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The economy of Nigeria has been undergoing profound changes whose components include
greater openness to trade and investments, liberalization of the domestic markets and increased
participation of the private sector in the provision of goods and services. But alongside these positive
changes are appreciable weaknesses that the economy exhibits as globalization proceeds. These
weaknesses, which have endured for long despite Nigeria’s enormous resources, explain the country’s
underdevelopment.

An inquiry into the underlying causes of these weaknesses reveals that economic and social
polices imposed on Nigeria by forces outside the country marginalized the local potential and stifled
the initiative and zeal of the people towards development. Investments too are not adequately
targeting poverty reduction, and so there is a growing lack of basic needs. Worse still, the structures
sustaining Nigeria’s underdevelopment frustrate economic and social transformation, thereby
solidifying the foundation that regenerates poverty in the country. The imperatives for change are,
therefore, overwhelming and this calls for actions that would rekindle development in the country.

The Millennium Development Goals (MDG) are a response to this call for actions. The MDG
are a United Nations development strategy that targets poverty reduction in all its ramifications as
against prescriptions usually foisted on Nigeria by its development partners that seek growth at the
expense of equity and development. The MDG share the realism that development is about poverty
education and once the people notice that development is targeted at them, their commitment will
become easy to exploit and sacrifice for its success genuinely assured. And with the right policies and
choices, domestic resources can be more effectively mobilized, capital flight minimized and
consequentially, the economy can be strengthened as the capabilities of the people channeled to the
cause of development.

This paper advances the argument that underdevelopment and poverty cannot be reduced in
Nigeria in absence of two critical conditions. The first of these conditions is a pro-Nigerian
development strategy, whose principle rests on a broad-based and inclusive framework that
concentrates poverty reduction efforts in sectors where the poor are concentrated. The second
condition is equitable integration of the Nigerian economy into the global economy for the country to
successfully exploit the gains of globalization.

In organizing the materials presented in his paper, we have to be selective because discussion
about development in Nigeria is an extremely large enterprise. Consequently, the paper is adumbrated
as follows. Section | deals with the introduction. In section Il, we present the Millennium
Development Goals in perspective. The prospects of education as an agent in implementing the
Millennium Development Goals in Nigeria are discussed in section Il while the conclusions are
contained in section 1V.

The Millennium Development Goals in Perspective

Presently in Nigeria, the economic activities of the state have been scaled back somewhat and
controls are being replaced by deregulation, which allows markets to allocate resources. With
democratic rule entrenched since 1999, the reconstruction of Nigeria’s social fabric has begun, thus
creating a climate of confidence for the rejuvenation of the economy. This has also provided a basis
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upon which the industrialized nations could be persuaded to stand shoulder to shoulder with Nigeria
in its development efforts. For Nigeria this is crucial, not because of stronger global partnership that it
portends, but because of the higher goal of overcoming the scourge of poverty in the country.

Nevertheless, the prospects of economic revival in Nigeria in order to meet the MDG adopted
by the United Nations in 2000 appear dim. The MDG envisage among other priorities to halve by
2015 the proportion of people whose income is less than one dollar a day and the proportion of people
who suffer from hunger. By the same date, maternal mortality would have been reduced by three
quarters and under-five child mortality reduced by two thirds of their current levels, halt and begin to
reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria and other major diseases that affect humanity and ensure
that children everywhere will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling.

Efforts are also to be intensified to achieve by 2020 a significant improvement in the lives of
at least 100 million slum dwellers, integrate the principles of sustainable development into country
policies and programmes, reverse the loss of environmental resources and build a global partnership
for development by dealing comprehensively with the development requirements of needy countries
(United Nations, 2000). The implementation of the MDG in Nigeria has been on for over a decade out
of its 15 year period. And so, while a thorough assessment of its impact on the development of the
country cannot presently be conducted, we would, nevertheless, attempt a provisional judgement.

Eradicating poverty is the main thrust of the MDG. Indeed, the MDG is all about people
because they are the agents and ultimate beneficiaries of development. But data on the MDG
implementation so far reveal that Nigeria fell short in meeting the objectives on issues such as poverty
reduction, child and maternal mortality, environmental sustainability and ability to integrate with the
global economy. As it were, the Nigeria economy keeps deteriorating and the social condition of the
people worsens, while the remedies for curtailing the menace have come rather slowly.

