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Abstract

Nigeria is a country endowed with abundant human and natural resources, good arable land
for agriculture, yet it is characterized with high level of unemployment, poverty and numerous
social vices. Presently, only about 40% of the arable land is under cultivation. There are over
100 tertiary institutions in Nigeria, producing over 200,000 graduates in different professions.
A good number of them are unemployable because of inadequate skills and competencies in
core areas/ vocations. This paper therefore examines the state of poverty in Nigeria, its effect
and past intervention programmes targeted at eradicating poverty. Also, the contributions
made by agriculture to national development were discussed together with their its attendant
problems; prospects for attracting investors to agriculture are highlighted and the way
forward is suggested. The paper is concluded by presenting youth empowerment through
agriculture as a way of eradicating poverty and generating employment opportunities thereby
enhancing national development.
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Nigeria the “Giant of Africa” has been a country mdradoxes. It is a country abundantly
blessed with natural and human resources. Nigasah estimated population of about 140 million.

It is the largest country in Africa and inhabitioge sixth of the black population in the
world. It has the 8largest deposit of natural gas in the world (So|u2D06). There are also abundant
solid mineral deposits that remain largely untapgéuere is no doubt that all the available resairce
for agricultural production have not been adeqyatelrnessed. According to Food and Agricultural
Organization (FAO, 2008), Nigeria has 79 milliorcteges of fertileland but only 32 million hectares
(46%) of these are cultivated. It is worthwhilertote that more than 90% of agricultural output is
accounted for by households with less than twoanestunder cropping. Currently, barely 40% of its
arable land is under cultivation (Soludo, 2006)islsaddening to note that with all the vast fertil
arable land of Nigeria, it is still characterizedthwhigh level of unemployment and poverty
culminating into so many social vices like armeblrery, kidnapping, violent crime e.t.c.Ochonma
(2011) reported that about 2.8 million fresh gradsanter the labour market yearly but only 10% of
these are gainfully employed.

State of Poverty in Nigeria

Generally Nigeria emerged from colonial state aear country. Her situation was weakened
by poverty, disease and ignorance. The Nigerian@oy until recently has been characterized by the
paradox of growth without poverty reduction and tickle down effect of growth on the poor, slow
response of government to the endemic and persipteilem of poverty and poor governance
(Emma, 2009). Poverty statistic showed escalatowggy situation in Nigeria between the period of
1980 and 2007. Nigerians in terms of physical qualf life index (PPLI) scored 38% in 1991. The
Human Development Index (HDI) was 0.391 in 1998kiag the country as 142 out of the 174
countries surveyed in the year 2000.

The HDI score for Nigeria was 0.439 which rankedgé¥ian the 15%position among 174
countries surveyed in 2002, the HDI score was OvBi&h categorized Nigeria in the low human
development countries 1%Iranking among 177 countries. The United Nationsemély placed
Nigeria the 18 poorest nation in the world with about 70% of gropulation living on one dollar per
day. FOS (2001) estimated the incidence of poveftynost states in Nigeria in 1996 to be 51%
meaning that 51% of their population is povertjc&en.
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Effect of Poverty

Of a truth, the alarming and seemingly uncontrééldibgh rate of crime and shady deals inthe
country has been linked to the poverty situationp@rting the above claim, Oludotun (2001)
revealed that the increasing rate of crime suclriemed robbery, advance fee fraud (419), corruption,
prostitution, nepotism, drug trafficking, cultismdiother social vices are intricably the productién
persistent poverty in the country. The situatidie@t national development negatively.

Poverty Eradication I nterventions

Previous governments in Nigeria made several framefforts to either eradicate and/or
alleviate the poverty situation in the country. Thewon regime initiated the Udoji's commission to
solve the problem of poor wages of Civil servant®ider to improve their standard of living. The
Murtala/Obasanjo regime initiated the Operationd-#n Nation (OFN) while the Shagari’s regime
re-packaged OFN which metamorphosed into the GiRewolution. The Babangida’'s regime
undertook many programmes with a view to tacklihg problem of poverty; those programmes
included the Directorate of Food, Roads and Rurathstructure (DFRRI), National Directorate of
Employment (NDE), Better Life Programme, the Pe@pkank and also the Oil Mineral Producing
Areas Development Commission (OMPADEC).

The second coming of Obasanijo this time as a aiviRresident initiated programme targeted
at eradicating poverty. These programme includec gy alleviation programme (PAP), followed by
National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP).eDisconomic reform programmes introduced
included the Mandatory Attachment Programme(MARpacity Attachment Programme (CAP)and
the National Economic Empowerment and Developmérdt&jies (NEEDS). All these efforts by
various regimes did not yield much result as theeply situation tends to get worse. Failures of¢he
programmes could be attributed to lack of politieall by leaders, instability of government,
embezzlement of funds by those entrusted withéspansibility among others.

Empower ment of Youth through Agriculture

Empowerment can be defined as a process of enlgatiarcapacity of individual or group to
make choices and to transform those choices insoretk actions and outcome. Empowerment can
also be referred to as a process by which peophecgatrol over the factors and decisions that shap
their lives. It is the process by which they inaeaheir assets and attributes and build capadities
gain access, partners, network and/or voice, ierai@gain control (Agwu, 2015)

World Bank (2011) defined empowerment as the pmagsenhancing the capacity of
individuals or group to make choices and transfdrose choices into desired actions and outcomes.
This definition, sees empowerment in the light ofrfan capacity building for the purpose of making
the individual or group self reliant. The oxfordsarners dictionary sees empower as “to give
somebody the power or authority to do somethingpagive somebody more control over their own
life or the situation they are in, from these digéims, one can say that empowerment is a prodess o
building an individual in the aspect of skill, ecmnic, financial, social, moral and psychological
development with the aim of making the individuelf seliantand useful to him or herself and the
society at large.

