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CONFRONTING INTER-REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN NIGERIA 

ABSTRACT 
Disparities in endowments of agricultural, mineral and commercial wealth across Nigeria’s six 
geopolitical zones determine the rates at which the different regions can grow. Economic activities and 
growth are concentrated in four regions, while the remaining two regions are largely excluded from the 
growth processes. This calls for urgent efforts to make economic growth more inclusive. Investing in 
fast and efficient rail links between rich and poor regions is suggested as a win-win national 
redistributive strategy that could bring resource-poor regions closer to needful inputs, ensure benefits of 
growth are more evenly distributed across regions without hurting any of the resource-rich regions, 
ultimately eliminate interregional growth disparities, and ensure the peaceful coexistence that is required 
to sustain growth. Nigeria needs a strong national economic intelligence apparatus like the defunct 
National Economic Intelligence Committee (NEIC) to, amongst other things, provide the foresight 
required henceforth to ensure that regional growth divergence is prevented rather than cured. 

1. Resource Endowments and Growth 
From 19 states in 1980, the next two decades were to see the creation of seventeen additional states 
(two in 1987, nine and the FCT in 1990, and six more in 1996) to arrive at the present 36 states and 
FCT in six geo-political zones or regions. The economies of all Nigerian states and regions had 
looked very similar in the stagnant 1980s and 1990s when weak global commodity prices inflicted 
deep contractions on the country’s economy. Oil production, agricultural and manufacturing output 
fell steeply and remained stagnant until 1999. Infrastructures, such as rail transport and power 
supply, deteriorated or collapsed over this period. 

The nation’s economy however entered a recovery phase in 1999 when global commodity prices saw 
a broadly-based surge that has surprising been sustained for more than a decade, the brief 
contraction during the 2008/2009 global crisis notwithstanding. This has boosted agricultural, oil 
and trading output in Nigeria. Growth has however been concentrated in a few sectors as crops, oil, 
and commerce have contributed 90 percent of Nigeria’s growth. Each of these three activities is 
regionally concentrated, meaning that some regions are excluded from the growth process. This 
creates a challenge of making growth more inclusive. 

REGIONAL ENDOWMENTS AND SECTORAL SHARES 

 Land Area Coastline Boarders  Crops Oil Trading 

North-central Large, landlocked Nil Nil 30% - 16.33% 

Northeast Large, semi-arid Nil Yes 5% - 1.46% 

Northwest Large Nil Yes 60% - 4.41% 

Southeast Small, landlocked Nil Nil 2.18% 2.69% 2.73% 

South-south Small, coastal Yes Yes 1.25% 91.52% 13.45% 

Southwest Small, coastal Yes Yes 2.73% 5.79% 61.33% 

Source: Economic Associates: Regional Insights report, September 2012. Metal Ores and Coal are potential regionally concentrated growth sectors. 

Thus, regional growth incidence has been primarily dependent on regional resource endowments. 
States and regions are beginning to look very dissimilar as growth has not been uniform across the 
regions. States/regions included in the growth processes are getting rich, just as those excluded from 
the growth processes, remain poor. Regions can now easily be grouped into the haves and the have-
nots. If this trend continues, the rich states/regions will get richer, and the poor, poorer. 

Northwest and North-central, with well-watered stretches of land area, account for 90 percent of 
crop production; South-south, with access to coastal oil and gas deposits, accounts for 91.5 percent 
of oil production; Southwest, with the historic ports of Lagos and lucrative land borders, account for 
60 percent of trading and commercial activities, and North-central and South-south combine to 
contribute another 30 percent of this. The remaining two regions, the semi-arid Northeast with 
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immense metal ores, and the landlocked Southeast with immense coal deposits, are marginalized 
from the existing growth processes. 

