Abdullahi notes that, all the opportunities provided by our natural endowment and potential to be; 
great and take our place in the comity of nations have been dashed by the scourge of corruption. 

Oyamedan (2007,p.15), appears to toe the line of thinking of Abdullahi above by saying: The 
Nigerian nation is a picture of corruption in motion. Money earmarked for capital projects like roads, 
education and hospitals have trekked into the private accounts of office holders. There is no excuse 
why a country with the resources of Nigeria should drape a cloak of poverty over its citizens. 

One major reason why the numerous economic reforms in the country have assumed the garb of 
a toothless bulldog is because corruption is eating up the process and gains of such reforms. By' 
corruption, we mean the practice whereby people use their power to do dishonest or illegal things in 
return for money or to get an advantage (Hornby, 2000). 

An Overview of Economic Reforms in Nigeria 
Mansfield (1986), notes that, whichever economic system is being practised in a country, 

there is need for prompt government intervention when economic activities are corrupted or are 
declining. The foregoing view is also maintained by Chatak (1981). Chatak, opines that economic 
policies need to be dynamic and not stagnant and that economic reforms are necessary from time to 
time. 

Efforts had been made at one time or the other to reform the country's economy. Towards this 
end, such economic policies as Second-tier Foreign Exchange Market (SFEM), Structural Adjustment 
Programme (SAP), oil sector deregulation and bank re-capitalization were formulated and 
implemented. 

The Second-tier Foreign Exchange Market (SFEM) was introduced by a military regime on 
28th September 1986. It was aimed at helping to arrive at a realistic exchange rate for the Naira. To this 
end, Naira rates for certain defined transactions were made to be determined in the market largely 
through market forces of demand and supply rather than administrative fixing. 

SFEM, as an economic reform policy had some effects on the nation's economy, especially on 
the Naira. The Naira was eventually devalued with the hope that foreign investors would be attracted 
to the country. Unfortunately, its effects on employment, availability of investment funds et cetera, 
were devastating. 

 

 
 



Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) was also introduced in 1986. The programme was geared 
towards realigning Nigeria's production and consumption patterns and resolve a market determined rate for 
the Naira in line with macro-economic objectives of self-reliance. It was also aimed at generating more 
revenue for the Federal Government so that the excess profit from the oil sector would be used to develop 
some aspects of the nation's economy and reduce the cost of living (Okere, 1987). 

Under SAP, the Naira was devalued for the purpose of discouraging imports thereby compelling 
Nigerians to look inwards and boost exports. There was also the abolition of subsidies on a broad range of 
products and services and the forces of demand and supply were made to determine their prices. The 
programme also led to reduction of the workforce in the public sector. 

SAP brought about increased local sourcing of industrial raw materials, liberalization of external 
trade and payments system, self-reliance on locally produced goods and intensive export promotion drive in 
the non-oil sector. Despite the foregoing achievements, SAP did not succeed as expected. The programme, 
embarrassingly led to unemployment, high inflationary rates, collapse of companies and emergence of 
sophisticated fraudsters known as 419ners. 

Another economic reform witnessed so far in Nigeria is oil sector deregulation. The policy was 
formulated and implemented by the civilian regime of Chief Olusegun Obasanjo (1999-2007). 

Deregulation itself means the act of removing government rules and controls from some types of 
business activities ( Meir, 1981). In the context of the policy under consideration, the Federal Government 
withdrew its control mechanisms and vested in the hands of independent marketers the refining and supply of 
crude oil. In this wise, the prices of oil were left to be determined by the forces of demand and supply in the 
market. 

The positive effect of the oil sector deregulation is yet to be seen in the country. Instead, the policy has 
led to frequent upward review of prices of petroleum products with the consequent series of industrial unrest 
in the country. Between May 29, 1999 and May 29, 2007 prices of petroleum products were jacked up more 
than eight times. On each of such occasions, it was the poor masses that did suffer while the oil marketers 
were, characteristically, smiling to their banks. 

