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Introduction 

 

Nigeria is among the richest countries of the world blessed with numerous resources 

for developmental purposes. It is a conglomerate of six (6) geo-political zones which 

comprises the North-west, North-central, North-east, South-west, South-south and South- 

east. In the northern region, there exist clusters of ethnic groups dispersed within the states of 

the region. The region is known for its agricultural and mineral resources for commercial 

purposes. The ethnic diversity therein coupled with resource availability has posed both 

challenges and opportunities that require qualitative leadership to put things in the right track. 

The North-eastern geo-political zone is prone to most of the challenges bedeviling the 

country. The most alarming is the high level of insecurity caused by insurgency, religiosity, 

poverty, illiteracy and high rate of unemployment more especially among the youth in the six 

(6) states of Borno, Bauchi, Yobe, Gombe, Adamawa and Taraba. In addition to that, these 

problems had affected the socio-economic and political spectrum of the people living within 

the sub-region and beyond. 

It is a well-known fact that, human society engulfed into some social problems is 

likely to be left behind especially when significant number of its people are unproductive. 

The problem therefore, is how to address these social problems. The level of insecurity is not 

only killing the Northern region economically, politically and socially, but it is also posing a 

threat to national survival and human development. It is important to stress here that, the 

northern part of Nigeria is the most backward part of Nigeria in the 21st century confronted 

with numerous challenges. The region is ravaged by violent conflicts. The recent Boko 

Haram disturbance has posed a number of challenges to people of the zone leaving them in 

difficulties and greater hardship. 

This article attempts to understand the major obstacles which this geo-political zone 

faced for possible solution. It has however, become increasingly clear that, these hurdles have 

exposed Nigeria to so many threats including the survival of the country as whole. The paper 

argues that, one of the causes of such national security threat bedeviling the country is 

associated with bad governance. Therefore, what the future holds for this sub-region of 

Northern 
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Nigeria in the 21st century is the great challenge of our time. More devastating is the 

threat this challenge is posing towards the balkanization of Nigeria. The study assumed that, 

the situation requires good governance and political will from the site of the government so 

as to ensure productive utilization of available resources for human development. Meanwhile, 

the study is optimistic towards reviving the menace by way of improving the political setting 

towards pursuing programmes that are people driven. There is also strong believe that, the 

North Eastern region’s prospects lies in what the leadership of various states put in place to 

turn around the situation exploring all avenues for sustainable human development. The study 

highlighted ways in which states of the sub-region in the 21st century could lay emphasis on, 

with a view to revitalizing our orientation on the current challenges facing the north as a 

whole. While focusing on possible prospect, this region is likely to attain certain development 

and progress. Even though, this work acknowledged the severity of thorny issues such as 

insecurity, youth restiveness, poor governance and unemployment in retarding development 

and eroding working strategic plans. 

The Northern Region: Past and Present 

The history of Nigeria shows that, the northern region has been the major contributor 

to the development of the country before independence. This is largely the result of the fertile 

land of the region. The north in the early 1980s has been the pioneer of the wealth of 

agricultural resources that contributed to the Nigerian economy. Studies by Momoh (2011, 

14) show that, “before the discovery of oil, Nigeria depends largely on agriculture for her 

developmental needs and the north was a major contributor”. Apart from contribution to 

economy, the region is the most populous with nineteen (19) states out of the thirty six (36) 

states of the federation. Politically, the north since independence has dominated the national 

politics until the return to democratic rule in 1999. In describing that, Jega, (2011, 10), puts, 

“a region once roundly accused of dominating Nigeria is now crying of marginalization”. A 

number of studies shows that, the Northern region is now the most affected and the most 

backward region in terms of even-development, education, industrialization and social 

infrastructures. Magaji Danbatta in his work has posted that: 

In the forties, Northern Nigeria was a closed shop where the 

generality of the people were isolated from the world beyond 

their immediate surrounding and denied a breath of fresh air 

even within their environments by the tyranny of an unfeeling 
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British colonial administration and an arrogant feudal oligarchy. 

