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Abstract 
Poverty in Nigeria has become a cancerous canker worm that has continued to eat deeper and 
deeper into the fabrics of the citizens of this country. It has taken its toll on the development 
strategies of the government. In the year 2000, in a summit held in United States of America, the 
189 member countries of the United Nations adopted a resolution to fight and eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger among other policy objectives by the year 2015. In 2004, the Obasanjo led 
administration in Nigeria, in response to the MDGs statement came up with strategies to fight 
poverty in the in a policy paper tagged NEEDS. This paper tries to examine the extent to which 
the Democratic government in Nigeria, is meeting most of the qualities of good governance, has 
eradicated poverty in line with the MDGs vis — a — vis NEEDS. This paper discovered in line 
with UNDP Africa that the country has not faired well in the-area of eradicating extreme 
poverty and hunger. 
 
 In the last decade and a half, the notion of "good governance" as a necessary 
condition, or at very least, as providing an enabling environment for sustainable 
development and poverty eradication has gained widespread recency, especially among 
international organisations and first world nations (Suchitra, 2004) Indeed, good 
governance has become a conditionality for development assistance from donor 
agencies. Good governance is specified as one of the targets of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), an agenda for eradicating poverty and improving lives 
that world leaders agreed on at the Millennium Summit in September 2000. The World 
leaders at the 2005 summit concluded that good governance is integral to economic 
growth, eradication of poverty and hunger and sustainable development. For good 
governance to exist both in theory and practice, citizens must be empowered to 
participate in meaningful ways in the decision making process. 
 

Poverty on the other hand is not new but at each mention, it stirs a lot of 
misgivings. This is because it has a very devastating influence on its victims. It reduces 
the social and psychological prestige of its victims. Poverty is a condition of being 
poor. This could be evidenced even amidst plenty because there could be reeking 
poverty as a result of lack of knowledge to translate potentiality into practical creative 
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benefits to actuate well being. In other words, if there is a poverty of something, it 
therefore means that there is a lack of it or the quality of it is extremely low. 

The foregoing shows the picture of our country, especially when a deep 
reflection is made on the Nigerian question and the Nigerian condition. It is so pathetic 
in the sense that the country that is potentially rich in oil and gas and other natural and 
agricultural resources cannot boast of putting food on the tables of its citizens. In fact, 
an average Nigerian is said to be living below one dollar per day. Aihonsu (2009) has it 
that many of social vices such as robbery, thuggery, kidnapping, child abuse and even 
corrupt practices both in high and low places are the consequences of the scourge called 
poverty. At present, Nigeria is rated as one of the poorest countries of the world; a 
country with abundant resources both in human and mineral replication. It is as a result 
of this and other maladies that are experienced by the citizens of the world especially 
the Third World countries, that the United Nations in year 2000 in a meeting popularly 
referred to as Millennium Summit in the United States of America had arrived at the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). According to UN, the 189 members of this 
organisation, by 2015 are supposed to have met these goals. The eight goals have the 
'eradication of extreme poverty and hunger' as the first goal to be met in the stipulated 
year. As a member of the United Nations, Nigeria keyed into the MDGs and 
subsequently produced a policy document called the National Economic Empowerment 
and Development Strategy (NEEDS) to further see to the achievement of the 
millennium development goals. Specifically, NEEDS has the following goals: 

• Wealth creation 
• Employment generation 
• Poverty reduction 
• Value re-orientation 
  

 The NEEDS as a national policy was intended to meet some of the goals of the 
MDGs, especially poverty eradication. The main thrust of this paper is to examine the 
extent poverty has been reduced in this country through good governance in line with 
the MDGs guideline. 
 
The Concept of Good Governance 
 Governance has been variously defined as "the exercise of authority or control 
to manage a country's affairs and resources" (Schneider, 1999). A synthesis of current 
definitions provided by donor organizations such as the World Bank, the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC), the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP), international development agencies and multilateral donors yield a more 
complex concept of governance. According to USAID (2002), "Good governance" has 
been described as the striving for rule of law, transparency, responsiveness, 
participation, equity, effectiveness and efficiency, accountability, and strategic vision in 
the exercise of political, economic, and administrative authority. 
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 In the words of UNESCO (2009), "good governance is an indeterminate term 
used in development literature to describe how public institutions conduct public affairs 
and manage public resources in order to guarantee the realization of human rights." 
 