Little progress has been made to articulate, attain and sustain an annual average growth rate of
GDP of 7 per cent required for the MDG, improve domestic savings and the quality of public resource
management, increase capital inflows through the attraction of foreign investments and development
assistance and enhance the performance of the country in global trade. The country has also failed to
make progress towards fiscal consolidation and budgetary discipline.

Admittedly, the government has initiated several supportive programmes in defense of the
poor such as the National Directorate of Employment, National Poverty Eradication Programme, the
Social Welfare Services Scheme and the National Economic Empowerment and Development
Strategy. But, the facts on ground suggest that these efforts are not accompanied by commitment,
transparency and determination. That is why the number of the country’s poor increased from 60 per
cent in 1996 to 65 per cent in 2008 (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2009). That is also why in 2005, the
expenditure share of the poorest 20 per cent of the population was 5 per cent compared to the 80 per
cent expenditure share of the richest 20 per cent, indicating worsening poverty and increasing
inequality in the country (Nigerian Economic Summit, 2006).

Education has been identified as the cornerstone of development and the MDG seek to
achieve universal primary education by 2015. But the trend in gross enrolment ratio has been
abysmal. According to Odebiyi and Ayodele (2008), the gross enrolment rates for males and females
in Nigeria are 85 and 67 respectively with an average of 76. The biggest challenge in this regard is
inadequate public spending on education, which on average has been 4 per cent of federal allocation
instead of the 26 per cent recommended by the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO). There is also a high degree of resource mismanagement in the education
sector through corruption. Faced with these challenges, it is unlikely that the education goal can be
achieved.



Education as an Agent for the Achievement of the Millennium Development Goals in Nigeria

The gender issue is of considerable significance in the Nigerian society and is concerned with
the imperatives of equity. No development effort can succeed if the life chances of more than half of
the people involved are in jeopardy. Granted that the gender disparity in access to opportunities n
Nigeria is rooted in African traditional culture and the values of imposed religions, the consequences
have increasingly translated into unequal access to education, health, employment and other areas
between the male and female members of the Nigerian society.

Nevertheless, due to government intervention over time, the imbalances in gender ratios on
education, for instance, seem to have reduced. Data indicate that the ratio of literate female to males
between 15 to 24 years of age in 2004 was 0.95 (NEEDS, 2004), although there exists regional
variations in this regard. Women wage employment outside the agricultural sector also increased from
46 per cent in 1996 to 65 per cent in 2006 (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2007). However, women
participation in politics is still a great challenge. The 30 per cent political positions reserved for
women in order to close the political gap has not been met. The need for equity must, therefore,
compel government to promote more effective programmes in favour of women in the cultural,
political, economic and social sectors for their empowerment to meet the target of the MDG.

The reduction of child mortality is a daunting task. The number of doctors and hospital beds
per 10,000 people at less than | in both cases in 2008 (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2009) is outrageous
and the trend has not shown any improvement over the years. For sure, the national programme on
immunization is on course, but the country’s poor health facilities particularly in the rural areas, lack
of family planning and unabating teenage pregnancy are indicators that reducing under — five
mortality in Nigeria is not in sight.

Closely linked to child mortality is maternal health. The sexual and reproductive health of
women is one of the primary concerns of modern governments. But in Nigeria, maternal mortality rate
was 700 per 100,000 live births in 2005. This average figure masks important regional variations
because in some northern parts of the country, the rates were up to 2000 per 100,000 live births.
Inaccessibility to adequate facilities and skilled manpower accounts for this tragedy as the proportion
of births attended to by medical professionals dropped from 42 per cent in 2000 to 35 per cent in 2006
(Central Bank of Nigeria, 2007). This definitely has its toll on pregnancy outcomes.