It was no surprise therefore, that under such conditions 

corruption, injustice and the denial of basic human rights were 

the order of the day. The end result was a climate of fear fuelled 

by poverty, ignorance, illiteracy, disease and general 

underdevelopment. (Abba, 2000, p. 2) 

Today the situation is almost the same despite the fact that, the political system is 

democratic in nature. And there are opportunities hopeful for development through effective 

utilization of available resources. But the basic questions are; what is happening to this 

region? Does it mean the region has no future? Or does the people of the region don’t know 

the implication of backwardness. Answers to these questions may likely be difficult to predict 

considering the inability of the states to manage these crises effectively and the attitudinal 

problems exhibited by the people of the region. The situation of the people of the region has 

worsened day by day under the auspices of weak institutional mechanism and lack of sense of 

direction for the management of abundant economic resources. Recently, the National Bureau 

of Statistics (NBS) has revealed its reports on poverty, illiteracy and unemployment. The 

outcomes of these reports show that, the northern states lists topped the national poverty 

profile regarding unemployment and illiteracy. 

North-East Zone 

The Northeastern Nigeria comprises six states. The total population of the area is 

estimated to stands at over twenty million inhabitants according to National population 

commission’s 2006 Census Final Results. From the figure released Bauchi State is estimated 

to be the most populous among the six states of the zone, with over four million 

people(4,653,066) followed by Borno, Adamawa, Taraba, Yobe and Gombe states, with 

(4,171,104),(3,178,950), (2,294,800),( 2,321,339) and (2,365,040) accordingly (Federal 

Republic of Nigeria, 2009). The north east zone shares international boundaries with 

Cameroon, Chad republic and Niger republic. The zone has the highest ethnic groups living 

as separate communities of different tribes. This is why the region records prevalence of 

ethno-religious crises in places like Bauchi, Taraba Adamawa and Gombe. According to 

Nigerian Poverty profile Report of 2010 “the North¬West and North-East geo-political zones 

recorded the highest poverty rates in the country with 77.7% and 76.3% respectively in 
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2010”(National Bureau of Statistics, 2012). That means the northeastern states are also 

wallowing in poverty and at the same time experiencing great social threat of insecurity. 

Challenges 

Insecurity and Political Violence 

As rightly pointed out by Aliyu Gusau, the former National Security Adviser to 

President Yar’adua, ‘national survival, stability and public safety are the major pillars of 

national security which is defined as the defense of a country against threats to its stability 

and integrity from all sources’(The NEWS, 2007 p 12-13). In Nigeria, the level of insecurity 

is very high which has become most worrisome, that, almost all Nigerians felt unprotected. 

These cases of insecurity can be clearly seen from the reported armed robbery cases on our 

highways, kidnapping, youth restiveness, post-election violence, herdsmen violence, political 

thuggery and violence related to group militias, the Boko Haram insurgency and other social 

disturbances like ethnic conflict and other communal violence. 

The situation is more devastating in the Northeast zone. Insecurity and political 

violence is the common feature in the sub-region. It is a known fact that, the recent Boko 

Haram insurgency has created a lot of havoc to people and government institutions, leading 

to lose of lives and greater damages to the economy of the zone. The violent attack hits 

mostly Maiduguri and Potiskum in the two states of the zone. According to Shehu (2011, p. 

30), ‘the figures of casualties resulting from the on-going ‘Boko Haram’ insurgency in 

Maiduguri and the Military crackdown that trailed it are indeed frightening’. In the 

neighboring Yobe State, the towns of Potiskum and Damaturu had also suffered from this 

violence which led to the burning of churches, government buildings as well asseveral 

vehicles by the Boko Haram sect members. In this violence alone, more than 12, 000 people 

were recorded death, including the Boko Haram members killed by the government officials 

in Bauchi and Borno States. Apart from the killings, the violence also has resulted to great 

loss of properties and pernicious crisis. Though Boko Haram is not the only challenge to 

stability in the zone, but its consequences is the most ravaging and destructive to human 

development and peace. Therefore, the situation now is unpredictable leaving the 

northeastern zone with myriad of challenges to stability and security. 

Another security threat bedeviling the zone is political violence among youth. It is a 

cancer eating the feature of our teaming youth and also serving as threat to political 
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development in the region and country at large. The phenomenon of political thuggery has 

emerged as one of the most potent catalysts to instability in the political landscape of Nigeria. 

