PUBLIC POLICY

Nigeria’s years of military rule resulted in a top-down policymaking process. Power is concentrated in the
presidency, and much outside input comes to the president and his cabinet ministers through channels estab-
lished by patron clientelism. Senior government officials are supported by a broader based of loyal junior
officials, creating a sort of “loyalty pyramid.” State control of resources means that those in the pyramid
get the spoils, and they alone have access to wealth and influence. These loyal clients have had many nick-
names, including the “Kaduna Mafia,” “Babangida’s Boys,” and “Abacha’s Boys.” Since the military was in
control until 1999, the pyramids are backed by guns, so that protesting the corruption could be dangerous.

The system operated under the assumption that the military and political elite operate with only their self-
interest in mind. Historically, this pattern of top-down, self-interested rule was put in place during colonial
times when the British relied on native chiefs to ensure that Nigerian trade and resources benefited Great
Britain. To break this pattern, political elite must get in touch with their older roots — the communalism from
pre-colonial days. Democratic rule requires that political leaders are responsible for the welfare of their
people, not only to those that they owe favors to.

ECONOMIC ISSUES

One result of the loyalty pyramids has been the squandering of Nigeria’s wealth. Currently the country finds
itself deeply in debt, and most of its people live in poverty. Tremendous oil revenues have disappeared into
the pockets of government officials, and most Nigerians have not profited from them at all. The situation
is complicated by ethnic and regional hostilities and by widespread popular distrust of the government. In
February 2001 the federal government asked the Supreme Court to allow the federal government to collect
oil revenues and pool them into a “federal account.” On the surface, this appears to be revenue sharing,
or allowing the entire country to benefit from offshore oil profits. However, the areas in the south along the
Niger Delta protested the practice strongly, partly because they saw the policy as coming from northerners
who wanted to take southern profits away. And without trust in the government, almost no one believed that
the profits would benefit anyone except corrupt government officials.

Oil: a Source of Strength or Weakness?

Like Iran, Nigeria is a rentier state. A rentier economy is heavily supported by state expenditure, while the
state receives rent from other countries. Iran and Nigeria receive income by exporting their oil and leasing
out oil fields to foreign countries. The state’s main role in the economy is in controlling the nation’s revenues,
and in spending those earnings, known as rents, which came mainly from oil. Individuals, groups, and com-
munities have learned to respond through rent-seeking behavior, primarily by competing for the govern-
ment’s largesse. Those that win the competition do so through political connections provided through the
patron-client system, with the president having control over who gets what. Most Nigerians struggle along
without much access, and participate in the informal economy of unreported incomes from small-scale trade
and subsistence agriculture.

During the 1970s Nigeria’s oil wealth gave it a great deal of international leverage. As an active member
of OPEC, Nigeria could make political and economic demands because developed countries needed its oil.