As for combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, we note that while policy
formulation, political support, organizational structures and education are good, there is a noticeable
weakness in the availability of programme resources. In the case of HIV/AIDS, supportive
intervention faces tremendous challenge due to conservative social and religious values. The fear of
stigmatization prevents millions from access to government funded support programmes for
HIV/AIDS victims. In the circumstances, the treatment of AIDS and other opportunistic infections
including tuberculosis is impaired with adverse consequences for the health of the citizens and
achievement of the MDG.

On measures to ensure environmental sustainability, we are afraid that government does not
exhibit appropriate concern in terms of the linkage between environmental protection and sustainable
development. Despite meager institutional interventions such as the National Policy on Environment,
Nigeria is threatened by a plethora of environmental problems including urban decay, soil erosion,
desertification and others. The production of oil and gas has considerable consequences ranging from
deforestation, land degradation, water and air pollution and loss of biodiversity especially in the Niger
Delta region of the country. Carbon dioxide emissions resulting from use of hydrocarbon fuels
continue to pollute the environment and is a source of climate change in the country.

The proportion of people without access to clean water supply and adequate sanitation
facilities has increased. The rural areas are the worse hit although slums and shanty towns continue to
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emerge in the cities with little commitment to address these problems by government. The limited
knowledge by the populance about the health implications of environmental unsustainability has
meant that the persistent rural and urban decay has remained unchallenged.

Equitable global partnership with the rest of the world has been difficult given the attitude of
Western nations to the development of weak and dependent states. Be that as it may, the government
has continued to encourage the promotion of global partnership through the creation of investment
friendly environment in Nigeria, liberalization of trade regimes and tax incentives. In response, the
European Union, for example, has offered market access and development cooperation under the
Cotonou Partnership Agreement (European Union, 2002 and Africa — European Union, 2007). The
United States African Growth and Opportunity Act of 2000 is another market accessible framework
that is being exploited (USTR, 2002). The country’s debt has been drastically reduced, thereby
reducing the debt service burden. And with the New Partnership for Africa’s Development, Nigeria
has accepted responsibility for its development with foreign assistance to play a complementary role.

Despite all these, Nigeria at the present rate would fail to achieve the MDG because the
country is currently off track to meet the goals. Except for access of women to education, it is
doubtful if the other goals would be achieved by 2015. Nevertheless, tremendous gains towards
meetings the goals are possible if the existing commitments are translated unto deliverables. And so,
with sound policies and courage to simply implement commitment backed up by strong support
promised by development partners, there could be some array of hope.

Education as an Agent for the Implementation of the Millennium  Development Goals

The elimination of poverty is the overriding objective of development efforts. But in Nigeria,
the number of the poor has risen from 60 percent of the population in 1996 to 65 per cent in 2008
(Central Bank of Nigeria, 2009). If the present Nigerian poverty profile persists, more people would
be added to the country’s poor as time progresses, thereby making it more difficult for Nigeria to meet
the 2015 MDG of the United Nations that seek to half the number of poor people in the world by that
year (United Nations, 2000). In effect, rapid and broadly based growth is required in the economic
context and inroads made into the more stubborn poverty areas like education and health for the
country to escape the scourge of deprivations and join the league of nations enjoying robust standards
of living.

However, Nigeria cannot expect to successfully integrate in and benefit from the globalization
process, and also raise production levels to meet the needs of its people without an articulate human
resource base. This is because an illiterate population is not only a burden on a country, but also lacks
the skills to face the challenges of the modern world. That is enough evidence to show that without a
steady expansion in educational opportunities and conscious efforts at capacity building to acquire
adequate human capital for development proposes, the quest for Nigeria’s economic and social
breakthrough would be a mirage.

Human capital is primarily accumulated through education and training insofar as these two
categories of capacity building efforts are the most important means of upgrading the human intellect
and skills. Education and training can achieve this objective because they represent a commodity and
a process. As a commodity, they are a stock or level of knowledge that is acquired through learning
and experience by an individual or groups. As a process, they are a continuum by which knowledge,
including the moral, cultural and other values associated with it, is transmitted to individuals and
groups as well as the manner by which such values are harnessed to promote and advance societal
growth and development (for details, see Arrow, 1999 and Chete and Adeoye, 2003).
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Both theoretical and empirical studies show evidence of a relationship between the stock of
human capital available to country and the level of its development (Banhabib and Spiegal, 1994; Bils
and Klenov, 1996; Gemmell, 1996; NISER, 1997 and Central Bank of Nigeria, 2002). To begin with,
people with education have access to better paid jobs, are more efficient in the production process and
as a result earn more wages. Consequently, if greater numbers are educated, average incomes would
rise with the prospects of increased savings, investments and growth in an economy (Pritchett, 2001).

