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IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF URBAN ENVIRONMENT IN NIGERIA - APPRAISAL 

OF PAST ROLES OF GOVERNMENT 

Edmund E. Onyemechie 

Abstract 
Successive governments in Nigeria have made various attempts to 
improve the quality of the urban environment. Part of such attempt is the 
establishment of the Federal Environmental Protection Agency (FEPA) 
by the Federal Government. In spite of this, the quality of our urban 
environment is still faced with many problems. As urbanization, 
industrialization and transportation took giant strides, the human race 
paid a heavy penalty for the excesses of industrial society and 
uncontrolled science and technology. As the urban environment keeps 
expanding in area, population and activities, the challenge of keeping 
the quality of urban environment becomes more and more of 
importance. This paper identifies and discusses the problems of 
urbanization and of cities as they exist in developing countries. It also 
discusses the notion and scope of urban government in relation to the 
sanitation environment in particular. It examines the effort made by 
successive government in Nigeria in the area of environmental 
sanitation with a view to accepting the adequacy or otherwise of the 
mode of funding the maintenance of urban cleanliness and sanitation 
exercise. Recommendations are made as to how the quality of the urban 
environment can be improved upon by effective governance of the 
urban areas. 

Introduction 

Since the emergence of man as an organized and intelligent being on the earth planet, human 

settlement begin to grow in size with the need to establish an organic relationship between his built 

environment and nation. As urbanization, industrialization and transportation took giant strides, the human 

race paid a heavy penalty for the excesses of industrial society and of uncontrolled science and technology. 

As the urban environment keeps expanding, the challenge of keeping its quality becomes equally more and 

more of importance. The problems that accompany the growth of cities in developing countries especially, 

which lead to low quality of urban environment range from poor sanitation, health hazards, refuse disposal 

problems, inadequate housing facilities, poverty to low living standard, pollution to mention a few. 

These urbanization problems that follow the growth of cities in terms of areas, population and 

variety of activities necessitated the need to seek for a way by which urban areas can be effectively 

governed. As far as back as the 19th century, the city has been seen as a public health hazard. For example, 

Gordon (1974) asserted that by mid-20lh century, the shape of urban problems changed from time to time. 

The governance of urban areas thus, became a focus for study and action. 

Urban governance, which is the manner of controlling an urban area, has powers to decide on 

problems of housing, social affair, environment and transportation. How to create an adequate system of 

administration of cities has been the preoccupation of urban governance. The governance of urban areas 

has been experienced as a problem especially in the 21s' century. The urban problems identified and 

discussed in this paper do not represent the full range of those that trouble our cities. The modem urban 

problems of traffic congestion, poor sanitation and poverty have all coupled together to threaten and 

reduce the urban environment to non-fit for human habitation. It is little wonder then that the urban 

environment and its governance have become public issues of great importance on a global scale in 

developed as well as developing countries like Nigeria. 

This paper attempts to identify the urbanization problems and the nature of urban governance in 

relation to the quality of urban sanitation in Nigeria. It examines the effort made by successive government 

in Nigeria from the pre-independence period with a view to accessing the adequacy or otherwise of the mode 

of funding the maintenance of the quality of urban environment sanitation. Based on findings, some 

recommendations are made as to how the quality of the urban environment can be improved upon by the 

effective governance. 
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Urban Governance and the Environment: Some Conceptual Views 

The varieties of urban problems that emanate from the governing of urban areas take different 

shapes over time. Underlying these perceived problems are the institutions of urban governance and their 

policy-making processes (Cockburn, 1974). The issues that are involved in the governance of urban areas 

include mainly co-ordination, intelligence and democracy. 

The issue of intelligence in urban governance deals with how to get knowledge and. information 

into decision-making. It includes the conscious and through use of empirical data and current theory in 

understanding cities and communities. In urban governance and decision-making, the electoral 

representational arrangement is called democracy. The term democracy thus, refers to a process that is yet to 

be created which would satisfy the ideals of equality of access to decision, the patient creation of consensus, 

immediate and responsive representations. 

Co-ordination, in the governance of urban areas, refers to the relatedness that exist, among other, 

between the instruments of urban management such as powers and, responsibilities created by legislation, 

policy and action. The problem of co-ordination can be best understood by understanding the scope of 

various urban authorities and the way they exist. There are different institutions that make up the urban 

governance with several bodies to serve the same public who are having different client and objectives. 

Like in the advanced countries of the world, the governance of any city comprises many different 

types of body each differing in job, mode of finance and control. At the centre of the system is the local 

government, which has various divisions of work. Thus, the local government forms an integral part of the 

whole urban governance. For example, while the central government is also active in city governance in 

Britain, it is addition influences different local authorities and part of the urban provision through various 

regional development policies. 

