
  43  

A gas flare, a by-product of oil drilling, burns outside the village of Akaraolu. Nigeria produces 2 million barrels 
of oil a day, but many Nigerians believe that oil has hurt the country more than it has helped.
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The U.S. and Nigeria:
thinking beyond oil

by Salih Booker and William Minter

After years 
of internal 
conflict and 
military 
rule, oil-rich 
Nigeria is 
once again 
one of 
Africa’s most 
influential 
nations. Yet it 
still confronts 
staggering 
poverty and 
corruption. 
If the U.S. 
wants to help, 
Washington 
must look 
beyond 
Nigeria’s oil 
and consider 
its people 
and their 
environment.
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Nigeria, Africa’s most populous nation, 
is also the most important state in U.S.-
Africa relations today. Nigeria is Amer-

ica’s major trading partner in Africa. It plays 
the largest role of any country in peacekeeping 
efforts on the continent. Nigeria’s attempt to 
build democracy from the ashes of authoritarian 
rule will arguably have even more consequential 
effects for the continent than South Africa’s vic-
tory over apartheid in 1994. Although it is oil 
that attracts Washington’s attention the most, the 
ramifications of Nigeria’s success or failure will 
extend far beyond the energy sector.

In past centuries, Nigeria’s territory was 
home to a series of powerful and technically 
advanced societies, renowned for their artistic, 
commercial and political achievements. It was 
also a pioneer in the movement for African in-
dependence. But since independence its growth 
has been stunted by internal conflict and military 
misrule.

Yet today, Nigeria is again one of Africa’s 

most influential countries. Its unique human 
resources and vast oil reserves create the capac-
ity for enormous prosperity and regional lead-
ership. In 2002, Nigeria was the fifth-largest 
supplier of oil to the U.S., ranking behind only 
Canada, Saudi Arabia, Mexico and Venezuela. 
Along with Royal Dutch Shell, a British-Dutch 
firm, U.S. oil supermajors ChevronTexaco and 
Exxon Mobil Corp. dominate oil production in 
the oil-rich Niger Delta. Since emerging from 
military dictatorship in 1999, its nascent demo-
cratic institutions have survived huge challenges 
but have performed disappointingly in the eyes 
of tens of millions of Nigerians. Their capacity 
to deliver the peace and prosperity Nigerians 
want is still unproved. The fate of Nigeria has 
profound implications for the entire continent: 
both the potential and the obstacles are on the 
giant scale of the country itself. 

Presently, the Bush Administration is inclined 
to give even greater attention to the strategic sig-
nificance of West African oil than did previous 
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Administrations. Yet a long-term view of 
U.S.-Nigerian relations must confront 
fundamental issues of democracy, con-
fl ict resolution, resource use, the envi-
ronment and poverty. Nigeria’s interests 
are in harnessing the country’s wealth 
to achieve development while building a 
stable democratic political system. U.S. 
long-term interests are the same. Com-
peting U.S. domestic constituencies 
with interests in Nigeria include the big 
oil companies, banks and investment 
houses, and the multiple  Africa- interest 
groupings among African-Americans, 
religious groups, organized labor, en-
vironmentalists, global justice advo-
cates and human-rights organizations. 
In addition, the rapidly growing Ni-
gerian-American community is a well-
educated and well-positioned segment 
of the American immigrant community. 
Meanwhile, the accelerating process of 
globalization is driving ever-closer and 
more-intricate interaction between the 
two countries on matters of trade, immi-
gration, and shared regional and global 
concerns. Realizing the positive poten-
tial of those ties requires going beyond 

“business-as-usual” thinking.
Nigeria, whose almost 130 million 

people make up nearly one sixth of 

the establishment of peaceful Muslim-
Christian and ethnoregional relations 
and balancing national and local gov-
ernment accountability are all cases in 
point.

In Nigeria, as around the world, oil 
has been a source of great wealth. But 
dependence on oil has also fostered 
confl ict, environmental damage, gross 
economic injustice, corruption and 
shortsighted economic policies.

The key test for U.S. policy toward 
Nigeria is whether public pressure can 
force policymakers to think beyond a 
narrow focus on oil. If so, then there is 
great potential for sustainable benefi ts 
for both countries. If not, then narrow 
elites may gain short-term profi t, but 
the long-term prospects for most Nige-
rians will be bleak, and enduring U.S. 
interests will suffer as well. 

One fundamental prerequisite for 
dealing with particular issues is that 
Americans become more aware of the 
richness and complexity of Nigeria’s 
history, Nigeria’s people, and the cur-
rent initiatives Nigerians are taking to 
solve their own problems. Outside for-
mulas for solving these problems will 
inevitably fail. But U.S. actions can do 
much to hinder or help.

Nigeria produces more oil than any 
other African country, its more 

than 2 million barrels a day ranking 
well ahead of second-place Libya. It 
produces more oil than Kuwait and 
almost as much as Iraq. A little less 
than half goes to the U.S. Moreover, 
the relative importance of Nigeria and 
other nearby countries is projected to 
grow. Proximity to the U.S., lower 
transportation costs and the high grade 
of West African oil, combined with 
assumptions about secure access to 
offshore oil and political pressures to 
reduce U.S. dependence on Middle 
Eastern oil, are all contributing to 
Washington’s rising interest. The Bush 

Oil, environment, and 
resource use

Administration has declared these re-
sources of “strategic interest,” and has 
reportedly joined major oil companies 
in pressuring Nigeria to withdraw from 
the Organization of Petroleum Export-
ing Countries (OPEC), the world cartel 
of major oil-producing countries. 