In addition, investment in education help to improve the health of the citizenry since educated
people take their health conditions seriously. The result is a healthy workforce with positive impact on
productivity. Moreover, education facilities the active participation of recipients in the social and
political affairs of their communities and countries, thereby enhancing the stability of the polity and
strengthening its democratic foundations. Education also emancipates people from superstitions and
mundane practices, which widens their perceptions about events unfolding not only in their
environment, but also globally. Their education opens the corridor for them to appreciate the
challenges of everyday life and, more importantly, to understand how to accurately convert those
challenges into development opportunities. Finally, education is an influential conduct for equitable
income distribution. Income disparity is higher where a society is divided into a literate few and an
illiterate majority as is evident from the experiences of most African countries. However, as the rate
of illiteracy decreases, the number of people in paid employment normally increases with the
possibility of more equitable income distribution. (for details, see World Bank, 1998 and UNESCO,
2000).

Thus, education in general and tertiary education in particular constitute the engine room of
modernisation. A World Bank Report summarises this view in the form of economic and social
benefits of higher education as is shown in table 1.

Table 1
Economic and Social Benefits of Higher Education
Benefits Private Public
Higher Salaries, Employment Greater Productivity, National and Regional
Higher Savings, Improved Development, Reduced Reliance on Government
Economic  Working Conditions, Personal ~ Financial Support, Increased Consumption,
and Professional Mobility. Increased Potential for Transformation from Low-
skilled Industries to Knowledge-based Economy.
Improved Quality of Life for Nation Building and Development, Leadership,
Self and Children, Democratic Participation, Increased Consensus
Better Decision-Making, and Perception that the Society is Based on
Social Increased Educational Fairness and Opportunities for all Citizens,
Opportunities, Social Mability, Greater Social Cohesion and
Healtier Lifestyle and Higher Reduced Crime Rates, Improved Health,
Life Expectancy, Improved Basic and Secondary Education.
Improved Personal Status.
Source: World Bank (2002), Constructing Knowledge Societies: New Challenges for Tertiary

Education, Washington, The World Bank.

From the information contained in table 1, there is no doubt that the acquisition of higher
education changes the economic and social status of individuals. These individuals in turn positively
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transform their societies with their enhanced skills. This goes to show that education is critical for
human capital to engineer the process of productivity and growth and also to translate other
productive resources into instruments of steady development. However, for education to achieve its
task of capacity building, sound policies, which reflect a country’s macroeconomic policies must be in
place (World Bank, 2000 and Adesina, 2005).

Unfortunately, the Nigerian education system has been grappling with the problem of policy
inconsistency and incoherence with the result that gains in the educational sector are not being
consolidated with adverse consequences on efforts at accelerated development. For example, the post-
independence period and the oil boom era saw priority given to basic education and efforts geared
towards improving quality, increasing girl child enrolments, reducing regional disparities and
improving the capacity of institutions responsible for managing education (Ejiogu, 1991; Fafunwa,
1991; Abiodun, 2002 and Federal Ministry of Education, 2003a). Since the reforms occasioned by the
Structural Adjustment Programme introduced in Nigeria in 1986, the education policy has been donor
driven and thus has been lacking a Nigerian perspective (Abubakar, 2001). As such, education is
being evaluated from the point of view of accountability and measurement hinges on results obtained
based on funds expended. In effect, outcomes are matched with costs and efficiency gains and not
with their impacts on the development of the country (Tilak, 2004).

Apparently because education is evaluated with an eye to profitability, several key areas that
require attention have been neglected. For instance, the informal sector accounts for about 60 per cent
of the labour force, but generates only 7 per cent of the GDP in Nigeria (CBN/FOS/NISER, 2001).
The education policy has failed to recognise the support needed to boost the entrepreneurial spirit of
those engaged in that sector so that they can be strong wealth creators, instead of being weak job
seekers.