Most cities in Latin America, clearly, reflect the deplorable effect of rapid urbanization- intolerable 

housing, pollution, filth, lack of social services and urban infrastructure. The peripheral urban areas show all 

the ills of a marginal population that is unable to achieve a reasonable standard of urban life. These ills have 

resulted in chaotic human and physical environment in the cities. Urban and regional development planning 

as comprehensive fields with their technical and governance identities still lack recognition in national 

institutional frameworks. 

This situation arises partly because of the attitudes and general approach of government in 

developing nations to the. governance of urban areas as urbanization takes place. Most nations tend to view 

urbanization as a natural by-product of change and development rather than one of the components that 

ought to be manipulated as a means for achieving development goals. 

In Africa, the financial problem of rapid urbanization is compounded by lack of qualified and 

experienced staff in change of maintenance of environmental quality in cities. This is due in part of inability 

of municipal or metropolitan authorities in change of urban areas to pay commensurably the staff compared 

with the situation in other areas of government. 

Environment, which is the total physical surrounding of man in space, has always been a vital 

factor in the survival of life. The urban problems in discussion are not confined to the inner city environment 

but that of the whole environment of the urban community. The component of the urban environment such 

crowding, quality of drinking water, the conditions of sewage line and their performance in different seasons, 

the disposal of waste, the urban facilities - their efficiencies, capacity and cost have greatly influenced the 

susceptibility of the inhabitants of the city to communicable diseases (Adesina, 1990). The problems that are 

associated with the image of the urban environment in developing countries are enormous, hence, the need 

for effective urban governance in developing Anglophone countries like Nigeria. 

Urban Governance in Nigeria - A Brief Analytical Perspective 

One of the manifesting environmental deterioration in Nigeria as a developing Anglophone 

country is the poor quality of the urban areas. The process of rapid urbanization has resulted into pressure on 

other lands as well as urban utilities and services. The rate of the urbanization has been so high that urban 

management functions in form of provision and operations of these utilities and services necessarily lagged 

behind (Egunjobi, 1990). This in turn has led to deteriorating environmental quality of the urban centers. 

Prominent among other problems is that of solid wastes,
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poor damage, low living standard, over crowding, poor and inadequate housing facilities, to mention but a 

few. These problems make examination of the governance of urban area in Nigeria, necessary. 

In Nigeria, the system of government is a federation whereby there are the lederal, state and local 

governments. The field of government is divided between the federal government on one hand and the 

component of the state and the other (Obateru, 1986). The Federal and State Governments are co-ordinates 

in which case they are independent of each other in the discharge of their functions to the people. The 

functions of the Federal Government are exclusive while those of the State and residual meaning that the 

functions that are not assigned to the Federal Government are left for the state government. Though in some 

areas, they are concurrent. 

The local governments are creations of the state governments and as such, their powers are 

delegated to them by the state government. The statutory functions of the local governments according to 

the 1976 Constitution of Nigeria, include the following: 

a) Basic Environment Sanitation and other aspects of the People’s Health. 

b) Maternity Centres, Dispensaries, Leprosy Clinics and Health Centres. 

c) Roads and Drainages excluding Federal and State Roads. 

d) Rural Water supply and extension of Urban Water supply. 

e) Community Development. 

f) Agriculture and Veterinary Extension Services. 

g) Construction, Maintenance and Equipment of Primary Schools. 

h) Town Planning. 

i) Market, Motor Parks, Parks and Gardens. 

j) Afforestation. 

k) Assisting Federal and State Government and parastatals to facilitate their efficient functioning in. the 

local government area. 

Within this structural framework of government, it is the responsibility of the local government to 

maintain the basic environmental quality and other aspects of preventive health services in their areas of 

jurisdiction. 

This means that, the governance of the urban areas and the maintenance of urban environmental 

quality is left to a department of each of the local government set up. In spite of this set up to maintain the 

quality of the environment of urban areas in each local government in the country, the quality of the urban 

environment is still faced with problems in many cities. Situations in the residential environment of most 

parts of Lagos, Enugu, Owerri and Aba are just few cases in point. The problems of urban poor have been 

associated in Mabogunje (1980), with the difficulties experienced by urban management in developing 

countries. These difficulties include: 

1. Multiplicity of agencies dealing with urban problems; 

2. Weak planning and management; 

3. Scarcity of municipal finance; and 

4. Inadequate policies on pricing and taxes. 

One of the striking aspects of urban management problems in most of the Anglophone developing 

countries has been identified to be the genetal lack ol experience in organization, institution building and 

implementation of metropolitan-wide programme. This has led to the multiplicity of agencies dealing with 

problems of the areas without proper co-ordination. A situation whereby the urban areas could have been a 

simple entity results into a fragmentation and administrative subdivision. The result of these are frequent 

cases of overlapping responsibilities, budgetary conflict and bureaucratic competition all of which tend to 

hinder public service delivery, control of land use and planning for future growth. The poor environmental 

quality of urban areas in most developing Anglophone countries is due partly to this problem. 

