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Class Interest and Public Policy in Nigeria: An Analysis
| of Governments’ Policies on Agriculture and Housing*
0.0. Ibeanu**

Introduction

presently, Nigeria is supposed to be in search of the “right” politi i
prot?ably suggests that her political past and present has ﬁhot bf-,’:: ?o?xldflr:il:ieio'lg:
attainment of tl.le aspirations of her people. Nigeria’s political past has amonv other
things, been chiefly characterized by frequent switches from civilian t(; tmhtafy ov-
ernments. Each of these two genres was expected to use state power in purs&n
policies gr!d programmes which in the main benefit all Nigerians. That is to say thagt
such policies and programmes must be in the ‘public interest’. The issue has often
been Teduced to which of these governmental forms better acquits this duty? Most
experience has even led us to question the whole idea of a congruence between. ublic
policy a_nd pul?hc interest. And it does in fact seem that the nature of the publi
interest in reality, needs to be explained and fathomed. i

The Nature of Public Interest

Lll?cral democratic theory admonishes that the right use of state power is that one
guided by the “public interest”.' Thus, the right form of government is that which
ensures th?t.public policy’ is determined by the will and feelings of “the people”
(public opinion).® From Plato, Locks (theory of royal prerogative) and Rousfeau
(volgnte g.cr_lerale) through the present, this idea of the public interest with which
pub!nc policies an.d programmes ought to be in congruence persists.* However, in
::;hty’ we are quite aware that ‘the public’ or ‘the people’ as a homogenous whc;lc
- ?iﬁi:lzledbby a harmony agd consensus of interest, is pretty much a phantom. I;
- tyh ecome a self evndent.fact that government policies and programmes,
i, ;y profess toserve tpe interest of the general public, persistently protect
iy ocjiet e |:terests of specific lt.ientiﬁable groups of social agents, who domi-
ey thy at the epoch..Sc.)me basic questions do arise. What are these groups?
> e nature of thenr.mterests? And by what dynamics do they emerge as
minant and therefore to direct public policy? y
ana’ll;l;fs n;‘:]ure gf the.se groups and interests have been variously addressed by
clit ap .roaelr]eﬁns for mstan;e, modern pluralism or group approach® as well as the
Beary s‘: = ct : Y;t t.here is need for an approach and method of analysis which
e thee o : a scneptlﬁc basis for understanding and explaining the nature and logic
- provgidedpts, and interests ,'clearly showing how they relate to public policy. These
- Ao dy cl'ass ?nalysns based on the method of dialectical materialism.” In
B oot omination revolves around the ownership of the means of production
ore control of the labour process. Classes are themselves delineated by
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i duct (wealth: mate-
production roles (division of labour) and the afnoun(ti (:!f' :g(c’il pvr;)h i is(typical v i
i i les acquire and di !

; d psychological) which these ro . ! o'+ g
m::li::‘iespisy the tendency for a role (or more appropriately, a; al:l;ln::t ioofnra > s})1are
ls)(:,conic preponderant over others and thus to appropriate a fltslln)e : :bour i hiorad

 thd soct se, this entails the exploitation o . nc
Nehgronpt s oali ni Iso becomes dominant politically

ically dominant role (class) also bec ‘
role, hing its control of production
i tality of state, thereby entrenching its c .
through the instrumen : Fii : U o e
i ction relations and 1
ciety. Thus the state mirrors producti : ' . .
:gr‘:l;(l)ex reylationships among classes and their fractions, whn;h ili(re in tnlg?ht;e v::‘c::ﬂ
i i i is backgrou
ion’ al reproduction process." It is from this
expression’of the social reprc A o - g
state policies and programmes as pu . .
understand why state po . s, pu i o o
irst ¢ it, the interest of the dominant class. ,ar
reflect first and foremost, . i o s
i i ic 3 ssarily come to terms wit

ific analysis of public policy must necessarily ¢ . cla
Flf:/i,?\,"cdyin a gii)ven conjucture, which must in turn be situated V\;lthm th; c!;si
Idn namics of the wider society.’ Our thesis then is that government p(f) ‘;CIes_anmpdais
r;lmmcs lin Nigeria are consistently geared toward th;:, pro;ﬁctlon ic[)“e:(;ntglzxamine