Bank re-capitalization is yet another policy targeted at reforming the nation's economy. Odunlami 
(2007,p.20 & 21) observed thus: In December 2003, few months before Prof. Chukwuma Soludo, incumbent 
Governor of the CBN, assumed office, no rating agency would look the way of Nigeria when assessing the 
first 1000 banks in the world. With a total shareholders' fund of N292 billion in December 2003, total assets 
of N2,678 billion and total deposits of only Nl,409 billion by December 2003, all the 89 banks in Nigeria put 
together were the size of the fourth largest bank in South Africa. 

Consequent upon the scenario above, the Central Bank of Nigeria announced, on 6th July 2004, a 
bank re-capitalization/consolidation policy. According to Odunlami (2007), this policy has thirteen 
objectives. Among other objectives, the policy sought to ensure: improved transparency and corporate 
governance in the banking sector, Zero tolerance to misreporting and data rendition as well as strict 
adherence to the Antimoney laundering regulations, reformation of exchange rate management system 
and to possibly eliminate or reduce government ownership of any bank to maximum of 10 per cent. 

In the course of executing the policy, there were mergers and acquisitions. The major concern here is 
to have a banking system where depositors can put in their money with their two eyes closed and investors 
can rely upon banks to finance their businesses. 

The bank re-capitalization policy which stipulated a minimum capital of N25billion for each bank 
eventually led to the acquisition or merging of the then existing 89 banks into 25 solid banks. The bank 
re-capitalization programme has, so far recorded some successes. For instance, interest rates are gradually 
coming down (with average lending rate at about 16.9 per cent, down from 25 per cent), commercial bank 
branches have gone up from about 3,200 before reforms to over 4,100, deposits and credits have more than 
doubled and non-performing loans as percentage of total loans have gone down from about 23 per cent 
before consolidation to about 7 per cent as at August 2007. In addition, total employment in the banking 
sector has gone up from about 55,000 before reforms to over 60, 000 as at August 2007 (Soludo 2007). 

 

Corruption as a Threat 
No doubt, the different economic reforms hitherto executed in Nigeria are not without gains. Some 

of such reforms have generated large volumes of revenue for the government and have equally eliminated 
certain elements of disequilibrium from the economy. It is rather unfortunate that the products or 
outcomes of economic reforms are far below the efforts and resources being put into them. In other 
words, the gains of economic reforms have often been trampled upon by a pervading cankenvorm to such an 
extent that the value of the gains becomes inconsequential. That cankerworm is corruption. 



On many occasions, revenues generated through economic reforms or money recovered from 
looters often end up illegally in the pockets of some national leaders and office holders. No wonder then 
that since 1996, Transparency International had consistently rated Nigeria among the most corrupt 
countries of the world (Onwuemenyi, 2007}. The Economic and Financial Crimes Commission 
(EFCC) has equally lent its own voice to the issue of embarrassing corruption in the country. The 
commission has mentioned it - and recorded by Onwuemenyi 2007- that Nigeria has, between 1960 and 
June 2007, earned S400billion as oil revenue but that the income is unaccounted for. The corrupt ones, the 
enemies of the nation, had corruptly tampered with the revenue. 

The nature of corruption in the nation becomes clearer when the information items in Table 1 are 
considered. 

Table 1 Incidence of Corruption in Nigeria 
Offenders Description of offence Amount 

involved (£i) 
Source of information 

10                
Military governors 
(1970-1975) 

Corrupt enrichment 
' *!'„•• Not stated This Week Magazine, January 19, 

1987, page 18 

NNPC officials 
(1975- 1979). 

Disappearance of money from 
NNPC account 

2.8 billion Sunday Tribune, August 19, 2007, 
page! 5 

Ex- Minister 
(1999-2003) 

Misappropriation of funds for 
road construction and 
rehabilitation 

About 0.5 trillion The   News   Magazine,   July   
23, 2007, Pages 20-22  

Ex - Governor 
(1999-2005) 

Money laundering, false 
declaration of assets and illegal 
diversion of huge sums of 
money 

Billions of Naira The Punch Newspaper, Friday, 
July 27, 2007 page4. 