Thus, the menace has become sources of tension and triggers strife in the northeast. The 

economic disruption and shocks are often seen as the major causes of such social milieu and 

youth restiveness resulting to dislocation among youth. The incidence is more pronounce in 

election times which made Haruna and Jumba (2011) to state that: 

The activities of thugs in the north-east geo-political region of 

Nigeria have become worrisome since the return to democratic 

rule in 1999. It has become a fashion for politicians to sponsor 

these thugs financially and morally in order to achieve their 

personal political interest. Most a times they mobilize these 

thugs from beginning to the end of electioneering campaign/ 

election period (p. 111) 

The activities of such thugs are highly regarded as violent acts against humanity. In 

fact, it is a source of terrifying people for elites to consolidated political control seeking to 

dominate political representation against the will of the majority. To understand the scene, 

the groups are identified as Sara-Suka in Bauchi, Yan- Kalare in Gombe, Ecomog in Borno 

and Yobe, Banu-Isreil in Taraba, and Yan- Shinko in Adamawa. The most astonishing thing 

about this groups is that they are employed by politicians in the sub-region in order to 

violently pursuit their personal interest. If care is not taken such activities may attain a level 

or even a magnitude to challenge the governability of these states in question. With these 

turbulent settings, we can usefully say the northeast zone is delving into calamity provided 

the situation has remained in such jeopardy. The post-election violence in 2011 also left 

many Nigerians in fear and serious dissatisfaction over the death of NYSC corps members in 

Bauchi. Also in Gombe the violence has led to the destructing of properties and loss of lives. 

Poverty and Unemployment 

Challenges to stability in Northern Nigeria have a number of dimensions ranging from 

political, economic and social interpretations. Politically, the problem is connected to poor 

governance and lack of political will to create enabling environment to deal with the 

economic shocks. As such, over 70% of the 170 Nigerian’s population falls within the 

working age of 17 to 65years and 40,630,000 lacked any form of employment (Leadership, 

2012). But the most significant factor is the economic conditions of the people which have 
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bearing on poverty level and employment opportunities. The prevalence of violence in the 

region can also be seen as another factor deteriorating the economic activities of the people. 

Shehu (2011), posited that, ‘violence often result in the destruction of economic base of the 

region. Business premises are often target of attacks and destruction hence, pushing the 

region further into the squalor of poverty and unemployment’. Among all the nineteen (19) 

states of the northern Nigeria, it is in the northeastern zone that almost all the problems 

coexist; ranging from poverty, violence and political instability. Though the highest zone in 

the Nigerian poverty profile is North-West with 77.7% in 2010, the northeast zone may likely 

top the list in 2012 and beyond. 

The widespread poverty and unemployment among youth in the zone, is connected to 

political, social and economic marginalization of the youth in the north thereby making the 

youth more vulnerable to domestic violence. According to Haruna and Jumba (2011, p. 117) 

‘high level of unemployment have accounted for high level of poverty in the zone. As mostof 

youths come from humble families which cannot fulfill their obligation’. Another factor that 

revealed the area of weaknesses of the northeast zone on poverty and unemployment is the 

problem of laziness among people in the region, drug abuse and neglect of agriculture for 

industrialization. The paradox is that the poverty level in the zone contradicts the reality of 

agricultural opportunities within the region as well as Nigeria’s wealth. 

According to the 2011 unemployment rates released by the National Bureau of 

Statistics (NBS) Zamfara, Bauchi and Niger states are worst hit by unemployment in the 

country. And the youth are the most affected considering the fact that about 80% of the active 

population are jobless, meaning that an estimated 32,504,000 active youths are totally 

unemployed (Leadership, 2012). 