The education policy has equally not taken cognizance of the evolving structure of the
economy.

As industrialization proceeds, peasants leave subsistence agriculture, which in turn is displaced by
more income Yyielding endeavours. This structural transformation is accompanied by increases in
output and income per worker, which are achieved through efficiency improvements and higher
capital-labour ratios. Whether it involves technological advances at the factory floors or he
mechanization of farming, the fact remains that individuals must learn about sophisticated tools. This
is where the link between education and economic growth comes in.

As it were, the Nigerian education sector is not positioned to facilitate the growth of the
economy because it is not geared towards the training of sophisticated manpower capable of meeting
the challenges of the modern technologically vibrant world. Adamu (2003) has drawn attention to this
problem and reveals that unless human capital in Nigeria is attuned to the growth of the economy,
growth would not be generated from within and so would only encourage lackluster progress in terms
of development.

Because adequate attention is not paid by government to encourage primary education, the
pupils in turn do not display sufficient level of understanding of what they learn. This view is
supported by disappointing records of the performance of Nigeria’s children in a test of numeracy and
literacy as table Il testifies.
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Table 11
Percent Distribution of Nigerian Children Age 4 — 12 by Numeracy According to Background
Characteristics 2004

Background Did not correctly sum numbers/  Correctly Total Number of
Characteristics no answer given summed children
numbers

Age

45 81.2 18.8 100.0 2,028

6 -7 60.2 39.8 100.0 1.618

8-12 27.9 72.9 100.0 1,245

Education

No Schooling 93.6 6.4 100.0 1,781

Pre-primary 71.1 28.9 100.0 575

Primary 36.7 63.3 100.0 3,834

Secondary 31 96.9 100.0 190

Residence

Urban 375 62.5 100.00 2,094

Rural 63.0 37.0 100.00 4,291
Source: National Population Commission (Nigeria) and ORC Macro (2004), Nigeria DHS
EdData Survey 2004, Education Data for Decision-making, Calverton, National  Population

Commission and ORC Macro, p. 46.

As table 11 testifies, 27 per cent of children age 8 -12 could not correctly sum numbers nor
understand questions put to them and 63 per cent of children in the rural areas suffer the same fate.
The ratio of children who have no schooling, but could not correctly sum numbers is understandably
high at 96 per cent. It is, therefore, not surprising that a high 37 per cent of primary school children
could also not sum up numbers.

Apart from that, there has been neither vision nor people-centred planning in the education
sector, even though that the demand for its services has been on the increase. This is evidenced in the
haphazard manner in which primary and secondary schools, colleges of education, polytechnics and
universities have been set up in recent years. This has created obstacles to the efficient coordination of
the Nigerian education system. In fact, doubts have even been raised as to the existence of that system
in the sense of a system as a group of related parts working together as a whole to produce a desired
outcome. Even if we accept that such a system exists, we must hasten to add that it lacks a proper
financial, regulatory and quality assurance framework. And the role of the state in coordinating the
activities of the various institutions that make up the system to ensure that they work harmoniously so
as to achieve desired results is suspect.