In the last two decades, oil has 
supplied more than 90% of Nigeria’s 
export earnings and more than 80% of 
federal government revenues. Major in-
ternational oil companies, operating in 
joint-venture agreements with Nigeria’s 
national oil company, produce 99% of 
the crude oil. Royal Dutch Shell ac-
counts for a little less than half, Exxon 
Mobil about one fourth, and Chevron 

Texaco about one fi fth of the total.
Yet many Nigerians, and particularly 

those who live where the oil is pro-
duced, would say that oil has been more 
of a curse than a blessing to the country. 
The oil is concentrated in onshore and 
offshore deposits in the Niger Delta in 
the far south, an area that Nigerians 
call “south-south” Nigeria, one of the 
world’s largest wetlands and mangrove 
forests. The Niger Delta is home to 
groups who traditionally have lived by 
fi shing and agriculture adapted to the 
swampy environment. The Ijaw (the 
fourth-largest ethnic group), the Ogoni 
and other local groups, all minorities in 
the national context, have lacked the 
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Africa’s population, refl ects virtually 
all the major problems confronting the 
continent. Its success or failure will res-
onate far beyond its immediate neigh-
bors in West Africa. The HIV/AIDS 
pandemic, the crippling debt burden, 
protection of the environment against 
corporate greed, the need to break out 
of dependence on raw-material exports, 
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political power either to protect their 
own environment or to ensure that oil 
income fl ows to the communities in the 
oil-producing area.

In the 1990s and still today, commu-
nity groups in the Niger Delta have tak-
en the lead in protesting against damage 
to their environment. They have come 
into confl ict both with oil companies 
and with military forces sent by the 
federal government to repress unrest. 
This confl ict became murderous and 
state repression in the region increased 
under the military dictatorship of Sani 
Abacha, when his regime executed 
writer and environmental activist Ken 
Saro-Wiwa and eight colleagues. 

Despite the return to democracy, 
however, confl ict continues in the Niger 
Delta. In November 1999, soldiers mas-
sacred scores of people in the village 
of Odi; no one has yet been held ac-
countable for these killings. Groups of 
youths, and most recently large groups 
of women, have occupied and shut 
down oil-production areas. They have 
also taken hostage oil-platform work-
ers from Nigeria and Western countries. 
While some incidents have been re-
solved without violence, and oil com-
panies have promised greater benefi ts 
to residents, neither the oil companies 
nor the government have addressed the 
fundamental issues. U.S. oil fi rms have 
called in Nigerian armed forces to attack 
protesters and have allowed the military 
to use their facilities and transportation 
in repressive measures that have often 
resulted in civilian deaths. 

Oil companies have pledged greater 
care in protecting the environment. But 
they have neither assumed responsibil-
ity for cleaning up past damage nor 
accepted independent monitoring of 
current operations. The Niger Delta re-
gion, rich in biodiversity, is not only an 
important ecosystem but also a densely 
populated area with as much as 10% of 
the country’s population. As a result of 
four decades of oil production, it is also 
an area of vast environmental destruc-
tion, threatening the survival and health 
of its peoples, as well as the land, the 
creeks and local economies.

Oil has enriched a military elite 
while leaving devastation behind. In 

the words of Nnimmo Bassey, director 
of Environmental Rights Action (ERA), 

“provocative unemployment is rife here 
in the face of fabulous wealth.” When 
hundreds of Niger Delta women with 
their children took over Chevron oil 
platforms in 2002, they drew fresh at-
tention to the despair of its people at the 
degradation of their land. Though the 
women targeted close-by oil company 
facilities, their protests were equally 
directed at federal, state and local gov-
ernments. 

In the political arena, the division of 
oil revenue between the federal govern-
ment and the states has been a major 
source of contention. So has the misuse 
of what little revenue does fl ow to the 
state and local level. In 1967, before oil 
production took off, half of the revenue 
went to the federal level and half to the 
state where the oil was located. In the 
early 1970s, the federal government 
assumed control of 100% of offshore 
revenue and reduced the share of on-
shore revenue going to producing states 
to 20%. In the 1999 constitution, the 
share going to the producing states was 

set at 13%. Even disbursement of this 
revenue has often been delayed.

In the run-up to elections in 2003, 
both President Olusegun Obasanjo 
and the National Assembly have 
shown some fl exibility in responding 
to demands by south-south governors 
and civic groups that their region get 
more benefi ts from oil. In late 2002, 
for example, a bill was pending to 
abolish the offshore/onshore distinc-
tion, bringing more revenue to the 
states. The key test, however, will be 
how much actually reaches oil-produc-
ing communities. At the national level, 
many Nigerians who do not live in the 
Niger Delta or do not come from there 
are unaware of the level of devastation 
that exists. With poverty also endemic 
in other areas, there is still opposition to 
sharing more of federal revenues with 
communities in the producing states. 

Beyond the immediate oil-producing 
area, the perverse effects of oil on Nige-
ria’s economy are also overwhelming. 
In the last three decades overconcen-
tration on oil has eroded the country’s 
capacity for food production, leading to 
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a decline in agricultural exports such 
as cocoa, palm oil and peanuts. Manu-
facturing also declined, with capacity 
utilization dropping to 30% or less. Oil 
wealth, with its boom-and-bust cycles 
dependent on world market prices and 
weak linkages to the local economy, 
accentuates weaknesses in national 
economic management and promotes 
corruption. This worldwide tendency 
has played itself out in Nigeria with 
severe consequences. In 2002, this 
potentially rich country ranked close 
to the bottom (148 out of 173) in the 

UN’s Human Development Report, 
which measures social indicators as 
well as economic data. 