Ethno-Religious conflicts 

Conflicts is said to be inevitable in human society, whenever individuals or group of 

individuals tend to actualizes certain values or interests to themselves. It is true that human 

beings are competitive in nature towards achieving some of their goals. But as pointed out by 

Jega (2007), “competitive partisan political activities are being used as avenues through 

which groups are exploited, identities rigidly reinforced, often infused with excessive 

religiosity”(p 250) Nigeria is one of the African countries affected with such social 

disturbance, plagued by religious, ethnic, communal and resource conflict (Iduh, 2011). 
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The northern region is increasingly faced by numerous devastating political and 

economic imbalances thereby leading others to be using ethnic and religious differences for 

pursuit of interest. Long before the return to democratic rule in Nigeria in 1999, the Northeast 

zone has recorded series of conflicts. For instance, International Crisis Group (2011, p.1) 

lamented that, “the region has experienced recurrent violent conflicts, particularly since the 

early 1980s”. Apart from ethnic rivalry manifesting itself within the zone, the history of 

religious crises has started since Maitatsine riot in 1982 in 

Bulunkutu in Borno State. And, it was the aftermath of the initial riot in Kano 

metropolis in 1980 that escalated to the northeast zone and claimed lots of lives. The uprising 

had also spread to places like Jimeta in 1984 and Gombe in 1985 which also claimed lives 

and displaces families. The then inter-religious disturbances share certain commonalities with 

what is happening today in the name of Boko Haram in terms of spread and damages to lives 

and properties. For example, the Boko Haram violence started between July 24-26, 2009 

from Dutsen Tanshi area in Bauchi State before it later spread to Kano, Yobe, and Borno 

States leading to loss of lives and properties. According to Iduh (2010), “close to eight 

hundred lives were lost in the crisis” (p.127). From the day Boko Haram violent conflict 

started with extra-judicial killings in Bauchi and Maiduguri, and followed by subsequent 

attacks by Boko Haram sect’s members. No one can give the exact number of people died in 

the skirmishes not to mention the damages inflicted on northeast zone and its economy. 

Kukah (2011) states that: 

... since our return to democracy some twelve years ago, we 

have lost close to a hundred thousand lives in circumstances that 

are totally despicable and unacceptable. We have lost billion of 

naira and thousands of personal properties, individual businesses 

and livelihoods have been utterly and totally destroyed (p. 17) 

In recent years, the governments of northeast zone face an enormous challenge of 

ethno-religious conflicts. In 1991 Bauchi state have experienced religious crisis in Tafawa 

Balewa which led to loss of many lives. Similarly in 1991 and 1992, there was Tiv-Jukun 

ethnic crises over land ownership and settler- indigene disputes ignited by political influence, 

and religious crises in Jalingo between secondary school students both in Taraba State. 

According to Imam, there were also disturbances in Potiskum in 1994 over conversion of one 

Christian girl to Islam, and demonstration of almajirai in Maiduguri, Dikwa, Biu, Ngala and 
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Monguno on 4th April, 1996 which led to the destruction of churches, hotels and properties 

worth over two million naira. (Cf Adebayo, 2010). The incidences of ethno religious crises in 

the northeast have worsened with the return to democratic rule in the country. There has been 

a phenomenal increase in tension and rise in violent ethno religious conflicts since May 29, 

1999 (Jega, 2007). Between 2008 and 2010, some major ethno-religious crises were 

witnessed in Nigeria with serious causalities (Adebayo, 2010). A good example of such 

mayhem is the recent one in Bauchi where students of Government Day Junior Secondary 

School in Yelwa Area of Bauchi had ethno religious disturbances which led to the dead of 

students in 2009. Likewise in 2011 there was another ethno religious crises in Tafawa 

Balewa. 

Poor infrastructural development 

Despite the availability of both human and material resources, Nigeria is among the 

poorest countries of the world. According to the Human Development 

Report 2009,34,1 % of the population in Nigeria lives below the national poverty line. 

That is, a large number of people are living below the poverty line, and it is fundamentally 

caused by the poor economy of the country. The northern part of the country is the most 

affected in problems of infrastructural decay. For instance, Professor Jerry Gana, (2011) 

while commenting on the socio-economic conditions of the north stated that, “whereas lack 

of investment in basic infrastructure ruined the agricultural sector, the persistent lack of 

regular power supply destroyed our emerging industries”^. 40) Thus, we can say that, part of 

the problem posing challenges to the northern region, of which north east zone is part of, 

includes those physical structures that facilitate the production of goods and services. A good 

example of such problems are failure to generate adequate electricity to power the economy, 

followed by lack of good roads, inadequate water supply, poor health facilities and lack of 

educational facilities. 