: ili ivilians. To show this, we

i sts whether under the military or civi ' i
mtgrc:o rammes of past Nigerian governments as case studies, na'mely the ‘,),:(,:183
twmmp»c ff large —scale agriculture 19761980 and the low cost hous!ng {)rograted i
r12:)80— 1983. These two programmes were ostensibly fo‘rmulated and 1mlp ?menf A
the intcrc;l of “all”” Nigerians. That apart they were directed at the solution o y

vital national problems — food and shelter for Nigerians. Moreover, the periods

1976—1980 and 1980— 1983 make for a comparative analysis of military and civilian
governments.

1. The Programme of Large—Scale Agriculture 1976—1980

In the mid—1970’s, the military rulers embarked on a programfne oﬁ{largi);;iaai: ‘
plantation agriculture across the country. On le't Mﬁ)};19(';(>t,htcl1;;l;ie:n”eze(1)FN) a {

ajor—General Obasanjo launched the Opcfulnon eec _ .
xﬁjl?(:ns of naira were budgeted for its exccution. A.c.cord!ng to Qbasamo, tge"oge‘l:A
ation was aimed at making the nation “'self—sufficient in basic food needs™.

month later, decree number 25 which established ten River Bdadsm Autl}:ontl:;r; ::: |
: i eir activities blished." In addition, there |

country and harmonized their activitics was pu re th
V(Vorldszmk agricultural projects expected to spread to all states of the Federation in :
the 1980's." : i, o .
¢ Apart from these more or less state ventures, private mdwndu.als and lccl))mpa:l(;ei :‘
were encouraged to participate in plantation far'mmg. The Aignculturatee ?xecg):
ment Bank committed millions of naira to the Agncultudrallg(;;e(:: (:g:;acr:)mmitment
ili i g > 1978 an , the |
schem: to facilitate this programme. Between N
involved in the ACG scheme increased by over 200%; from about N 9.82m to over;
N30.6m (Table 1). Rl ]
Of the N 9.82m commitments in 1978, over 81% went to |:dwrl‘duals ??dagcs)r:lo |
i ile c i i 18.84%. In 1979, the share of lo |
anies while co—operatives received only ' 979, | b
Eo-—operatives fell F:o 2.34% while the share to private individuals anq compar:;y j
rose to 97.65%. This immediately shows that private large sqale farmllng,' ‘}S:tion.'
capitalist concerns, was preferred to such venture by co—operatn;es. Co:]ecc(t);r;ﬁ‘list |
was apparently discouraged. th} ;l\ a digression, we know that suc !
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Table 1:'ACG Scheme: Sammary of Loan Commitmen

) ts by Category of
Borrowers, 1978 and 1979
1978 1979
Comulative Total ¥ 9,821,060 30,635,655
% to Co—operatives 18.84 2.34
% to Individuals 43.62 31.63
% to Companies 37.53 66.02

Source: 0.0. Ibeanu, Soldier, State and Devglbpmém in Nigeria Unpilb-
lished M.Sc. d

b issertation, University of Nigeria, Nsukka. 1986. P-

approach to plantation farming led to the transformation of agriculture even in some

capitalist countries. The Israeli Kibbutzim and Moshavim promptly come to mind.
As if to confirm its commitment to private plantation agriculture, the top brass of the
1975 to 1979 military regime soon, on handing over to civilian, collected fatloans and
went into this type of farming."
This agricultural programme was seen by the military as very important to the
entire nation in two main ways. First, it was self — sufficient in basic food needs, an
important step toward socio — economic transformation and self — reliance expected
to make the nation. Secondly, it was claimed to be particularly targeted to benefit the
poor peasantry by transforming the low productivity of small scale peasant agricul-
ture. The programme would raise the peasants’ share of the national wealth and gen-
erally improve the quality of life in the rule areas. Thus the World Bank boasts that
s projects would lead to an increase in the standards of living of those to be affected,
by eliminating unemployment, increasing farm yield, and therefore resulting in

highpr incomes for the people." The question is, how far in reality were these
dltained and why?