The enthusiasm for oil should be 
tempered by the fact that Nigeria is 
already using up its known reserves 
almost three times as fast as Saudi 
Arabia. At the current rate, Nigeria’s 
known reserves will be exhausted in 
only 30 years. A heavy U.S. focus on 
accelerating the production of Nigerian 
oil would also hasten the day when the 
wells run dry, bringing short-term 
profits for American firms but prov-

ing quite costly for Nigeria’s future.
Primary responsibility for resolving 

these issues clearly lies with the Nigeri-
an government. Notably, in a landmark 
case for international law in 2002, the 
intergovernmental African Commis-
sion on Human and People’s Rights 
ruled that the Nigerian government 
should compensate the Ogoni people 
for abuses inflicted on their lands, en-
vironment, housing and health by oil 
production and government security 
forces. The court also called on Nigeria 
to undertake a comprehensive cleanup 
and ensure that future oil development 
not harm local communities.

Human-rights groups contend, how-
ever, that similar responsibilities for the 
results of their actions must apply to 
international oil companies and their 
home governments. More broadly, in-
ternational nongovernmental organiza-
tions have called for transparency from 
both companies and governments on the 
use of oil revenue. With oil production 
in Nigeria and surrounding countries 
poised for rapid expansion, these is-
sues will become even more urgent. Ni-
geria’s current approach still primarily 
benefits a small oil-enriched elite of for-
mer military officers and their networks. 
The country’s capacity to develop an 
economic plan capable of harnessing its 
resources in the service of national de-
velopment is directly dependent upon its 
success or failure at democratization.

Debt and loot vs. public 
investment 

With the economy so heavily de-
pendent on oil, the income Nige-

ria receives fluctuates wildly, depend-
ing on international oil prices. Prices 
soared in the 1970s and dropped in the 
1980s. Despite somewhat greater sta-
bility in the 1990s, the price in recent 
years has ranged between slightly more 
than $10 a barrel (in Jan. 1999) and al-
most $29 a barrel (in Sept. 2002). 

Poverty, however, has shown a con-
sistent rising trend. The proportion of 
Nigerians living in poverty increased 

from 28% in 1980 to 66% in 1996 to 
about 70% in 2000. As much as 90% 
of national wealth is estimated to be in 
the hands of only 10% of the popula-
tion, and an average of 3 million people 
a year enter the saturated job market 
without skills.

Much of the wealth that has flowed 
in has also flowed out, to pay interest 
on foreign loans or to swell foreign 
bank accounts held by corrupt offi-
cials. A sustainable future for Nigeria’s 
economy requires not only that current 

oil income be spent productively, but 
also that steps be taken to halt the 
drain of over $3 billion a year in debt 
service and to recover billions more in 
overseas assets stolen by former mili-
tary rulers. 

The return to elected government 
in 1999, and the approach of new elec-
tions in 2003, has created incentives for 
politicians at national, state and local 
levels to seek to deliver new benefits 
to voters. Both civil society and the 
press have added their voices to calls 

AP/WIDE WORLD PHOTOS

A protester scales the fence at an oil flow station. Nigerian women occupied the facility to 
demand better conditions for their community and denounce destruction of the environ-
ment.
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to deliver the democracy dividend. But 
there are serious questions about how 
that can be done.

International financial institutions 
focus their advice on maintaining 
macroeconomic stability, with the 
usual prescriptions for budget cutting, 
privatization and reducing regulation. 
They also now recognize the need to 
combat corruption, on which Nigerian 
civil society, the UN and international 
development groups all agree. But the 
latter stress that balanced budgets and 
conventional economic management 
will be ineffective or counterproduc-
tive unless there is a quantum leap in 
long-term investment in health, educa-
tion and infrastructure. 

As of the year 2000, Nigeria was 
spending less then 1% of national in-
come (gross domestic product, or GDP) 
on health and less than 1% on education, 
with more than 2.5% going to pay off 
foreign debts. Spending has increased 
somewhat since then, but does not 
begin to approach the 15% on health 
targeted by African leaders at their sum-
mit on AIDS in the Nigerian capital in 
April 2001. Yet the HIV-infection rate in 
Nigeria is now estimated to have passed 
5% for adults, the point at which experts 
say the pandemic threatens its most ex-
plosive growth. With Nigerian journal-
ists and civic groups increasingly vocal, 
public awareness is growing that failure 
to confront this threat will undermine 
any prospect of economic growth 
under any model. But the scale of the 
response does not match the magnitude 
of the threat.

Both international and national stud-
ies show that investment in health, edu-
cation and information infrastructure is 
essential for countries like Nigeria to 
make a new economic start. Yet finding 
the resources requires the political will 
to act by Nigeria’s creditors as well as 
Nigerians themselves, on two fronts: 
debt cancellation and corruption.

Nigeria owes approximately $29 
billion to foreign creditors, much of 
it the result of loans they knowingly 
provided to corrupt and repressive gov-
ernments. In 2001 Nigeria paid $2.1 
billion on its debts, 10 times its spend-
ing on health that year. Yet Nigeria is 

not even included in the World Bank’s 
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 
(HIPC) initiative because it doesn’t 
meet the bank’s GDP-based criteria 
for what constitutes a “poor” country. 
In September 2002, the government 
said it would only be able to pay $1.5 
billion of the $3.2 billion due for the 
year. International economist Jeffrey 
Sachs and others proposed that Nigeria 
and other African countries simply stop 
paying debt and invest the resources in 
health. But Nigerian officials engaged 
in negotiations with creditors felt un-
able to take such decisive action. While 
President Obasanjo continued to call 
for full cancellation, the debts stayed 
on the books.

Culture of corruption
Similar obstacles faced efforts to 
recover stolen wealth and combat 
corruption. Internally, the government 
faced a pervasive culture of corruption. 
While President Obasanjo himself has 
a reputation for personal honesty and 
his administration has launched signifi-
cant anticorruption measures, last year 
Nigeria still ranked as the second-most-
corrupt country in the world according 
to polls by Transparency International 
(an organization of which Obasanjo 
was a founding member).