Ex- governor 
(1999-2007) 

Looting of public fund 17billion The Punch Newspaper, Tuesday, 
July 17, 2007 

Hospital officials at 
Akure 

Stealing of UNICEF donated 
drugs and selling them illegally to 
chemists 

Not stated FM Positive Radio, Akure, 9:00am 
news on Friday, July 27, 2007 

10 Naval officers Facilitating the activities of 
illegal bunkerers at various 
times and places for monetary 
gains 

Not stated The Punch Newspaper, Friday July 
27, 2007, Page 10 

5 policemen Aiding and abet ting  
vandalisation of oil pipelines. 

Not stated The Punch Newspaper, Thursday, 
August 2, 2007, page 7. 

Some immigrations 
officers 

Using their position to extort 
money from prostitutes who 
went out illegally to sea to 
meet seamen 

An   average   
of N300 from 
each prostitute. 

The Punch Newspaper, Tuesday, 
August 7, 2007, page 12 

Ex - Governor 
(1999-2007) 

The State House of Assembly 
passed a motion indicting him 
for  alleged financial 
irregularities. 

Billions of Naira The News Magazine, July 1 6, 
2007, page 34 

A female worker of 
the Federal Road 
Safety Commission 
(FRSC). 

Issuing of  fake 103 
employment letters to  
unsuspecting applicants from 
whom she collected some  

3.1 million The Punch Newspaper, August 24, 
2007, page 10 

 
 



 

 money.   
A  fake Arm y 
captain 

Duping unsuspecting Nigerians 
by i ssu ing l et t er s t o 
unsuspecting applicants from 
whom she collected some 
money 

Million of Naira Nigeria Tribune Newspaper , July 19, 
2007, page 6 
,; 

Two boys aged 18 
and 2 1 years 
(419ners / yahoo 
boys) 

Defrauding an American firm by 
purchasing in an on-line auction 
70 life jackets and 8 Sony 
Erickson F9101 handsets and 
paying by fake cheque. 

Not stated The News Magazine, August 8, 
2005, page 19 

An international 
female model 

Defrauding an American 
woman 

$2,200 The News Magazine, August 8, 
2005, page 19. 

Members of the 
Boa r d  a n d  
management teams of 
a first generation 
bank. 

Looting of the bank's treasury Several   millions 
of Naira 

The News Magazine, June 13, 
2005, 2005, pages 49 -52. 

Certain revelations about corruption in Nigeria in Table I are further analyzed as follows: i. Many political leaders who are 
characteristically the ones implementing economic reforms are corrupt. This opinion becomes stronger if 
cognizance is taken of the view of Nzeogwu (1966). Nzeogwu in his dawn broadcast on January 15, 1966, identified 
the country's enemies thus: "Our enemies are the political profiteers, the swindlers, the men in high and low places that 
seek bribes and demand ten per cent. In Nigeria today, many of our economic policy executors, political leaders and 
office holders are mainly there just to grab as much as possible from the national cake. 

ii. Law enforcement agents - policemen, customs officers, naval officers, soldiers, immigration officers et cetera - 
who are saddled with the duty of enforcing compliance with economic reform instructions are enmeshed in the 
web of corruption. Little wonder then that The Punch (2007,p.l4), editorial of July 27 posits that: Some Federal 
Government agencies like the Police, the Power Holding Company of Nigeria and the Customs have been 
confirmed by various research reports as very corrupt. The question that arises at this juncture is: How 
effective will a corrupt law enforcement agent be in enforcing economic reform regulations? 

iii. Both the private and public sectors of the country's economy are awash with corruption. Sawyer (1999, p. 18 
) is of the view that Corruption is not peculiar to the police but, every group in the country is involved. The 
Nigerian society is a corrupt society; there is no group that is free. When you talk about bad egg the press itself 
is not an exception. Against the background that corruption is rife in both the private and public sectors, some 
individuals or companies can arrange with government officials and law enforcement agents to get 
themselves shielded from observance of economic reform regulations. 