Trends of Past Roles of Government - Focus on Urban Sanitations 

This paper cities just one aspect on which the low quality of urban environment has made an 

impact. The aspect examined is the urban environmental sanitation. 

One thing of note in this development is that, the growth of our urban areas has not been marched 

with improved quality of environmental management. The resulting primary environmental
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problems are poverty in the indigenous areas, unsafe drinking water, poor sanitation, health hazards, 

non-existing proper drainage, refuse disposal and inadequate facilities in the housing environments. In 

places like Aba and Lagos for example, poor physical layout, traffic chaos, inadequate supply of 

infrastructures like water, health facilities and refuse collection spots, prevail. 

A cursory look into the effort of various levels of government both at Federal and State, in the past 

at the response to the environmental sanitation problems and needs of people in the country is imperative. 

This provides an opportunity to assess to what extent the maintenance of the urban environment has been 

taken care of. In line with this, the summary of the trends of government efforts in environmental 

sanitation is hereby made. There has not been a significant action by government in environmental 

sanitation. 

At the state level, each year, a huge sum of money would be budgeted for urban sanitation 

programme but only half of the budget will be spent. A striking instance is in the Nigerian Third Plan 

Period (1975) - (1980), when a total sum of N301.6 million, was allocated by the various state 

governments of Nigeria for sewage, drainage and refuse disposal and when the total housing allocation in 

the same period was over N2.5 billion. The total amount for maintaining the sanitation of the urban 

environment at this period was grossly inadequate compared with rapid development of the urban areas 

envisaged for the period. In the same manner, the various States and Local Governments in the country 

earmarked altogether N629.3 million for sewage and refuse disposal in the Fourth Plan Period (1981 - 

1985). But the squalid nature of our urban environments irrespective of these financial involvements is 

nothing to write home about (Bello-Iman, 1986). Little wonder then that Plan Period observed that the 

prevailing poor state of our disposal facilities and services tended to perpetuate the unsatisfactory 

condition of our urban environment. It further raised the extent of health hazard that plagued the human 

settlements more especially our cities. 

Discussions 

The administrative framework for the maintenance of the quality of urban environment in the 

country to date suggests some outstanding limitations. First, is the apathy of the various state governments 

and most Nigerians to the issue? For instance, of the N301.6m estimated for sewage, drainage and refuse 

disposal in the Third Plan Period (1975 - 1980), only about 14.5 percent of the total allocation was actually 

spent (Bello-lman, 1986). Majority of the states were discovered to spend below 10% of their total 

allocation for this service in the Plan Period as revealed by the report of the- Fourth Plan Period (1981 - 

1985), shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Sewage, Drainage and Refuse Disposal: The Third ND (1975-1980) Planning and Actual 

Exp. By Government  _________________  ________  ____________  _____  ________  ________  

Govt. Allocation 

Nm 

1975-76 

Nm 

1976-77 

Nm 

1977-78 

Nm 

1978-97 

Nm 

1979-80 

Nm 

Total 

Expd. 

% If 

Estimates 
Anambra 14,165 

- - - - - - - 

Bauchi 1,500 - 0.05 0.087 0.362 0.42 0.919 82.4 

Bendel 58,000 0.05 3.916 5.471 5.18 
- 

14.617 39 

Benue 8,350 
- 

0.031 0.246 
- - 

0.277 2.0 

Borno 8,000 
- 

0.063 0.029 0.08 
- 

0.172 2.0 

Cross 

River 

7,100 0.031 0.25 0.187 0.15  
0.668 21.4 

Gongola 2,059 
- - 

0.192 
- - 

0.192 9.0 

Imo 5,320 
- - 

0.23 0.91 
- 

0.42 4.0 

Kaduna 13,150 0.15 0.311 0.355 0.524 - 1.34 8.0 

Kano 9,890 0.312 0.767 0.54 0.687 - 2.308 12.7 

Kwara 4,181 
- 

0.075 0.327 
- - 

2.305 23.9 

Lagos 70,000 - 1.054 4.091 3.099 - 8.244 29.4 

Niger 0 
- 

0.044 0.236 0.2 0.075 0.375 95.0 

Ogun 3 
- - 

0.42 
- - 

0.42 5.6 

Ondo 4 0.187 0.046 0.158 0.015 0.47 0.878 20.1 

Oyo 43 
- 

0.503 3.459 0.938 
- 

4.89 23.3 
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From the information revealed in the Table 1 and the argument of the earlier discussions, it can 

conveniently, be deduced that the maintenance of the quality of our urban environment has not been 

improved upon. This is in spite of the monthly urban environmental cleaning exercise set up by the Federal 

Government since the Buhari/ldiagbon regime of 1984 that is still in place, at least in some states of the 

federation. 