In the first instance, the ex
Nation self - sufficient in food n
and Badru have argued that the
has been at the roots of hunge
Character of the programme, it i
nefit’ of the programme. Our ai

tent to which plantation agriculture has made the
eeds, basic or otherwise, is debatable. In fact Turner
“Agricultural Oligarchy” this programme produced
r in the country.'s However, in assessing the class
$ more appropriate to concentrate on the second ‘be-
hE Benoit m m is. to see the extent to wl.1ich in rea]it.y it was aimed
inte itting t}?e toiling peasants in ?he country—side; in fact to discover whose
Crests in reality, were served by this programme of large scale agriculture. We

nge accordingly chosen to closely examine one programme project in the entire
Mut, namely the Bakolori project in Sokoto State.

The Bakolori Project

ct is the ﬁr§t phase pf the Sokoto Rima River Basin Development plan as

by. the Uryted Nations Food and Agricultural Organizaton. The project

an in 1975 involves a dam built on the River Sokoto at Bakolori with a stor-
3/

. '€ proje
Identifjeq
Which beg
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age capacity of 450 million cubic meters.' When the dam was flooded, th

hectre (ha) reservoir (.lesplaced some 15,000 people from a thriving dis,tn‘c: :égg(-)
qum?rs and commercial town called Maradun. Maradun wag ap agricultural Habe/
Fulani Community. Traditionally, land was communally owned in this area though

'allocated to an individual was treated as private possession. Land could change hand
in a'numbgr of ways; by (1) inheritance; (2) exchange, e.g. exchange of fadfma for
dogin hoki; (3) lease; (4) pledge; (5) renting (aro); and (6) sale. However land was
never sold to non-—indigeneus. At death or migration and in the absence, of a hei
(sor’;" ordbrother), the land reverted to the community, "3
raditionally, labour power in Maradun was | ) i
me‘mbers were the main source of labour power fo:l rfii:r);ul:: Z:nrg':;sdife‘lii'vii:)nclll(y
This source was usually supplemented by gaya, a system of co—operatige farming:

had to walk three kilometres to reach this dirty pond.»
Perhaps of more !mportance is what happened to the people’s source of liveli

Ing work on the project. At first, government tried to bribe them by paying—out huge |

: ; ) n 1S falled, the pc Ple y
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the deadlock was broken by force at the end of April (1980) when the Federal Govern-
ment orde!'ed in the police. In the ensuing confrontation many farmers were killed (the
ofﬁmaclI c::tnmate is 19, unofficial estimates are far higher) and villages were burnt to the
ground.

Here is a people shattered culturally and materially. But the SRRBDA boasts of
the success of the Bakolori project hammering on the ‘increase’ in food production
which has resulted. But how has the project affected the ordinary people of
Bakolori? Farmers who are lucky to have received irrigated land, for example at Yar-
kofoji, have even challenged the SRRBDA claims of increased food production.
Some of them have spoken to insist that aggregate production has in fact fallen. For
instance, they say that before the project, they were harvesting between 300 and
1,000 bags, of yar maradun (rice) per season, but that has drastically fallen after the
institution of the project. Furthermore, the farmers regard as nothing novel to the
dry season cropping which the SRRBDA often canvasses as a major advantage of the
project. They point out that before the project, the fadama provided just that.