iv. Corruption cuts across gender. Both male and female members of the society are involved in the menace. This 
was exemplified by a female FRSC official (see Table 1) who corruptly enriched herself by issuing fake 
employment letters to people and collecting money from them. This type of situation poses a big threat to 
economic reforms as both males and females are involved in the formulation and execution of economic reform 
policies: 

v. There is no age barrier in corruption practice in Nigeria. Both young and old people are involved. The 
economic fortune of the nation is therefore, badly threatened as the young ones who are political leaders and 
policy executors of tomorrow are corrupt right from their youth. 

vi. Corruption - related acts are perpetrated by Nigerians beyond the nation's boundary. In other words, corruption has 
been internationalized. The effect of this on internal economic reforms is that the international community may 
not be impressed to appreciate, recognize or respect the country's economic reform efforts. 

At this juncture, one may be tempted to ask this question: Why is corruption so rampant in Nigeria? The answer to this 
question is not far fetched. Of course, factors such as greed, low income 



of civil servants, high rate of unemployment, bad leadership, selective justice, godfatherism are some of the causes of 
corruption in the country. A one-time Netherlands Ambassador to Nigeria, Arie Van der Wiel, in Onwuemenyi (2007), lent 
an international perspective to this discourse. According to him, foreign firms were in the habit of offering and giving 
bribes to facilitate their business deals in Nigeria. That is saying that there is international factor as regards the prevalence of 
corruption in the country. 

Government's Efforts in Fighting Corruption 
The first serious attempt at fighting corruption in Nigeria was made by the late military Head of State, General 

Murtala Mohammed in 1975. Under him, an extensive but indiscriminate purge of the public service was carried out with 
the intention of flushing out redundant and corrupt officers. Also, for the first time in the nation's history, some key officers 
of a preceeding administration were subjected to a critical searchlight. 

Out of the twelve military governors who served under General Yakubu Gowon, only two, Brigadiers Mobolaji 
Johnson of Lagos State and Oluwole Rotimi of the West, were cleared of corrupt enrichment. The Assets Committee set up 
by General Mohammed found the remaining ten guilty and consequently ordered the forfeiture of the ill-gotten wealth to 
government. 

Eight years later, another war against corruption was championed by the self-proclaimed offshoot administration of 
General Muhammadu Buhari and Major General Tunde Idiagbon between 1984 and 1985. That regime struck a deadly 
blow at corrupt political leaders and office holders; they were sentenced to different terms of imprisonment and their 
corruptly accumulated assets were seized and forfeited to government. 

The fight against corruption died a natural death at the expiration of General Muhammadu's reign in August 1985. 
The fight was not revived until May 29,1999, when chief Olusegun Obasanjo became the civilian president of the country. 
Although, many agencies were established by Obasanjo regime to tackle immoral tendencies, three of them stood out as real 
anti-corruption agencies. These were the Economic and Financial Crime Commission (EFCC), Independent Corrupt 
Practices and other Related Offences Commission (1CPC) and Code of Conduct Bureau. 

The EFCC, is so far the strongest, boldest and most organized anticorruption agency. It has succeeded in arresting 
and arranging for the prosecution of corrupt politicians, 419ners and other economic saboteurs. However, one major 
argument against the agency is that corruption cases are handled selectively thereby treating some corrupt Nigerians as 
sacred cows and untouchables. Public opinion is also against the agency as it is seen as an agency that does not respect the 
rule of law. 

The ICPC, as an anti-corruption agency, is not as fire-spitting as the EFCC. To many Nigerians, the agency is 
too cold. So, its impact is yet to be felt in the country. 