In a paper presented on Challenges of dryland farming in Northern NigeriaBukar 

Tijani, (National Project Coordinator, Third National Fadama Development Project, (Fadama 

III), Nigeria) pointed out, lack of/inadequate productive infrastructure such as roads, markets, 

preparatory facilities, processing slabs, storage facilities and grading facilities as the problem 

of dry land farming in most of the northern states (Tijani, 2009). Governance problems are 

evidence in the poor provision of social infrastructure in the north east zone. It is thus that, 

scholars like Mathew Kukah stresses that, “there is problem of the collapse of the 
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infrastructure of moral authority by the various cadres of the leaderships”. (Kukah, 2011, p. 

16) 

Child Abuse and Malnutrition 

In northern Nigeria, children are exposed to different threats in their early age. In 

most cases, they were being denied of access to basic human needs as well as adequate food 

for their health. The problem is mostly affecting developing nations of which Nigeria is 

inclusive. According to UNICEF (2005), about 604 children in developing countries live 

without shelter: one in three, 400 hundred children have no access to safe water: one in five, 

270 million children have no access to health services: one in seven. In Nigeria many of these 

negative childhood threat indicators are directly linked to poverty, illiteracy, poor nutrition 

and bad governance. It is evident that, child survival 

in Nigeria is threatened by nutritional deficiencies and illnesses (POLICY 

Project/Nigeria, 2002). 

According to 2008 Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey, about 49% of children 

<5 years in North East Zone are stunned. While among states in the zone Yobe State has 54 

% which is the highest, followed by Gombe (52%), Bauchi (51%), Borno (49%), Taraba 

(43%) and Adamawa (42%). The high prevalence of stunting as observed is connected 

largely with large-scale deepening poverty and household food insecurity. 

Another key issue hampering the lives of children among the northern society is child 

abuse. It is mainly derived from a set of influences including culture, poverty and social 

injustice. The almajiri street begging is the major challenge to most of the authorities in the 

northern region. The influx of children from rural areas to urban cities and towns is 

increasingly growing in numbers which have resulted to the raising level of insecurity, 

unemployment and crime. Umar (2011), posited that, “the people today no longer work hard 

to earn a living as they prefer to get things effortlessly” (p. 30)This is fundamentally one of 

the major reason people in the region ended up sending their children to cities for street 

begging. There is widespread concern about this street begging among both opinion makers 

and stakeholders, but the problem is more attached to attitudinal indifference associated with 

rural population. Likewise, the false association of Almajiri Street begging with the Qur’anic 

education in most states of the northern Nigeria. 
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Inadequate Education 

Education is a right and it is regarded globally a tool for human development. Lack of 

education and poor access to it posed another fundamental challenge to most of the families 

in the North. As few as20% of women in the North West and North East of the country are 

literate and have attended school (UNICEF, 2007). This shows that, the remaining 80% are 

illiterate and have not attended school. According to Offorma, (2009) without education, girls 

are denied the opportunity to developtheir full potential and to play a productive and equal 

role in their families, their societies; their country and their world and most of the states in the 

northeast zone are the victims of such social tragedy. Though at the national level, providing 

free education for all has been part of Nigeria’s Fundamental Objectives and Directive 

Principles of State Policy. Specifically, Section 18(1)and (3) of the 1999 Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria, enjoined Government at all levels to provide free and 

compulsory basic education for all Nigerians. This section provides as follows: 

1) government shall direct its policy towards ensuring that there are equal and 

adequate educational opportunities at all levels; 

2) government shall strive to eradicate illiteracy; and to this end, Government 

shall as at when practicable provide:- 

a. free, compulsory and universal primary education; 

b. free secondary education; 

c. free university education; and 

d. free adult - literacy programme. 

But fulfilling these constitutional provisions is the problem leading to raising number 

of children out of school, “with wide variations across the states and zones with the North 

Central and North West presenting worst scenarios (UNICEF, 2007). Recently, National 

Bureau of Statistics revealed the result of 2010 National Literacy Survey, stating that, close to 

3 million children aged 6 - 14 years had never attended any school. This represents 8.1 per 

cent of population of children in that age group. Also about a million children aged 6 - 14 

years dropped out of school. This represents 3.2 per cent of population of children in that age 

group that ever attended school. Among the six geo¬political Zones in Nigeria, South East 
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had the highest literacy rate in English while South West had the highest literacy rate in any 

language. North West had the least literacy rate in English Language, whereas North Central 

had the least literacy rate in any language. 