Both Nigerian and international 

observers, however, have often noted 
that this level of corruption would be 
impossible without external partners. 
Former military ruler Sani Abacha, for 
example, is estimated to have siphoned 
off $4 billion to foreign bank accounts. 
The Obasanjo administration has been 
engaged in efforts to recuperate some 
of these resources, through negotiations 
with the Abacha family and pressure on 
banks in Europe and North America. 
These efforts have not yet succeeded, 
however, and civil society groups 
were scathingly critical of a proposed 
settlement that would allow the Abacha 
family to retain $100 million if they re-
turned $1 billion.

In Nigeria, as in the case of other oil-
producing countries, tracking and con-
trolling the huge sums of money paid by 
oil companies requires not only vigilant 
national governments and press. It also 
requires transparency by oil companies 
and banks and proactive regulation and 
investigation by the governments of the 
countries where those giant enterprises 
are based. 

In sum, whether it is combating 
AIDS, removing the debt overhang, or 
fighting corruption in public spending, 
redirecting Nigeria’s economy will re-
quire action not only by Nigerians but 
by those outsiders who now profit from 
Nigeria’s wealth.

AP/WIDE WORLD PHOTOS

A pastor surveys his destroyed home in the decimated village of Odi. Soldiers massacred 
hundreds of people there in 1999, but no one has ever been held accountable for the 
attacks.
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A GIANT THAT HAS NOT YET 
FOUND ITS FEET 

For more than a thousand years before European colonial 
conquest in the 1800s, the area in and around Nigeria was 
home to numerous cultures with highly developed art, trade 
and political institutions. Among the most prominent were 
Borno and the Hausa city-states in northern Nigeria, the 
Yoruba city-states and Benin in the southwest, and the Igbo 
communities of eastern Nigeria. 

These societies developed extensive trading networks 
within the region. By the 11th century, links to North Africa 
flourished as Muslim merchants of diverse ethnic origin 
crisscrossed the Sahara. 

Portuguese explorers arrived off the coast by the 1470s. 
Soon, European powers were trading liquor, cloth and 
guns for slaves. Slavery existed in West Africa before the 
Europeans arrived, as it did in most of the world. With 
the Atlantic slave trade, however, commercialization and 
brutality reached unprecedented heights. Customary rights 
that slaves retained in many local societies were stripped 
away. In 1500, Africans and people of African descent were 
probably a minority of the world’s slave population. By 
1700, they had become a majority. Almost two thirds of 
the estimated 18 million or more slaves taken from Africa 
came from West and Central Africa. Along with Angola, the 
Nigerian coast was at the heart of this traffic, as the continu-
ing influence of West African culture in the Caribbean and 
North America bears witness. 

The slave trade had devastating consequences. How 
much it reduced the total African population is disputed, but 
the most serious effects were social, political and economic. 
The slave trade helped foster wars, raiding and exploitation 
of the weak by the powerful. Rulers who refused to partici-
pate were pushed aside by Big Men—rulers or merchants 
who used the system to increase their power and profits. 

During the 19th century, following abolition by Britain, 
the slave trade was replaced by trade in agricultural exports, 
particularly palm oil. Lagos became a British colony in 
1861, a hub for expansion of British trade, missions and 
political influence. It also became a center for an educated 
Nigerian elite who played prominent roles in the history of 
their nationalism as well as Pan-Africanism.

In northern Nigeria, in the early 1800s, Muslim reformer 
and empire builder Uthman dan Fodio established the So-
koto Caliphate. Expansion of agriculture, trade, and crafts 
made this area probably the most prosperous in tropical 
Africa in that era. 

Late in the century, Britain began aggressive military 
expansion in the region, in part to counter competition from 
other Western countries and from local African merchants. 
Britain took control of the Niger Delta in 1885 and northern 
Nigeria in 1900. Despite this loss of sovereignty, the strong 
political and cultural traditions of these societies initially 
enabled many to accommodate nominal British rule with 
little change in their way of life. 

As in the U.S., this period was marked by an intensifi-
cation of racism in the British empire. Africans faced new 
levels of discrimination in trade and the colonial civil service. 
Top-down colonial authority worked through “indirect rule,” 
using or inventing traditional authorities to control African 
communities. 

The slogan “Divide and Rule” guided British policy. 
Although the north and south were formally consolidated 
in 1914, disparities in education and religion were rein-
forced. In the north, the British limited Christian missions, 
restricted education, and strengthened the feudal rulers. In 
1939, the British separated eastern and western Nigeria, 
making three regions. Within each region, one ethnic group 
predominated—the Hausa-Fulani in the north, the Yoruba 
in the southwest, and the Igbo in the southeast. The system 
fostered rivalries not only between regions but also between 
the dominant group and other groups within each region. 

Resistance to colonial rule took many forms. Women’s 
resistance to taxation led to a revolt in Aba in eastern Nige-
ria in 1929 and to massive protests in Abeokuta in the west 
in the late 1940s. The Islamic populist movement led by 
Aminu Kano in the north opposed not only British rule but 
also the feudal aristocracy. Nationalist movements gained 
momentum after their inception as political parties dating 
back to the 1920s. Younger activists in both the north and 
south took the reins in the 1940s and 1950s and promoted a 
political agenda calling for self-government without delay. 
Nnamdi Azikiwe, who became the republic’s first president, 
was one of that generation and among the continent’s lead-
ing nationalists. 