2. Recent Growth Patterns 
Southwest gross regional output grew the most in 2012 with an absolute nominal increase of N1.4 
trillion (or 21.8% nominal growth), followed by the Northwest with N1 trillion (16.38%), and 
North-central with N800 billion (14.27%). These are to be compared to regional output increases of 
N123 billion (10.89%) in the Southeast and N100 billion (8.19%) in the Northeast. Owing to a slight 
dip in oil price in 2012 after growing impressively in the preceding three years, oil-dominated South-
south recorded a slight decline of about N268.9 billion (-1.69%) in regional output in 2012. 

The South-south still had the largest gross regional product, N15.65 trillion (38.6% of Nigeria’s 
GDP), followed by the Northwest’s N8.4 trillion (20.65%), Southwest’s N8.2 trillion (20.26%), and 
North-central’s N5.7 trillion (15%). Southeast’s N1.4 trillion (3.27%) and North-central’s N1.2 
(3.11%) trillion were the smallest GRPs in 2012, each being even smaller than the increase in 
Southwest’s regional output that year. More importantly, Southeast and Northeast not only had the 
smallest economies in 2012, they also recorded the least absolute and percentage growths. 

3. Output versus Consumption 
The seeming advantage of the South-south’s output over other regions has to be qualified that only 
a small fraction of the oil wealth created in the region is appropriated in the region. One third of the 
oil wealth is appropriated by multinational joint venture partners with the remaining two thirds 
heading into the federation account which only concedes 13 percent of the oil revenue to producing 
states over and above what comes to them, like any other state, based on the revenue allocation. The 
non-oil output of about N1.9 trillion in 2012 is fully appropriable within the region, as with non-oil 
output in all other regions. 

The consequence is that South-south ranks third, after Southwest and Northwest in total 
consumption spending, and ranks a distant fifth, only ahead of the Northeast, in consumption 
spending per head. The region’s domestic income is high enough to rank first; consumption is low 
enough to rank third; and consumption per head even lover to rank fifth. Worse still, food 
consumption per head in the region is the lowest in the country, while non-food consumption per 
head is the second highest; revealing the irony that, while the average person in the South-south 
spends less on food than persons in the other region, the average outlay on non-food items in the 
South-south is second only to the Southwest, and even higher than in the North-central! This 
anomaly suggests that derivation payouts funds luxury spending by few privileged government 
officials and their cronies, while the populace don’t have enough to spend on basic needs like food. 

On the contrary, the output disadvantage of the Southeast is mitigated by the fact that south 
easterners’ income from involvement in wealth creation in all the five other regions and in the 
Diaspora far exceeds the value of wealth generated within the region. The strong home bias of the 
average south easterner ensures that huge fractions of such wealth are repatriated to the region with 
the consequence that Southeast ranks third in consumption spending per head after the Southwest 
and the North-central, ahead of the Northwest, South-south and the Northeast, although total 
consumption in the region still ranks fifth, only ahead of the Northeast. Southeast consistently 
remains third in both food consumption per head and non-food consumption per head. The relative 
rankings of the other four regions do not need to be qualified as they remain fairly consistent across 
output and consumption measures. 

4. Confronting Interregional Divergence 
The 2012 growth patterns may persist into the medium term as the current outlook of global 
commodity prices remain favourable for food and agricultural raw materials. Crop production and 
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trading and commerce will continue to contribute the most to Nigeria’s growth in the foreseeable 
future. With oil price already a little above US$100, oil sector growth is likely to remain intermittent 
in the medium term. In the absence of a national interregional redistributive policy, rich regions will 
continue to get richer, just as poor regions get poorer. Residents in the poor regions might 
eventually lose hope, become restive, engage in activities that may threaten peaceful interregional 
coexistence, and undermine growth in the country. Sustenance of growth in the country can only be 
assured through peaceful redistribution of growth from rich to poor regions. Otherwise, violent 
redistribution of the pains and anguish of penury from poor to rich regions will be inevitable, breach 
the peace among regions, and the country will be the worse for it. 