 Doornbos (2003), noted that while it is striking how quickly governance 
became a buzzword in the 1990s,there has hardly been a consensus as to its core 
meaning, and less and less of a common idea as to how it could be applied more 
concretely. The concept of good governance emerges as a model to compare ineffective 
economies or political bodies. 
 
 By the mid -1990s, international donor (notably UNDP and OECD) 
conceptions of good governance had expanded to include the notions of transparency, 
accountability and participation. For example, the Ad Hoc Working Group on 
Participatory Development and Good Governance set up in!993 by the Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD stated as its first key conclusion thus, 
"democratization and good governance is central to the achievement of the development 
goals for the 21st century." Given current conceptions, however, we ask, what can be 
said to be the key defining properties of the concept of good governance? At least three 
features can be identified, namely; 
 
 First, good governance is predicated upon mutually supportive and cooperative 
relationship between government, civil society and the private sector. The nature of 
relationships among these three groups of actors, and the need to strengthen viable 
mechanisms to facilitate interactions, assume critical importance. 
 
 Second, good governance is defined as possession of all. or some combination 
of, the following elements: participation, transparency of decision-making, 
accountability, the rule of law and predictability. Democratic practices, civil liberties, 
and access to infonnation are sometimes added to the list. Donor assistance to 
strengthen governance in developing countries has focused on empowerment and 
capacity- building with the objective of enhancing the preceding elements. 
 
 Third, good governance is normative in conception. The values that provide the 
underpinning for governance are the values postulated by international donor 
institutions. This last point deserves consideration. Doornbos (2003) states forthrightly 
that, "if donor conceptualized standards of good governance were more fully elaborated 
and insisted upon, it would almost certainly imply an insistence that Western- derived 
standards of conduct be adopted in non-Western politico- cultural contexts. It is 
observed that not only do efforts to promote good governance often have the opposite 
effect, but what in one respect (e.g. economic growth) is good governance, is clearly 
bad governance in other respects, such as labour conditions, democratic content of 
government, and civil liberties. 
 
 

Good Governance: A Panacea For Poverty … 
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 Conceptual confusion compounds the methodological problem of how to 
develop meaningful cross - national indicators on which there is agreement. In the 
absence of a clear and generally acceptable definition of the concept of good 
governance, this paper accepts the definition provided by the World Bank in 1992 
which states that, '"it is the means by which power is exercised in the management of a 
country's economic and social resources for development" 
 
The Concept of Poverty 
 Maxwell (1992) asks a number of agitating questions bordering on the current 
terminology of poverty. Is poverty simply about the level of income obtained by 
households or individuals? Is it about lack of access to social services? Or is it more 
correctly understood as the inability to participate in society economically, socially, 
culturally and politically? According to Maxwell, the posers above reflect the 
complexity of measurement which mirrors the complexity of definition, and the 
complexity increases where participatory methods are used and people define their own 
indicators of poverty. 
 
 However, beyond the complexities, the posers represent the different 
dimensions of poverty from income and consumption poverty to vulnerability, 
deprivation, powerlessness and isolation. 
 
 The complexities above notwithstanding, different ideas have been expressed 
on the concept of poverty. The concept has been defined in absolute sense. The World 
Bank (2000) defines absolute poverty as a condition of life degraded by diseases, 
deprivation and squalor.' Again, in relative sense, poverty implies relative deprivation 
(see Bradshaw, 2006). However, Rocha (1998) notes that the persistence of chronic 
deprivation of basic needs nowadays makes absolute poverty the obvious priority in 
terms of definition, measurement and political action from the international point of 
view. 
 