Recommendations 

In order to improve on the quality of our urban environment, the need for a sound administrative 

framework for refuse collection and disposal can not be over emphasized. This is because the problems of 

poor state of our urban environment rests chiefly on sanitation. Therefore, in order to help the situation 

some suggestions are pertinent. 

1. There should be public participation in environmental protection and full awareness of the causes and 

consequences of environmental neglect. 

2. There need be public awareness of the potential opportunities for improvement. 

3. There is the need for strong non-governmental organization (NGO) movement behind a virile 

environmental programme. 

4. The Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) should be involved in the running of the affairs of the 

Local Government in Nigeria. 

5. There is the need for a separate department for environmental sanitation at least at the Local Government 

Level. 

6. There is need to provide modern and adequate amenities in both the rural and the urban areas and well 

maintained to avoid congestion. 

7. Physical development projects in the country must be made to provide maximum social, economic and 

political benefits. 

Conclusion 

Nigeria’s environmental problems are many and are increasing in dimension and complexity. 

Despite the generous financial outlay by successive government on meeting the environmental sanitation 

needs for the country, the quality of the urban environment has not generally been improved upon 

significantly. This is why this paper has focused on improving the quality of urban sanitation. 

To do this, active participation is needed in the selection of environmental priorities and in the 

mobilizing of resources to invest in a sustainable environment. Implementation of goals requires an active 

partnership with the private and NGO sectors. The task ahead is to identify and share the skills, techniques 

and resources that can make implementation possible. 

References 

Adesina, H. O. (1986). Urban environment and epidemic disease. In Adeniyi, E. O. and Bello-Iman, I. . B. 

(Eds.), Development and the environment. Ibadan: NISER. 

Agbola, T. (1990). Affordability and cost-recovery in shelter projects: The case of Nigeria. Third World 

Planning Review, 12(1), 44-51. 

Bello-Iman, I. B. (1986). Administrative framework for environmental management in Nigeria with 

emphasis on refuse collection and disposal. In Adeniyi, E. O. and Bello-Iman, I. B. (Eds.), 

Development and the environment. Ibadan: NISER. 

Plateau 12 0.128 0.249 0.663 0.392 - 1.421 3.7 

Rivers 26,500 - 0.182 0.431 0.619 1.225 2.457 12.7 

Sokoto 

Total 

10 " 0.059 0.36 0.18 1.19 1.789 6.0 

Total of 

States 
301.562 0.908 7.599 17.472 12.426 3.382 43.693  

Federal 

Govt. 

- - 
- 

 - 
- - 

 

Total 301.562 0.908 7.599 17.426 12.426 3.382 43.693  
Source: Adeniyi and Bello-Iman ( 986). 



 

Bara, B. O. (1996). Physical development and the environment. In Adeniyi, E. O. and Bellow-Iman, I. B. 

(Eds.), Development and the environment. Ibadan: NISER. 

Cherry, G. E. (2004). Urban planning problems. London: Leonard Hills. 

Domcilj, S. (2005). Latin America: Growth and development. London: The Planner. Vol. 89, 26-31. 

Egunjobi, L. (1990). Issues in environmental management for sustainable development in Nigeria. Ibadan: 

CURP, U.I. 

Forster, J. D. (2005). The role of the city in environmental management. Working Paper, USAID. 

Mabogunje, A. D. (1992). The development process: A spatial perspective. Hutchinson: Hutchinson 
University Library. 

Obatara, O. I. (1986). The structure of physical planning administration. Ibadan: The Polytechnic Press. 

Onibokun, P. (Ed.). (1985). Housing in Nigeria. (A Book of Readings). Ibadan: NISER. 

Oyeowo, O. A. (1992). Housing conditions and prevalence of enteric diseases: A case of Ibadan. 

(Unpublished MURP Thesis). Ibadan: CURP, U. 1. 

Vagale, L. R. (2003). Environmental pollution in urban areas and ecological management: An ecological 

approach. London: Oxford University Press. 