Agriculture and National Development

Agricultural development is considered to hold K&y to economic development for most
sub-Saharan countries including Nigeria. From hisab records, agriculture remained the highest
contributor to the GDP with an average of 40.1%ween 1981-2011 (Oni, 2013). In Nigeria,
agriculture is pivotal to economic development amore of the effort to revive the economy, and
reduce significantly the level of poverty shouldd®oted to revamping meaningfully the agricultural
sector. In the past or during the pre-independenagthe Nigerian government was able to execute
investment projects through earnings from agrigaltyproducts exports. In the 1940s and 1950s,
Nigeria agricultural export commodities contributader 75% of the total annual merchandise exports
(Ekpo and Egwaikhide, 1994; Oyejide, 1998). Durthgs period, agricultural product dominated
Nigeria’s non oil export trade accounting for ngat0% of the value of non oil exports. Agricultural
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export commodities such as cocoa, rubber, cotibpatm, palm kernel, groundnut and coffee played
dominant role in economic development by producihg needed foreign exchange for capital
development projects.

Apart from being the major foreign exchange eamoethe Nigeria Economy in 1940s to
1960s, agriculture provided foodfor human consuampéind raw materials for industrial needs. It also
provided employment for the teeming population ebgrcontributing to national development.

Timmer (1994) noted from his study that there exsa direct link between agricultural
development, food availability, caloric intake Ihetpoor and reduction in poverty.According to him,
the essential first step in breaking the cycle @fepty is to increase agricultural productivity. line
with the importance of agriculture, Ogunfiditimi946) stressed that up till the late 1950, agricaltu
contributed over 60% of total GDP. He also arguet even though its percentage contribution has
fallen drastically in recent years due to oil bo@md the growth of the industrial sector, the
agricultural sector still provide employment foreov70% of Nigerians through farming and agro-
allied industries within the country. The fact et the devastating level of poverty in the country
may be attributed to low status of agriculture.@inge Minister of Labour and Productivity in the
Obasanjo regime, Dr. Hassan Lawal has said thaaghnieultural sector of the economy has been
recognized as the only sector that has the capacéipsorb about 3.5 million people looking forgob
every year. It is in realization of these enormpatentials that the new agriculture policy was iput
place.

The new agricultural policy is aimed at achievihg following broad objectives

. Attainment of food security in basic food commaghti

. Increase in production of agricultural raw matexitd meet the growth of an expanding
industrial exportable commodity to increase thenefgn exchange capacity and further diversify the
country’s export base and sources of foreign exgban

. Modernization of agricultural production processirsgorage and distribution through the
infusion of improved technologies and managemerthabagriculture can be more responsive to the
demands of other sectors of the Nigerian economy.

. Creation of more agricultural and rural employmepportunities to increase the income of
farmers and rural dwellers and to absorb produlgtiae increasing labour force in the nation.

. Protection and improvement of agricultural land oteses and preservation of the
environment for sustainable agricultural production

. The release of Nigeria’s National Economic Empowertnand Development Strategy
(NEEDS) provides an ideal platform for the intefoa&l community to support Nigeria’'s efforts to
revitalize agriculture as an engine for reducinggsty and employment creation.

Despite the laudable objectives of the new aguicaltpolicy, the following factors are militating
against its development:

Marketing problems

Lack of storage and processing

Infrastructural inadequacies

Unstable Input and Output prices

Technical constraint

Inadequacies in past policies and programmes

ok wNE

Prospects of Attracting Investmentsin Agriculture

Investors are always willing to put their moneyaittractive enterprises. In Nigeria, the new
policy on agriculture has indeed identified seveeaa of investment viz agricultural production
(crops, livestock, fisheries and agro forestry) visimn of enterprises specific infrastructure,
agricultural produce, storage, processing and ntagkeagricultural input supply and distribution,
support for agricultural research, provision foriagitural implement hiring service will attract ma
investors hence create employment thereby redugogerty and contributing to national
development.
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Conclusion

Many successive governments in Nigeria have madecerted efforts in trying to
eradicate/reduce poverty via many intervention paognes like NDE, NAPEP, e.t.c. but with little
success. The vast fertile arable land of Nigergra@ been fully cultivated. In short about 54%ef
total arable land is yet to be cultivated. The upleyed teaming youths can be empowered through
agriculture there by helping to eradicate povenyl gyenerate employment opportunities hence
contributing to national development.

Recommendations

1. The government should invest heavily in rural isfracture development that will promote
private investment in all areas of agriculture &awdlitate linkage of agriculture to industry.

2. Government should sustain drive to achieve a staidero economic environment which
manifest largely in price stability.

3. Increased support for Agricultural Research aneisibn.

4. Employment and income generation should be enhatihcedgh promotion of diversification
of rural economy. Government should support capdmiilding among farmers and facilitate
linkage with large processors and manufacturersgusigricultural commodities so asto
develop long term contractual arrangement amonm.the

5. Government should promote value added creatioreemmloyment creation

6. Increased funding of the agricultural sector stodmprove efficiency of institutional agencies
for agricultural development.
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