Nigerians, along with other West Africans, were pioneers 
in agitating for independence in the 1950s, with leading roles 
played by soldiers returned from service in World War II, 
workers, and both urban and rural communities. Britain 
conceded the principle of independence, but stretched out 
the process with elaborate constitutional negotiations. Ghana 
won independence in 1957, but Nigeria’s progress was de-
layed until 1960 by the complexity of regional divisions. Af-
ter independence, Nigeria remained an uneasy federation of 
distinct regions. The “political class” of each region used its 
authority to harass opponents and pursue its own interests. 

In 1966, an attempted coup failed to bring its authors to 
power, but led to the government handing over power to a 
military government headed by an officer from the east. This 
was followed by massacres of easterners living in the north, 
and yet another coup led by northern officers. The following 
year, eastern leaders declared independence under the name 
of Biafra, igniting a three-year civil war. Despite intense 
ethnic polarization and as many as one million war dead, the 
victorious federal government adopted a postwar policy of 
nonretribution. Later division of Nigeria into smaller states 
gave greater representation for ethnic groups other than the 
big three. 

Successive military governments promised to return Ni-
geria to civilian rule, but it was not until 1979 that Lt. Gen. 
Olusegun Obasanjo fulfilled this commitment. The military 
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also promised to 
end civilian cor-
ruption, but drives 
against it were 
short-lived. The ci-
vilian regime of Al-
haje Shehu Shagari, 
who took office in 
1979, was notori-
ously corrupt and 
incompetent. At 
the end of 1983, 
the armed forces 
took over again. 

In the 1970s, oil 
revenues boomed. 
Oil jumped from 
58% of exports in 
1970 to over 90% 
after 1973. Neither 
the government nor 
the economy could 
cope with such 
growth; corruption, 
mismanagement 
and rising indebt-
edness left the economy vulnerable when oil prices dropped 
in the 1980s. While a minority grew incredibly rich, living 
conditions for ordinary Nigerians became more and more 
precarious. 

Maj. Gen. Ibrahim Babangida, taking power in 1985 
within the military regime, again promised to restore civilian 
rule. But he repeatedly adjusted the timetable. He imposed 
two political parties created by the military, both of which 
chose wealthy Muslim businessmen as presidential candi-
dates. One of the candidates, however, media magnate and 
philanthropist Chief Moshood Abiola, from southwestern 
Nigeria, was seen as potentially more independent. 

In a June 1993 election, Abiola won 58% of the vote. Even 
in the north, he won 43% and carried 4 of 11 states. But Gen-
eral Babangida annulled the election. This precipitated a po-
litical crisis that was used by Gen. Sani Abacha to seize power 
in November 1993, while Babangida retired with enormous 
wealth to become the behind-the-scenes king-maker. 

Under Abacha both corruption and repression reached 
new highs. His regime detained thousands of labor leaders, 
prodemocracy activists and others. Protesters in the oil-
producing region were brutally suppressed. In November 
1995, the regime executed writer and environmental activist 
Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other leaders of the Movement for 
the Survival of the Ogoni People. 

From 1993 to 1999, Nigerian prodemocracy activists 
at home and in exile led a sustained campaign for a re-
turn to democracy. Inspired by Saro-Wiwa and the plight 
of the Ogoni in the Niger Delta, environmental activists 
campaigned against the complicity of multinational oil 

companies. International human-rights and antiapartheid 
groups turned their focus to Nigeria. In the U.S., a soli-
darity movement formed that pressed Washington for the 
adoption of oil sanctions. 

Western and African governments also joined in pressur-
ing the Abacha regime, but they refused to impose the stron-
ger sanctions the prodemocracy movement demanded. After 
the execution of Saro-Wiwa, Nigeria was suspended from 
the Commonwealth. But the regime brushed aside these 
minor pressures, secure in its knowledge that it retained 
the support and finance provided by Western oil companies 
with a wink and a nod from their governments. The regime 
then decided to “civilianize” itself through elections that it 
would control to ensure Abacha’s victory, and Washington 
announced its willingness to go along.

Suddenly, in June 1998 General Abacha died in the run-
up to elections, and was succeeded by Gen. Abdulsalami 
Abubakar. Next, Moshood Abiola, the winner of the 1993 
election, died in prison under suspicious circumstances in 
July 1998. With the military still in control, new presidential 
and parliamentary elections were held in February 1999 to 
return Nigeria to elected civilian rule. The winning presi-
dential candidate was former general and former head of 
state Olusegun Obasanjo. His election was widely seen as 
a “selection” by the outgoing military regime who deemed 
him an acceptable choice because he was a former soldier 
and he met the felt need for these elections to produce a 
seeming “power shift” to the south through the election of a 
southerner, while protecting the interests of former military 
government officials drawn mainly from the north. 

AP/WIDE WORLD PHOTOS

Women paddle a dugout canoe past an oil flow station in the Niger River delta. The delta, one of the world’s 
largest wetlands, holds much of Nigeria’s oil.
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The U.S., democracy and 
human rights

The conventional case for U.S. strate-
gic interest in Nigeria focuses on its 

oil wealth and on its potential for con-
tributing to stability in the West African 

Nigeria’s human security 
imperatives  

Most Nigerian and outside analysts 
agree that Nigeria neither faces nor 
poses a significant external security 
threat. Discontent over the 2002 In-
ternational Court of Justice ruling for 
Cameroon on the disputed potentially 
oil-rich Bakassi Peninsula in the east 
might lead to incidents. But the real se-
curity threats to Nigerians are internal, 
and directly related to the economic 
and social issues. As poverty, AIDS, 
and inequality increase, can the coun-
try avoid a return to military rule? Can 
politicians and the military dampen 
and manage conflicts among Nigeria’s 
diverse peoples, or will they exploit 
and exacerbate the divisions? Can the 
police and justice system improve their 
capacity to provide protection against 
both violent crime and its white-collar 
counterpart? In the long term, Nigeria’s 

role as a force for regional stability will 
depend on answers to these questions.