We can see that there is enough reason to believe that the benefits of the project
did not get to those for whom they were suposedly intended, the comon peasants.
Apart from the permanently displaced and landless peasants, the cost of staying on
the project become too high for those lucky to be accommodated. The result has
been that persons with enough money to hire tractors, pay for irrigation water, buy
fertilizers and high—yield seeds, hire labour the cost of which increased by over
100%, etc. benefited from the Bakolori project. In the circumstance, land specu-
lators and absentee farmers from Sokoto, Gusau and other big towns, as well as pro-
ject staff, are known to have gradually squeezed the peasants off the land. In
effect increasing numbers of peasants become landless and have been forced to mig-
rate, become full—time farm hands for the ‘big farmers’, or live on the by—products
of capitalist agriculture activities as food hawkers, cloth—makers, shoe—shine boys
etc. Ultimately capitalist agriculture for profit had replaced farming for food. And
labour widely become a commodity to be sold and bought in the process.
Nevertheless, it should be noted that the Bakolori project is an on—going one.
Our data relate mostly to the terminal period of military rule (cirea 1980). This
implies that these problems may have been ephemeral; the inevitable initial difficul-
ties that usually go with such large scale projects. In other words, further studies
might be necessary before we write—off Bakolori. That does not however detract
from our observations and assessment of the project. The project may have been
“good intentioned” but its implementation belied the good intentions, throwing up
the true forces that propel society. This again shows the importance of class forces in
the analysis of government policies and programmes. It will always be problematic
(if not impossible) to make a capitalist designed and oriented project like Bakolori
to benefit the toiling masses. Increase in food production is most likely to result from
such a multi—million naira project. But as usual, equity in distributing its rewards
both within the scheme and among the general populace will always be suspect.
Whether the leadership at the time was conscious of it or not the Bakolori — Mara-
dun experiment was a classic instance of the proletarianization of the Nigerian
Peasantry. Rather than benefit the common peasants as declared by the pol-
ICy—makers, the agricultural programnzlje led to the emergence of a feudal oligarchy




of farmers (mostly ex—military men) and a systematic destruction of the peasantry
by capitalist accumulation—Tina Wallace perfectly sums it up:

these schemes are accelerating the incorporation of the peasantry into the demands of

capitalist farming —agriculture for profit. They are being carried out in the name of the
small farmer, claiming to bring great benefit to him ... they are in fact the death knell
for many small farmers ... as these projects are capital intensive, demand high inputs of
foreign money, expertise and technology and focus resources on those best able to use
them, i.e. men with capital, land, access to labour. That the small farmer is being

squeezed off the land is merely on inevitable result of this approach to rural change.”

2. Mass—Housing Programme 1980—1983

In April 1980, following the National Council of Housing and Environment Confer-
ence in Port—Harcourt, the government of President Shehu Shagari (1979—19§3)
embarked on a ‘housing for all’ programme for the country. According to Shagari,

the goal of my administration in the area of housing was to ensure as much as possible
that every Nigerian has access to a decent and affordable accommodation in a clean

environment.”
The specific objective of the programme were given as follows.”
(a) anincreased production of affordable owner/occupier houses in the urban

(b) adeqﬁatq provision of financial resources to institutions charged with the
responsibility of home financing and building construction industry; and

(c) support local initiative and activities in home production.

In implementing the programme, the Federal Government announced its com-
mitment to the provision of 200,000 housing units yearly through both private and
public efforts. The Ministry of Housing and Environment (MHE) was on its part to
be directly involved with the construction of 2,000 housing units yearly in each state
including Abuja.” This made a total government target of 40,000 units yearly. The
emphasis ostensibly was on “affordable owner/occupier” houses for the urban pro-
letariat. Rhetorically, therefore, the programme was a lofty one, populist in concep-
tion. The hopes of Nigerians were even more heightened when Shagari turned the
sod for the programme in Yola on June 9, 1980. But for how long could such hopes
be sustained? To answer this, let us look at the reality, the implementation of the
housing programme.

Construction of the houses according to the MHE, was to be by tenders and con-
tracts.” The government took care of the other aspects: (1) making building mate-
rials available; (2) acquisition of land; and (3) provision of loans.

On building materials, the Ministry “‘concluded negotiations with local manufac-
turers and importers of these materials with a view to making them available at
reasonable cost to the contractors awarded the contracts.”* How much more
benevolent could government be? Of course the state did not stop there. The gener-
ousity was extended further by keeping labour price cheap for the contractors — what
with the teeming population of unemployed Nigerians. On the other hand, the Fed-
eral Mortagage Bank (FMB) was on hand to provide soft loans (repayment period
between seven and 20 years) toward ‘the building of the following category of

L

Zzuse(s;;:; r;:nl::ly; b(i) owner/ occupier houses; (ii) private residential houses for let-
e s;rtmental sf:rez ;sgate developers for sale; and (iv) commercial buildings for