The Code of Conduct Bureau is an establishment that takes care of asset declaration by office holders in the 
country. Though the agency is trying its best, it is the view of many Nigerians that secret declaration of assets at the 
Bureau, rather than discourage corruption, encourages it. Corruption will be fought more severely if assets being declared 
by individual office holders before and after their tenure are published for public consumption. 

Recommendations 
The Federal Government has it as an objective to make our nation one of the world's twenty largest economies by 

the year 2020. Ohiwerei (1999) seems to have predicted a major reason why the foregoing national dream may end up as 
impossibility. Hear him: This corruption, which is the reason why the best of plans and strategies fail to work in Nigeria, is 
the biggest deterrent to investment and to the development and growth of the economy. The whole nation needs cleansing. 
In order to avoid a situation whereby economic reforms and economic development efforts in Nigeria will be hijacked 
perpetually by corruption, the following recommendations are worthy of consideration. 

1) There should be no sacred cows in enforcing the law on corruption. For the present and future 
efforts of the anti-graft agencies to be fully meaningful, the war against corruption should be 
total.  Indeed, it  should be  extended  to  former presidents,  local  government officials, 
ministers, commissioners and managers in the private sector. 

2) The government should always find means of cushioning the side effects of harsh economic 
reforms   and   regulating  the   activities   of the   organisations   involved   in   the   reforms' 
implementation. For example, the deregulation of the downstream oil sector which has led to exploitation of 
Nigerians by way of frequent and arbitrary increase in fuel prices ought to have been nipped in the bud through 
concrete governmental control measures. 

3) Total awareness about the danger of corruption should be created through our educational 
system. Right from the primary school to the tertiary level, courses on corruption should be 
introduced and taught. Such courses can bear titles like "corruption studies", "war against  
corruption" and "corruption education". Thanks   to the Senate of the University of Abuja 
which, in July 2007, approved the setting up of a "centre for corruption studies" in the 
institution. Other institutions of learning in the country should emulate this. 

4) The private sector, in particular, has corruptly depleted the national treasury through tax 
evasion. Many flourishing companies and business outfits are either not paying tax at all or 
are underpaying. To deal with this problem, there is the need for the country to have the 
Board of Internal Revenue converted to full-fledged Ministry of Taxation. By so doing, 
officials of the new ministry would be deployed to companies to check their account books 
and enforce tax compliance. 

5) The three tiers of government- federal, state and local- should pay living remunerations to 



civil servants. This would improve their standard of living and draw away their focus from 
corrupt practices. 

6) Any money recovered from laundering or corrupt enrichment should be used to create 
employment opportunities for the teeming jobless population. 

 
7)    Open   asset   declaration   should   be   extended   to   ministers,   commissioners   permanent 
secretaries,   heads   of police  force,   navy,   army,  airforce,  prison  service,   customs  and 
immigrations, local government chairmen, et cetera. The Code of Conduct Bureau should 
ensure that assets declared by political leaders and office holders are thoroughly investigated 
to authenticate their sincerity. Also, at the end of every year and at the end of their tenure,  
fresh investigation should be made into additional assets acquired by the leaders or officers. 
Also, the bureau should consider the possibility of publishing asset declarations. 
8)   As earlier mentioned, the 1CPC is, presently, not active enough. Against this background, the 
commission should be completely overhauled, especially in the area of manpower  
 
 9)  Honesty should be celebrated in the country. To this end, due recognition should be accorded 
identified honest Nigerians on such national days as October 1, May 27, May 29, February;15 
et cetera. By so doing, people would be encouraged to shun corruption. 
 
 

Conclusion  
Evidence abounds in this paper that economic reform efforts in Nigeria are dangerously threatened by corruption. 

Obviously, the process and gains of economic reforms are subject to consumption by the stubborn plague - corruption. 
Obasanjo (2003), in his inaugural presidential speech on May 29, had said it all: "No society can achieve anything near its 
full potential if it allows corruption to become the full - blown cancer it has become in Nigeria. On this note, it is advisable 
that the Federal Government should intensify its corruption war and place premium on the recommendations made in 
this write-up. 
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