In one area, President Obasanjo has 
won credit for lessening the chances 
of backsliding into military rule. He 
quickly retired the so-called “political 
soldiers” who had held political office 
while on active duty and reinforced 
those officers committed to military 
professionalism. Despite popular 
disappointment with the dividends of 
democracy, polls show that more than 
70% of Nigerians strongly oppose a 
return to military rule. 

Yet the overall record is much more 
mixed. Since the return to civilian rule 
in 1999, communal violence and, in 
some cases, harsh military action to 
repress violence, has cost some 10,000 
lives. The roots of violence are neither 
ethnic nor religious, commented The 
Economist (London), September 
15–21, 2001, echoing the consensus 

among analysts. But when conflict 
explodes in Nigeria’s crowded cities 
or in rural areas beset by competition 
for land, communal dividing lines may 
quickly become battle lines. Violence 
broke out between Muslims and Chris-
tians on several occasions in 2001 and 
2002, in Kano and Kaduna in the North, 
Jos in central Nigeria, and southern cit-
ies as well. In most of these incidents, 
with the noticeable exception of Jos 
in September 2001, the military re-
sponded quickly and professionally to 
limit the violence. At Odi in the Niger 
Delta in 1999, and in Benue state 
in 2001, however, the military itself 
killed hundreds of civilians in retalia-
tion against communities. The military 
and President Obasanjo have resisted 
open inquiries into responsibilities for 
these abuses. 

The essential prerequisite for the 
needed changes, says leading Nigerian 
security studies scholar Dr. Said Ad-
ejumobi of Lagos State University, is 
building in new structures for broader 
accountability. Greater discipline and 
professionalism in the military is to be 
applauded, but it is not enough. The 
1999 constitution, for example, gives 
wide powers to the National Assembly 
for oversight of the military. With the 
principle of civilian control well es-
tablished, the Ministry of Defense and 
Ministry of Finance could also take 
more decisive action. But both exper-
tise and political will are lacking. 

Ultimately, whether the Nigerian 
military is held accountable depends 
on whether the politicians themselves 
are held accountable by voters, the 
press and public opinion. Elections in 
2003 will provide a key test of whether 
democratic institutions can not only 
survive but become more effective. 

region and beyond. Although Nigeria 
has not attracted much attention in the 
context of global terrorism, extremism 
is already finding fertile ground among 

Nigerian Muslims, who at about half 
the population number almost as many 
as Muslims in Egypt. These factors lie 
behind current U.S. military support 
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for Nigeria, which included over $10 
million in assistance and over $30 mil-
lion in arms sales in 2000, and some-
what lower levels more recently. 

For non-Nigerians, the details of 
Nigerian politics are often bewilder-
ing. For Americans, however, there are 
some striking general parallels with the 
U.S. scene. Nigeria’s 36 states, bicam-
eral legislature with a House and Sen-
ate, a president elected on a separate 
ballot, and a separate judicial branch 
and well-developed legal profession 
are all factors in common. So is the 
fact that differences on issues take sec-
ond place to the complex interaction 
of ethnic, religious and party loyalties 
with personal political and economic 
networks. Both countries also feature 
intense rivalries within parties and 
between levels of government, and the 
ever-present but rarely transparent role 
of money in politics. 

The return to civilian rule reestab-
lished the forms and institutions of 
democracy in Nigeria but the content 
remained constricted by the legacy of 
military rule and the continuing influ-
ence of an elite of former officers. As 
Clement Nwankwo, director of the 
Constitutional Rights Project, recently 
stated, “Nigeria has only begun to ci-
vilianize the political system; democra-
tization has hardly begun.” 

Many Nigerians, especially in 
the human-rights and prodemocracy 
movements of the 1990s, had called 
for a national conference to allow 
civilian political forces to address key 
longtime challenges and to establish 
a new constitutional order before 
preceding to elections. The military 
denied Nigeria that opportunity and 
handed over the country to General 
Obasanjo following elections they ran 
themselves. As president, Obasanjo 
failed to view his role as one of a 
historical transition figure—such as 
South Africa’s Nelson Mandela—who 
should build the bridges for a younger 
generation to cross. To the contrary, he 
was encouraged to see himself as the 
country’s savior and showed little in-
terest in adjusting the constitution that 
the military rushed into place follow-
ing his election. Constitutional reform 

has become the rallying call of the 
human-rights and democracy activists 
who played such prominent roles in the 
struggle against the military. They see 
legal changes to protect women’s rights 
and everyone’s economic and social 
rights as the best way to guarantee the 
democratic development of the country. 
But such efforts are in abeyance until 
after the election.

In the meantime, many Nigerians 
are deeply frustrated by the lack of 
progress since the return of civilian 
government. They are also skeptical of 
the military-designed electoral system 
which restricts the registration of more 
potentially popular parties. The six 
officially registered parties offer little 
in the way of alternate policy choices. 
Although women are organizing to 
demand greater participation, they are 
still extremely marginalized in the cur-
rent political system. Young people, in 
this context anyone under 50, are alien-
ated by a president who Nigerians quip 

“doesn’t listen to anyone under 70-years 
old.”

The first challenge for the April 
2003 elections will be to ensure that 
they take place without levels of 
violence that lead to military abuses or 
even a coup, and without such high lev-
els of fraud that the results are discred-

ited. This will not be easy, but the vast 
majority of Nigerians are committed to 
the survival of civilian rule. Even more 
fundamental, however, is the challenge 
of what a study by Nigerian and inter-
national scholars called “a new social 
compact” between the government and 
the people. In the words of the report on 
Democracy in Nigeria, such a compact 
must be inclusive and transparent, and 
inculcate a culture of accountability. It 
must break the cultures of fear and elite 
pursuit of self-interest that persist from 
the decades of military rule. 