 Gore (2002) explains the concept of 'all-pervasive' poverty. According to him, 
poverty is all-pervasive where the majority of the population lives at or below income 
levels sufficient to meet their basic needs, and the available resources even where 
equally distributed, are barely sufficient to meet the basic needs of the population. Gore 
reiterates further that pervasive poverty leads to environmental degradation, as people 
have to eat into the environmental capital stock to survive. When this happens, the 
productivity of key assets on which livelihood depends is greatly undermined. 
 
 Development Assistance Committee (DAC) (2001) posits that poverty 
encompasses different dimensions of deprivation that relate to human capabilities 
including consumption and food security, health, education, rights, voice, security, 
dignity and decent work. Nwaobi (2003) also identifies the dimensions highlighted by 
poor people to include lack of income and assets to attain basic necessities (food, 
shelter, clothing and acceptable levels of health and education), sense of voicelessness 
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and powerlessness in the institutions of the state and society; and vulnerability to 
adverse shocks. 
 
 Onokerhoraye  (2001) in Edoh  (2003)  states  two  issues that have been 
consistent in the attempt to define poverty. These are the questions of: (a) Who1 are the 
poor1? (b) At what level is poverty defined? Conventional definitions in attempt to 
come to terms with these issues consistently conceive poverty as an economic issue. 
This is measured either as a minimum flow of real income per capita, or as a bundle of 
basic needs which may be qualified. Social Scientists on the other hand recognized the 
need for broadening the definition of poverty. To this end, Kankwenda (2003) defines 
poverty as: a multidimensional  phenomena influenced by a wide range of factors, these 
include poor people's lack of access to income earning and productive activities and to 
essential social services. The Copenhagen Declaration of 1995 seems to shed more light 
on what really constitutes poverty when it asserts thus: 
 
 Poverty has various manifestations, including lack of Income and productive 
resources sufficient to ensure sustainable livelihood; hunger and malnutrition, ill health; 
limited or lack of access to education and other basic services, increased morbidity and 
mortality from illness, homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments, 
social discriminations and exclusion. It is also characterized by a lack of participation in 
decision and in civil, social and cultural life (Edoh 2003). 
 
 To Adejo (2006), poverty can be manifested in poverty of history, poverty of 
intellect and poverty of ideology. In Any case, the deprived are usually poor. These are 
people of insufficient income, inadequate food in-take, lack basic healthcare, lack 
shelter and safe drinking water, poor environmental cleanliness, lack access to basic 
education and skills, ignorant of fundamental human rights, and access to information. 
These however constituted the challenges and focus of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). The MDGs came into existence in September 2000 at the United 
Nations Millennium Summit held in New York. It is aimed at reducing the number of 
people who lived on less than a dollar by pursuing the following eight objectives: 
  Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 
• Achieve universal primary education 
• Promote equality and empower women 
• Reduce child mortality 
• Improve maternal health 
• Combat HIV/AIDs, Malaria and other diseases 
• Ensure environmental sustainability. 
• Develop a global partnership for development (FRN, 2006). 
 
 Through the MDGs the world has unraveled the ugliness of global poverty and 
the basic tools with which it could be tackled as contained in the 8- point objectives. It 
has also provided additional entry point to engage governments on sustainable 
development issues. In addition, it has aroused local and international attention towards 
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human centred development. Nigeria like other countries is optimistic that with the 
implementation of MDGs, poverty will be contained by 2015. 
The lesson from the foregoing is that poverty in Nigeria as indeed elsewhere must be 
defined in both manifest and consequential characteristics. 
 
Sustainable Development 
 The   world   currently   revolves   around   development   as   the   need   for 
development occupies a primary place in the lives of individuals and countries. This 
enhances the desire for people to move closer to development. Those who are farther 
from development wish they were closer and consistently strive to be closer to it while 
those who are close wish there is nothing separating them from it. In view of this, the 
concept of development turns out to be a vague term. This is due to the absence of an 
archetype of development, therefore changes considered to be development today may 
be considered primitive tomorrow. This accounts for the difficulty in articulating a 
definite concept of development in this ever-changing world. However some definitions 
by some scholars shall be highlighted in order to draw a connection between it and the 
subject matter of this paper Development according to Rodney (1976) is the ability of 
the State to harness its natural resources or endowment for the well-being of the 
citizens. 
 