The North East zone is next to North West (39.7(Male), 23.2 (Female), 31.7(Both 

Sexes) in literacy rate in English with 49.8 (Male), 33.4 (Female) and 42.0 (Both Sexes) 

which is a bit higher. Likewise, in literacy rate in any language the North East zone is also 

following the North Central (70.4 (Male), 52.8 (Female) and 61.9 (Both Sexes)) with 

73.1(Male), 51.4 (Female) and 62.8 (Both Sexes) respectively. 

Prospects 

Surely the extent of problems, challenges and social disturbances identified are the 

major obstacles to development in the northeastern zone. It is crystal clear to note that the 

problems are not insurmountable. Therefore, the political leadership of the zone should pay 

attention and concerned to these flight. It is also necessary to bring out lasting solutions to the 

numerous socio-economic and political menaces. With good leadership, fresh investments 

and powerful networks of positive action, we can again succeed in giving a new lease of 

economic and social life to the North (Gana, 2011). In this regard, the lack of political will 

and unnecessary political competition among politicians in the zone may be seen as the major 

reasons for these problems. It is thus that, Mr. Aeron Artimas, Deputy Director of New 

Partnership for African Development (NEPAD), states that, “the decision by some states not 

to invest in the establishment and development of industries in their states as an unpopular 

view that will certainly not go down well with the people” (Cf Abubakar, 2011). 

In many ways, the social issues that emerge from crisis of development and poor 

governance also serve to reinforce it, thereby creating more harm for many lives. It is 

fundamental to note that, the prospects of the northeastern zone in the 21st century towards 

sustainable development, human safety, crime prevention, improved services and 

development administration could be enhanced by these factors: 

a. good leadership that is capable of ensuring good governance in economic 

activities such as agriculture and industrialization for development in human 

services. This is largely connected to the availability of agricultural potentials 

for industrial development. 
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b. the full and effective investment in social infrastructure to create an enabling 

environment for industrial development processes. This is possible only where 

qualitative leadership exist with viable strategic economic plan for 

transformation in social services. A good example is the need to build power 

generation plant that will provide adequate electricity to power the economy. 

c. there should be consistencies in state government’s youth development and 

empowerment policies and strategies to avoid economic marginalization of 

teaming unemployed youth, and 

d. that there should be social justice and good work on community relations and 

judicious management of public resources so as to improve investment and 

create job opportunities. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

It is true that, the North East zone in the 21st Century is squarely bedeviled with 

numerous social problems that pose challenges to human development. Poor governance and 

mismanagement of resources available, the paper argues has been responsible for almost all 

the setbacks and disturbances the northern region of Nigeria. Therefore, the incidences of 

insecurity, severe poverty, raising unemployment, poor socioeconomic infrastructure, youth 

restiveness and lack of education for women worsened the welfare conditions of many people 

in the region. This is quit pathetic situation that is in need of urgent attention from the 

stakeholders in order to come out with strategic planning, policy and institutional 

frameworks. Otherwise the situation will resulted to a catalogue of devastating outcomes. 

In view of the above conclusions, it is recommended that: 

a. Government should pay more attention to youth and women empowerment 

through strategic planning that will help in creating enabling environment for 

job creation, skill acquisition and investment in agriculture. This will give 

chance to individuals to be productive in the socioeconomic life of the region. 

b. Political competition among politicians should be justifiable on the basis of 

public interests not on the promotion of elitist interest and values to avoid the 

employment of youth for insurgencies and disturbances. 
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c. Investment in educational infrastructure and promotion of gild child education 

should be given attention to enhance qualitative human development. 

d. Socioeconomic resources distribution, among other things should be given on 

the basis of social justice in order to reduce economic inequality and 

instability in governance. 

e. The security of persons and property should be strengthening to ensure safer 

environment for business and investment. 
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