By the end of May 1980, branches of the FMB had been established in all the 19
states. As at March 1980, the amount of outstanding loan applications and commit-
ments to the.bank stood at 3750 million. This represents a 72% increase over the
preceeding six months (September 1979) when such applications and commitments
stood at & 210m.* The class of people that benefitted from these facilities is common
knowledge .and need not be over laboured. But the point is that not only the fraction
of _the dominant class engaged in construction (as contractors) should benefit from
this state largesse, but others too. Thus, they must be aided to acquire palaces, build
more houses fc.)r.letting and construct more commercial buildings to facilitaté their
comprador activities. It is not surprising then that a class of landlords burgeoned in
the urban areas. Of course, the worker in the urban area which the programme was
supppseq to benefit was subjected to sustained harassment by the landlord. More
baffling is the fact that inspite of millions of houses erected by landlords witl; loans
from state coffers, cost of housed continued to soar due to the pettiness of these land-
lords and the inability of government to control prices.

Even more disturbing is the amount of money the country lost in fraudulent cir-
cumstances as a result of this programme. Inspite of the fact that the MHE ensured
that contractors procurred building materials at reasonable cost; housing minister
Dosunmu on September 16, 1980, in Benin informed the nation that the 20,000 hous-’
ing units fpr Bendel State would cost % 20 million. Extended to the en’tire prog-
ramme, this means that the construction was estimated to cost the nation 2¥ 400 mil-
lion yearly. That comes to an average of 3 10,000 per unit. Anybody who has seen
any of these houses would likely be surprised at that price. Yet at the end of the day
more shuddering data emerged. At the end of 1983 it was reported that out of a totai
of 120.,0.00 units expected to have been constructed across the country in three years,
the ministry set up only 32,227 structures. Yet a total amount of ¥ 1.26 billion was
committed to their construction during the period (1980—1983). * That leaves us
with an average of over 340,000 per unit. That is outlandish and outrageous! The
extent of financial loss through fraud and mismanagement came out in bold relief fol-
lowing the post—Shagari probes. Interestingly, many of the culprits were members
of th}i National Assembly, the country’s law—makers. A few cases will suffice. The
Oth}gléman of Sepate Public Services Committee and the majority leader of the House
MHFpresematwes were sgnd to have f:ollectcd a total sum of 337,494,295 for the
.- Jt acsl payments to contractors for jobs that were never carried out.* It was also
thle) sr ed that some members. of the.National Assembly collected about 2 140m for

1 18gpply of b.mldmg materials .Wthh they never supplied.* In like manner, about
T :1 was said to have been palq out to chtractors for the supply of building mate-
Gstin{at:?im; states of t?e Federation. Again, this was never done. In fact it has been
ded b that over 50% of the total amount spent on the programme was embez-
aCro'SS thxs therefore no wonder that out of 120,000 housing units estimated to be built
thas 270/6 c&zuntry b_etween 1980 and 1983 only 32,227 were erected representing less
bt 00 the estl.m'ate. Even at that, most of the buildings erected lacked “basic

enities like electricity, roads and water.’;’;’lt is not surprising then that a majority |
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completed houses were never occupied. Table 2 shows the case of

iy purportedly 1983 wnicn typifiea the situation accross the country.

Anambra >tate in

i The Housing Programme in Anambra
: State of Housing Units Constructed Under
Table 2: The sty 5 oongarpond

Local Government Total Observation
(Building Site) Constructed
liki 100 Allocated but unoccupigd
Qbf:::al l 50 Not allocated; unoccupied
Aiambra 50 Unoccupied. No amenities
50 ” ” ”
ﬁzﬂ — Land not made available
Enugu 100 Partly occupied by the
Army and Police
— Land not made available
E:::gu 50 Unoccupied. No amenities
Idemili 50 :: ” ”
Igbo—Etiti 50 - ¥ 4
Igbo—Eze 50 ”» EL) E3]
Ihiala 50 ” ”» ”
Ikwo 50 ”» ”» ”
Ishienu ;8 " 3 g
i—Uzo ,
Ilqs;ikokza — Land not made available
Nkanu 50 Unoccupied. No amenities
0 ) A
NSUkka 50 ” ”» ”»
Oji-River 50 )
Onitsha 150 Partly occupied i
Udi 100 Unoccupied. No amenities
Uzo-Uwani 50 Unoccupied. No amenities
Total 1,300

Source: Adapted from Ijioma Imo, The Collapse of the Second Republic in Nigeria: Leader-

ship Perspective. Unpublished B.Sc thesis U.N.N., 1985.