 In his contribution to the meaning of development, Seers (1969) argues that, the 
questions to ask about a country's development are; what has been happening to 
poverty, unemployment and inequality? If all these have declined from high levels then 
beyond doubt this has been a period of development for the country concerned. 
 
 If one or two of these central problems have been growing worse especially if 
all these have, it would be strange to call the result development even if per capita 
income doubled. This definition is centered on the improvement of the living condition 
of the citizens and it means that an economy could grow without developing. Sen 
(1989), views development as a concept encompassing the economic, political, social 
cultural and environmental dimensions. While economic and social progress and the 
elimination of poverty are the objectives of development, it includes also freedom from 
fear and arbitrary arrest; free speech, free association and the right to vote and be voted 
for. 
 
 It can be deduced from the preceding paragraphs that there is no universally 
accepted definition for development. It is inexplicably a normative term which at 
various times has meant economic growth, structural growth autonomous 
industrialization, and self-actualization as well as individual, national and cultural 
reliance. Having looked at the concept of development, sustainable development simply 
put entails development that can be kept going or maintained for a reasonably period of 
time. This should entail proper attention given to the productive forces and 
commensurate transformation in the social relations of production. The ability to 
maintain this guarantees sustainable development The Nature and Incidence of Poverty 
in Nigeria 
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Table 1: Nigeria's HDI Trends Based on Consistent Time Series Data, New 
Component Indicators and New Methodology 
Year Life 

Expectancy at 
Birth 

Expected 
Years of 
Schooling 

Mean Years 
of Schooling 

GNI Per 
Capita (2005 
PPP) 

HDI value 

1980 45.5  6.6 1,571  
1985 45.9  8.4 1,202  
1990 45.6  6.5 1,274  
1995 45.1  6.5 1,303  
2000 46.3  7.9 1,285  
2005 49 9 5 1,540 0.434 
2010 51.4 9 5,2 1,928 0.462 
2011 51.9 9 5.2 2,017 0.467 
2012 52.3 9 5.2 2,102 0.471 
Source: 2013 World Bank Group 
 
Table 2: Relative Poverty in Nigeria: Non-poor; Moderate Poor, and Extremely poor. 
(% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: NBS7 Harmonized Nigeria Living Standard Survey, 2010 
 
 Poverty is very real in Nigeria, over the last ten years; the quality of life of the 
average Nigerian citizen has progressively nose-dived. It is so endemic that people have 
started seeing it as part of their lot in life. In fact, the following tables attest to that. 
Table 1 shows the position of Nigeria in most of the poverty indicators for a period of 
nine years. Table 2 looked at the level of poverty and the percentage of the population 
under these various categories of poverty. It points to the fact that the level of poverty 
in Nigeria has been progressive and peaked in 2010. This is an indication of the level of 
poverty in the country. The Report of Vision 2010 Committee reveals the following 
information on table 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Year Non-poor Moderate poor Extremely poor 
1980 72.8 21.0 6.2 
1985 53.7 34.2 13.9 
1996 34.4 36.3 29.3 
2004 43.3 32.4 22.0 
2010 31.0 30.3 38.7 
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Table 3. Selected Poverty Indicators in Nigeria 
Variable Value 
Population living on less than $1 .00/day 70% 

Population living on less than $2.00 day 91% 

Poverty Gap $1. 00/day 35% 
Poverty Gap $2/day 35% 

Access to unproved sanitation 59% 
Access to improved water source 62% 
Life expectancy (both sexes) 52 years 