Nigeria is in a race against time: 
people’s frustrations with the govern-
ment and political system will encour-
age them to act and fight more at the 
level of local ethnic identities. That 
could unleash centrifugal forces that 
have the potential to tear the country 
apart.

The rights of women and national 
survival are also at stake in the coun-
try’s response to the AIDS pandemic. 
In recent years, Nigerian journalists, 
medical professionals, people living 
with AIDS, and an increasing number 
of community and religious groups 
have become engaged in action on this 
issue, calling for treatment as well as 
prevention and public awareness. Pres-
ident Obasanjo has supported these ini-
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Muslim leaders meet with President Olusegun Obasanjo in Kano. Violence between Mus-
lims and Christians has broken out in the northern Nigerian city several times in the past 
two years.
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tiatives. In April 2001, Nigeria hosted 
the Africa-wide summit on AIDS in 
Abuja, at which leaders committed 
themselves to a continentwide plan 
of action. Nigeria has also established 
a national body on AIDS that reports 
to the president and involves all gov-
ernment ministries, as well as people 
living with AIDS. The government has 
established an antiretroviral treatment 
program that needs to be scaled up to 
reach more people.

Nevertheless, as in many other 
countries in Africa and elsewhere in 
the world, denial and stigmatization of 
people with AIDS is pervasive. Over 
4 million Nigerians are reported to 

be infected with the HIV virus, and 
deaths due to AIDS are estimated at 
over 170,000 a year. More than half of 
those afflicted with AIDS are women, 
and the proportion is expected to grow. 
As elsewhere, greater respect for wom-
en’s rights to control their own repro-
ductive health is indispensable to com-
bating the pandemic. Advocates at the 
Center for the Right to Health (CRH) 
near Lagos contend that debt cancel-
lation is directly related to Nigeria’s 
capacity to invest in health care. But 
as Ebenezer Durojaye of CRH says, 

“most Nigerians don’t know how bad 
the AIDS problem is at a time when 
the health sector is dilapidated and the 

nature of care is declining. This is our 
biggest human-rights crisis!”

Official U.S. concern over the AIDS 
pandemic in Nigeria and its security 
implications (as detailed in last year’s 
National Intelligence Council report 
on the five big countries that constitute 
the “Next Wave” of the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic) are growing. But they have 
not been placed within a framework 
that focuses on supporting democracy, 
constitutional reform and economic 
and social rights over a sustained 
period of time. Building democracy, 
Nigerian civil society advocates stress, 
is the essential prerequisite for address-
ing other problems.

THE ROLE OF THE NIGERIAN 
DIASPORA   
No one knows the exact numbers, but it is estimated that 
as many as 15 million Nigerians live outside the country, 
in neighboring countries and across the African conti-
nent, in Britain and throughout the Commonwealth, in 
other European countries, and in many Asian countries 
as well. The latest U.S. census data counts 87,000 U.S. 
residents born in Nigeria. If children born in the U.S. 
are included, these numbers would expand to between 
200,000 and 300,000 in the Nigerian-American commu-
nity. Few Nigerian immigrants or other observers doubt 
that even this estimate is much too low. 

Nigerians abroad excel in many areas and are found 
among top professionals in academic, medical and other 
sectors. A Nigerian-American heads Credit Suisse First 
Boston, one of the leading American investment banks. 
The Association of Nigerian Physicians in the Americas 
numbers more than 2,500 doctors in the U.S. and Can-
ada, and in most countries of the Western Hemisphere 
it would be hard to find a university without a Nigerian 
on the faculty. 

There is also a minority of Nigerians who have turned 
their talents to crime, leading to widespread stereotypes 
justifiably resented by the vast majority of immigrants. 
The “419” scam, for example, named after the clause 
in the Nigerian criminal code for fraud, now finds gull-
ible victims worldwide through Internet email. No one 
knows whether the majority of con artists using it are 
Nigerians at home or abroad, or copycats who have fol-
lowed their example. 

Less publicized are the contributions of Nigerian 
immigrants in the U.S., many of them naturalized U.S. 
citizens, to their professions and communities. With 
African immigrants at the highest educational level of 
immigrants from any continent, and Nigerians among 
the best-educated of national groups, the returns from the 
investments their families and communities made in their 
education are in large part being reaped here in the U.S. 

Even less noticed are the quiet contributions Nigerian 
families are making by sending remittances to relatives at 
home for school fees, medical care and simple survival. 
Or the volunteer efforts of computer professionals on 
visits home, bringing equipment and expertise. Or the 
nonprofit organizations as well as business ventures 
that support schools, clinics, small businesses, or local 
governments back home in Nigeria. A study published 
by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, for example, 
estimated that family remittances to Nigeria were equiva-
lent to more than $1.3 billion, more than six times the 
annual flow of foreign aid to Nigeria. Based on research 
among Nigerian immigrants in Chicago, the study also 
estimated that they sent home an average of $6,000 a 
year, or 12% of household income. 

The Nigerian-American community is growing and 
becoming more active in American political life. There 
are local elected officials who are Nigerian born, and the 
Nigerian-American vote is significant in key cities such 
as Chicago where it helped to unseat Sen. Carol Mosley-
Braun (D-Ill.) because of her dalliances with the Abacha 
regime. The increase in this community’s participation 
in U.S. policy debates on Nigeria will become a major 
influence in years ahead. 