First of all, of the total estimate of 6,000 houses to be built in Anambra State in '
the three years, only 1,300 structures or less than 22% were constructed. Of this

number, only 250 units (about 19% ) in Onitsha and Enugu were reported to be ;?a_t_tly
occupied. This leaves some 81% unoccupied mainly due to absence of basic facilities
even though the contractors are said to have been ful.l).' pa}d.

Apart gfrom the non—availability of basic amenities in the structures erected,

those of them erected in the rural anzd semi—urban districts (most local government
C

headquarters in Anambra State fall into this category), which is where most of these
structures were set up, were constructed with little regard for the values of those
expected to occupy them. It is surprising that these rural and semi—urban dwellers
who are used to large, walled compounds, were expected to live in those crowded,
open places with non count—yards, shades or facilities for tending domestic animals.
This insensitivity becomes more glaring if we consider the design of the buildings.
Most of them are single bedroom apartments. Thus the issue is not the likely size of
the family but rather a dubious belief that the statuses of those who will occupy the
buildings qualify them only for such huts. Yet it is common knowledge that the
‘low—income’ groups in Nigeria generally maintain large families for obvious
reasons.

On a final note, it is unnecessary to belabour this issue. But suffice it to say that
the ‘working class’ in the urban and semi—urban areas of the coutnry whom the gov-
ernment professed would benefit from the programme fo mass—housing, turned out
to be the group oppressed by it. Who then benefitted? It was of course the contrac-
tors, most of them politicians, who won the inflated contracts; the senior public ser-
vants in the banks and ministries who received “kick—backs”; the importers and
suppliers of raw materials who were paid for materials not supplied; the landlords in
the urban areas who built houses with generaous loans and put them at cut—throat
prices; and the kulaks (land speculators) who received compensation for the com-
mon land etc. This class of people ‘own’ the Nigerian State and as we noted, govern-

ment policies and programmes, however forceful their populist rhetorics, are aimed
at serving their interests.

Concluding Remarks

We began this paper by pointing out that the idea of the public interest, conceived as
a harmonious set of interests shared by the generality of the public, and to which gov-
ernment policies and programmes conform, is a myth. What obtains in reality is that
specific group interests are usually projected as the public interest. We tried to show
the true nature of these interests which we argued are dominant class interests. We
also argued that public policies and programmes are determined by these interests,
the form of government notwithstanding. In other words, that if we moved beyond
rhetorics, we discover that government programmes are never geared towards the
Interest of ‘the generality’ of the public.

We then proceeded to show the nature of dominant interests in Nigeria and their
relationship with public policy. To underscore this, we analyzed two programmes of
Past governments in the country, namely large scale agriculture and housing for all.
These two are particularly interesting because they were not only publicized as being
of benefit to all Nigerians, but were executed under two different regimes; one milit-
ary, the other civilian. What we discovered was that both programmes, inspite of
their populist expressions, basically served the interests of a minority of Nigerians
Whose interests dominate society and who control the Nigerian State. This was true
In both cases despite the fact that the programmes were pursued under two different
orms of ryle — military and civilian.

. These facts again give credence to claims that the current preoccupation of Nige-
"*_‘"S. with finding a form of government most suitable for the country may well be a
Misdirected one. It does appear that tl;e {roblems being addressed, such as political



instability, ethnicity, corruption, indiscipline, electoral malpractices, denial of social
and human rights etc, can neither be explained in themselves, nor their solution sought
in forms of government. Rather, their solution Wust be sought in the Nigerian political
ecconomy — the mode through which the country produces and distributes wealth,
including its attendant class relations. Nigeria will be no where around evolving a true
democracy until this mode and its immense superstructure are completely overhauled.
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