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INTRODUCTION

My contribution to this Colloquium is summed 
in the following proposition: Nigeria’s 
overcentralized federal system is a major 
explanatory factor for poor development 
performance. The three assumptions in the 
proposition will be discussed in turn: evidence 
of over-centralised federal system; evidence of 
poor development performance; and 
demonstration of linkage between the two.  
Then, I will propose some desirable remedial 
measures.
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OUTLINE

Evidence of Overcentralised Federal 
System

Evidence of Poor Development 
Performance

 
Linkage of Overcentralised Federal System 

to Poor Development Performance
 
Some Desirable Remedial Measures.
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Evidence of Overcentralised Federation

• Overcentralised federal system; Unification 
Decree of May 1966, “Nigeria shall cease to be 
a federation” – later reversed; but concentration 
of powers at the centre linked to alignment of the 
exercise of political authority with the military’s 
unitary command structure.  

• Several items in Concurrent Legislative List in 
1963 Constitution are in the Exclusive Legislative 
List in 1999 Constitution

• Derivation principle was abandoned; progressive 
concentration of revenues at the centre; by 1999, 
sharing formula for federation account: lion’s 
share of 52.68% to the federal government with 
only 26.72% and 20.6% to state and local 
governments respectively.
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Evidence of Overcentralised Federation 
(Cont’d)

Political structural re-arrangement: from four 
federating units in 1966, to twelve in 1967; 
nineteen in 1976; twenty-one in 1987; thirty in 
1991; and thirty-six in 1996. 

Centralisation of the creation of local governments 
in 1976 – from 304 to 774 in 1999 Constitution; role 
for National Assembly in creation of local 
governments. 

Centralised party politics: all political parties must 
be pan-Nigeria – 1999 Constitution, Article 222 (e).

Increased power at the centre re: education in 2004 
– UBE, hi-jacked function of state and local 
governments

Presidents Yar’Adua and Jonathan acknowledged 
over-centralisation
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 Evidence of Poor Development 
Performance

Development performance of Nigeria refers specifically 
to the country’s progress in growing the economy, 
reducing poverty, assuring security, and moving 
towards prosperity for all its citizens

Six proxies to measure development performance:
1. Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG) of the Mo 
Ibrahim Foundation; 
2. Legatum Prosperity Index (LPI) of Legatum Institute; 
3. Human Development Index (HDI) of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP); 
4. Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of Transparency 
International (TI); 
5. Global Peace Index (GPI); and 
6. World Internal Security and Police Index (WISPI).
AND special attention to poverty level. 
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Evidence of Poor Development
 Performance Cont’d

Nigeria’s ranking in respect of the four broad-gauged 
development performance proxies ranges between 
low and very low. In 2017 IIAG, Nigeria was 35th of 54 
countries (with 48.1% score); 128th of 149 countries in 
2017 Legatum Prosperity Index; 152nd of 188 in 2016 
HDI; and 148th of 180 countries (with 27% score) in 
2017 CPI. Regarding two proxies focused on peace 
and security, Nigeria was 127th of 127 countries in the 
2016 World Internal Security and Police Index; and it 
ranked 149th of 163 countries in the 2017 Global 
Peace Index
Between the mid-1960s and 2017 poverty level  
increased from a low 25% estimate by the mid-
1960s to about 65% by 1998 and close to 80% 
in 2017! 7



Linkage of Overcentralised Federal System 
to Poor Development Performance

• Good development performance recorded between 
1954 and January 1966 was due to the conducive 
environment provided by the features of a devolved 
federal system: quality public services and only 
about 25% of the population lived below poverty 
level by the mid-1960s.

• During overcentralised federal system (from military 
era to the present): growth without development 
(and a brief recession, 2016-2017); decline in the 
performance of public services, weak judiciary and 
institutionalised corruption. An increase in poverty 
level, estimated at about 65% by 1998 and close to 
80% today. 
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Some Desirable Remedial Measures

1. Devolution: Re-allocation of powers and resources: 
Adopt and implement re-allocation of functions recommended 
in the recommendations of the 2014 National Political 
Conference. They are consistent with the principle of 
subsidiarity. Modify existing percentages applied for sharing 
the Federation Account to reflect the proposed re-assignment 
of functions - 35% for the centre and 65% for the federating 
units. 

2. Reconfiguration of federating units: No to a federation 
of 54 states (add 18 to 36) recommended by 2014 National 
Political Conference but yes to constituting six geopolitical 
zones into Nigeria’s federating units. Each federating unit to 
determine number of its sub-units without the involvement of 
the centre.

Last word: Devolve or Die. 
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