N I G E R I A 4

  53  

OPINION BALLOTS
PAGES 41–42

U.S. policy options 
PRO: Nigeria urgently needs to direct 
additional resources to the AIDS crisis, 
education and other basic needs. Many 
of the loans being repaid were illegiti-
mate in the first place, as creditors were 
aware that they were loaning money to 
corrupt or repressive rulers, and many 
have in any case received repayments 
already worth more than the original 
principal loaned. Paying debts in pref-
erence to saving lives is immoral as 
well as unsustainable. 
CON: It may be unfortunate, but Nige-

ria cannot afford to default on its debts. 
Refusing to pay the debt will erode 
confidence of foreign creditors and 
investors, and deny the country the op-
portunity to build an economy that can 
pay for its people’s needs in the future. 
Moreover, instead of focusing on debts, 
the Nigerian government should crack 
down on corruption and make sure that 
current and future oil revenues go for 
real needs. 
3.  In supporting democracy and hu-
man rights in Nigeria, the U.S. should 
speak out clearly in cases of human-
rights abuses, and develop strong ties 
with a range of Nigerian civil society 
organizations and democratic political 
forces. 
PRO: The return to civilian rule in 

1999 was only the beginning of build-
ing democracy. Constitutional reform, 
strong Nigerian civil-society organi-
zations and an independent press are 
essential to establishing accountability 
from politicians. The Nigerian gov-
ernment may be sensitive to public 
criticism, and sometimes “quiet diplo-
macy” may be the best strategy. But in 
important cases it is essential that the 
U.S. position be public, or Nigerians 
will think that the U.S. is only inter-
ested in oil. 
CON: The most important consid-
eration for the U.S. in relating to 
Nigeria should be maintaining a good 
relationship with the regime in power, 
to ensure the security of oil supplies. 
Raising human-rights and other simi-
lar questions in private is appropriate, 
but the U.S. should be cautious about 
speaking out on issues where there are 
Nigerian government sensitivities. 
4.  The U.S. tax code should be in-
novatively reformed to allow the 
inclusion as charitable deductions of 
remittances provided by immigrants 
from Nigeria and other developing 
countries to family members, schools, 
clinics and similar community projects 
in their home countries. 
PRO: The U.S. tax code is used to 
benefit many public purposes such as 
encouraging charitable donations and 
subsidizing particular industries. In 
a globalizing world, extending such 
deductions to allow immigrants to 
help their families and communities at 
home is a cost-effective way of allow-
ing person-to-person contributions to 
fighting global inequality. Safeguards 
against abuse can and should be built 
in, as is the case for other individual 
deductions. 
CON: Using tax regulations to benefit 
foreign countries is not a good idea. If 
the U.S. wants to help with health and 
education in countries like Nigeria, it 
should be through appropriations for 
foreign aid, monitored by the U.S. 
Agency for International Development 
rather than the IRS.  

1.  The U.S. should require oil com-
panies investing in Nigeria and other 
developing countries to (a) provide 
full transparency on payments to gov-
ernments and government officials, as 
demanded by the global “publish what 
you pay” campaign, (b) accept financial 
responsibility for environmental dam-
age caused by their past operations, and 
(c) implement international standards 
for environmental protection. 
PRO: The impact of oil on Nigeria and 
other oil-producing countries in Africa 
is overwhelming, shap-
ing not only economic 
options but also the 
environment, the politi-
cal culture, and society 
at large. The giant oil 
companies based in the 
U.S. and Europe have 
responsibilities not only 
to their shareholders but 
also to the people whose 
oil they are taking. The 
aforementioned steps are 
minimum requirements 
for social responsibility. 
Such an approach may 
also help U.S. companies 
compete with foreign oil 
companies unwilling to 
adopt such measures.
CON: U.S. oil companies have a 
primary responsibility to their share-
holders and a secondary responsibility 
to ensure that the U.S. has access to 
enough oil. While the companies do 
have some responsibility to the produc-
ing countries, it is up to those govern-
ments to set the rules and enforce them. 
Oil companies cannot and should not 
impose higher standards than the gov-
ernments themselves. 
2.  The U.S. should support an 
immediate moratorium on Nigeria’s 
foreign debt, to allow repayment funds 
to be used for combating AIDS and 
other urgent needs. The moratorium 
should be combined with a review of 
past loans to determine which should 
be fully cancelled. 
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Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo visits President 
George W. Bush in 2001. Nigeria is the fifth-largest supplier 
of oil to the U.S.
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1.  The May 2002 ruling of the African Commission on 
Human and People’s Rights (http://www.cesr.org/ESCR/
africancommission.htm) that the Nigerian government 
must compensate the Ogoni people for environmental and 
health damage has been hailed as a major breakthrough in 
international law. The U.S., however, is opposed to recogniz-
ing economic and social rights as binding on governments. 
Discuss. 

2.  Recent changes in interpretation of Islamic law in 
northern Nigerian states, in particular the introduction 
of punishments such as flogging and even execution by 
stoning, involve fundamental questions of human rights, 
and particularly of women’s rights. But they also raise 
constitutional issues, such as the relationship of federal 
and state governments. Discuss. What parallels do you see 

to other cases of conflict between states’ rights and human 
rights? 

3.  The CIA’s National Intelligence Council has identified 
Nigeria, along with India, China, Russia and Ethiopia, as one 
of the next-wave countries in the AIDS pandemic, together 
representing 40% of the world’s population. Yet in late 2002, 
U.S. contributions to the Global Fund for AIDS were still 
less than one tenth of what the U.S. should pay toward the 
estimated needs, based on its share of the world economy. 
What do you think is the reason for U.S. inattention to this 
disaster, and how can that be changed? 

4.  Whatever the outcome of the 2003 elections in Nigeria, 
building democratic accountability will remain an enormous 
challenge. Ensuring that U.S. policy is based on the long-
term interests of both peoples instead of stereotypes and the 
narrow interests of oil companies will require much greater 
knowledge of Nigeria’s complex reality by U.S. policymak-
ers and the public. What steps do you think should be taken 
to address this challenge?