The government insists that two specific goals in education stand out: ensuring that all
children complete Universal Basic Education (UBE) of adequate quality and managing the production
of graduates as to adequately meet the challenges of the country’s development (Federal Ministry of
Education, 2003b and Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2004). But the UBE has not really effectively
taken off as facilities are in short supply (Universal Basic Education, 2008). Indeed, the shortage of
facilities compels teachers to source for essential inputs like chalk from pupils. This places parents in
a dilemma either to patronize government sponsored primary institutions or pay their way through in
private schools. In most cases, they opt for the latter. Since the poor constitute over half of the entire
population, the expectation that they bear some of the costs of educating their children is absurd. One
does not need any hard thought to accurate predict that the poor would rather use the labour of their
children to increase family income than send them to schools where fees are charged.
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Admittedly, enrolment and access to education in the primary and secondary schools in
Nigeria have become fairly gender equitable as sensitization towards girl education has intensified in
recent years. However, the gender gap widens as students progress and the disparity in gender equity
in education between the rural and urban areas remains high. Moreover, in many states in the
Northern part of the country, girl child education is still a major challenge. But, given the strong and
compelling evidence on the benefits of girl education, which include the expansion of options and
choices for renewal over the woman’s lifetime, more effective functioning in the labour market,
greater family economic strategies and more flexible fertility decisions (World Bank, 2002; World
Bank, 2003 and UNICEF, 2003), it is of concern that there is no clear government intervention that
encourages the education of the girl child in Nigeria. Countries such as Kenya, Malawi, Uganda and
Pakistan that are also experiencing gender inequity in educational enrolments have enacted
legislations that seek to encourage girl child and women education through the abolition of school
fees and provision of stipends, vouchers and grants so that these categories of disadvantaged citizens
could progress in their educational pursuits with certain ease.

As for the graduates, their output presently is of doubtful quality. The poor learning
conditions in the Nigerian tertiary institutions and the huge and questionable admissions are mainly
responsible for this. As the control of academic activities has collapsed in many of these institutions,
large numbers of clandestine undergraduates take advantage of that situation to enlist as members of
secret societies and cult gangs on campuses with mandate to attack each other and even violently
disrupt academic activities when in dispute with rivals. They also engage in drug abuse and other
vices that are inconsistent with high academic performance. Invariable, therefore, there is a fall in the
quality of tertiary education in Nigeria (Federal Ministry of Education, 2003b).

Little wonder that the Nigerian education system has been described as stagnant, decaying
and corrupt (Alumanah, 2002; Federal Ministry of Education, 2003a).These assessments are no
exaggerations considering the dilapidation, the lost standards and sharp practices that pervade the
system. Indeed, the pillar that holds the edifice of prosperity in Nigeria is fast collapsing and the
government has not shown enough commitment to salvage it. Instead, its response to the numerous
crises plaguing the system has been combative and the proposals of certain stakeholders like the
Academic Staff Union of Universities on methodologies to overhaul the higher education system, for
instance, are at best treated with disdain.

Meanwhile, the overcrowding of students, ill-equipped laboratories, libraries straining under
moribund books and students graduating with degrees and diplomas that are not worthy of the
certificates (Ofeimun, 2004) are some of the import reasons why the educational sector is not doing
enough in the struggle to enhance productivity , create jobs, increase consumption and hence alleviate
poverty in Nigeria. But, lack of adequate education should not be a part of the burden of the citizens
of a country like Nigeria. We, therefore, believe that it behoves on the government to set in motion the
needed instruments, particularly finance that would turn the tide around in the Nigerian education
sector.

Concluding Remarks

The question that launched this study concerns the impact of education on development in
Nigeria. The opportunities and challenges have been identified and our arguments suggest the need
for changes in government’s policy towards education. This is because the Nigerian government has
accepted responsibility to achieve the MDG, a component part of which is the education of its
citizens. Its commitment, therefore, needs to be marched with actions so that the benefits of education
in terms of reduced poverty, healthier and more dignified lives for the citizens of the country and the
opportunity for women to have more economic security can be achieved.
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Education is an agent of change. As such, it influences the social, political and economic
fabric of a society, although it is turn influenced by them in a dialectical relationship. Educational
edeavours are thus the instruments for the construction of stable citizenship and national viability as
well as a training ground for economic and social development. Therefore, obstacles to enhanced
capacity building and other opportunities which education offers have far reaching implications for
societal cohesion, economic advancement and political transformation.

Education is the strength of a people because empowering them educationally is an
indispensable tool that enhances productivity and growth in an economy. Therefore, the Nigerian
government needs to provide the ingredient for the production of human capital that fits the priorities
of our time. This is the only condition by which the economy can quickly move from its present
slumber to a state where more people are employed, income generated, consumption increased and
standards of living enhanced. That accomplished, it would become easier to tackle poverty, which is
the most important challenge facing the country. The lesson, therefore, is that without adequate
investments in good quality education, development would continue to elude Nigeria and the country
and its citizens would remain the poorer consequentially.
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