5. Rail Transportation and Regional Development 
Investing in fast and efficient rail links between rich and poor regions is the win-win national 
redistributive strategy that could bring resource-poor regions closer to needful inputs, ensure 
benefits of growth are more evenly distributed across regions without hurting any of the resource-
rich regions, ultimately eliminate interregional growth disparities, and ensure the peaceful 
coexistence that is required to sustain growth. Nigeria therefore needs to approach the nationwide 
rail development with a much stronger sense of urgency. 

The recently released Mid-Term Report of The Transformation Agenda (May 2011–May 2013): Taking 
Stock, Moving Forward did say that, ‘The Federal Government in a bid to turnaround the railways 
nationwide, articulated a 25-year strategic vision for the rail sector, with milestones to be 
implemented in three stages. The broad targets of the rail sub-sector are the completion of the 
rehabilitation of the existing narrow gauge and construction of new standard gauge rail lines, and 
construction of extension to link all State Capitals and commercial centres. ...  Currently, feasibility 
studies are on-going to create additional corridors for the standard gauge rail system. The studies are 
expected to be completed by the third quarter of this year and their reports will amongst others 
consist of Outline Business Cases which will be made available to potential investors for the 
development of tracks under Public Private Partnership.’ 

The Federal Government does seem to have the rail sector development on its radar. The only 
problem is that the 25-year timeframe does not reflect the strong sense of urgency that an 
appreciation of the likely impact on states, regions and sectors, and industrial clusters would impose. 
25 years? Not five years? Full economic revival of the six regions depends critically on the 
development of a fully functioning rail sector. Every region will gain tremendously from fully 
functioning rail transport system. Train terminuses have historically been known to open up new 
markets, which propelled the growth of major Nigerian cities and triggered the emergence and 
growth of regional industry clusters across Nigeria. Since the collapse of the rail transport system in 
the 1980s, the markets surrounding the terminuses have either declined or died altogether, all major 
Nigerian cities, except Lagos and Abuja, have declined markedly, regional industrial clusters are 
dead; in the absence of rail transport, only parts of Lagos and Ogun States have sufficient proximity 
to the ports to sustain industry clusters. Revival of cities and industries requires a fully functioning 
rail transport system. Metal Ores and Coal production can only thrive in the presence of rail 
transportation. Nigeria can extract additional growth by exploiting these two minerals that abound in 
the Northeast and the Southeast respectively. 

With 160 million people to move across thirty-six states and the FCT, spread over 774 local 
government areas, annual crops, livestock, forestry, fishery, petroleum products, and solid minerals 
output in excess of 440 million tonnes, with an even larger volume of merchandise imported 
through the airports, seaports and land borders, the business case for the Nigerian rail sector should 
be more than obvious. The developmental impact is no less compelling. Competitiveness in 
manufacturing and broader industrial activities depends very critically on the existence of a transport 
cost reducing fully functioning modern rail sector. Growing long term savings represented by the 
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pension fund assets need long term investment vents which are currently absent in Nigeria. 
Opportunities for investing these funds in the rail sector will be in the long term interest of the 
savers and the country. Government can issue rail bonds, or even levy rail specific taxes to provide 
part of the required funding, in addition to funds that could be contributed by joint venture partners 
and public-private-partners. 

6. Stronger National Economic Intelligence Apparatus is Urgently Required 
Nigeria needs a strong national economic intelligence apparatus like the defunct National Economic 
Intelligence Committee (NEIC) to, amongst other things, provide the foresight required to ensure 
that regional growth divergence is prevented on an ongoing basis rather than cured. The NEIC Act 
should be amended, rather than repealed as being contemplated by the Senate, to give the agency 
more powers to provide insight, oversight, and foresight on matters of urgent national importance in 
line with the original vision for the agency when it was created in 1994. The National Assembly, the 
Presidency, and the National Economic Council alike should rely on such an agency to clarify their 
vision and thinking on the best ways to ensure a more inclusive national economic growth trajectory. 
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