Source: World Resources Institute, 2004 
 
 Table 3 above illustrates Nigeria's high poverty head-count ratio, measured at 
70 and 91 percent of the population living on less than $1.00 per person per day, and 
$2.00 per person per day, respectively. It also reveals low levels of human capability 
with inadequate access to sanitation (59%) and portable water (62%) as well as low life 
expectancy at birth (52 years) The analysis above shows clearly that Nigerians are  
indeed very poor  whatever  indices  are  used to  identify  or measure  the phenomenon. 
This is a paradoxical situation in the sense that a country with rich natural and 
agricultural resources and good poverty reduction programmes such as Family  
Economic  Advancement  Programme  and National  Poverty  Eradication Programme, 
have failed to improve the living standards of its citizens. The question is why are 
Nigerians poor despite these laudable poverty reduction programmes and resources at 
the disposal of government? To summarily give the answer, Edoh (2003) identifies the 
following as some of the causes of poverty in Nigeria: 
 Corruption and embezzlement 
 Poor Leadership 
 Lack of comprehensive National Poverty Alleviation 
 Lack of sound agricultural policy and protracted neglect of the sector 
 Lack of basic infrastructures 
 Rapid population growth 
 Excessive internal and external debt burden 

 
 In the words of Okonjo - Iweala, Soludo and Muhtar (2003), the failure to 
effectively combat the problem of poverty is largely as a result of infrastructural decay, 
endemic corruption, poor governance and lack of accountability. 
 
 With the idea of good governance, which connotes the idea of managing a 
country's resources to maximize the welfare of the people, at the back of our mind, it is 
the idea of this paper to ascertain the level or extent the incidence of poverty has been 
dealt with in the country in the wake of democratic government that has been operating 
in the country for some time now. 
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MDGs and Eradication: The Nigerian Experience 
Just like other countries at the UN Millennium Summit that gave birth to the 

MDGs, Nigeria  launched her  own  version  of the  MDGs  poverty  eradication 
programmes. This and other programmes targeted at achieving MDGs are contained in 
the NEEDS document. In fact, NEEDS has poverty eradication as its third actionable 
goal. To eradicate poverty, NEEDS has set these broad targets: 

• Increase average per capita consumption by at least 2 per cent per year 
• Create about million jobs by 2007 
• Increase immunization coverage to 60 per cent by 2007 
• Increase the percentage of the population with access to safe drinking water to at 

least 70 per cent by 2007 
• Significantly increase school enrollment rates, especially for girl, and increase the 

adult literacy rate to at least 65per cent by 2007 
• Significantly improve access to sanitation (NEEDS Document; 2004) 

 
 It is disheartening to discover that the Nigerian government did not meet these 
targets as contained in the policy document. Ban ki-moon (2007) remarks that we have 
just passed the midpoint in the race to reach the MDGs by the target date of 2015 and 
the global score card is mixed. He claims that some regions, particularly the sub-
Saharan Africa, are not on track. AFI^ODAD (2005: iv) reports that despite rapid 
advances by some countries that show that the MDGs are achievable, most countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa including the populous nation of Nigeria are yet to mobilize 
resources, political and financial supports to meet specific global challenges. 
 
 Over the period of 1980-1996, the proportion of poor people rose from 28.1 per 
cent in 1980 to 65.6 per cent in 1996 (AFPODEV, 2006). According to the United 
Nations Development Programme (2007), People living in poverty declined from 
65.6% in 1996 to 54.4% in 2004 while 35 out of 100 people live in extreme poverty and 
about 30 out of 100 children are under-weight. Poverty incidence has been consistently 
higher in rural areas than urban areas while wide disparity occurs in poverty trend in the 
zones. Again, food crisis has become a critical dimension of Nigeria's poverty situation 
(see AFPODEV, 2006; the Punch Newspaper, 2009:14; News Star, 2009:35-36). A 
nation that is not food secured cannot boast of development. As observed by 
AFPODEV (2006), Nigeria's population growth is clearly unsustainable and has a direct 
bearing on the nation's socio-economic development in the areas of per capita income, 
size of labour force, new jobs required and child dependency ratio among others. The 
2005 MDG report reveals that the current rate of progress is too slow to meet the target 
benchmarked for 2015. If the current rate is maintained, poverty incidence would 
reduce to 43 per cent instead of 21.4 per cent by 2015. 
 
 Statistics reveal that Nigerians (especially the common man on the street) do 
not have access to safe drinking water, primary health care and the rate of 
unemployment is increasing on daily basis. This paints an abnormal picture of the 
failure of NEEDS as a poverty eradication policy. 
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 In line with the policy thrust of NEEDS, the government set up The National 
Poverty Eradication (NAPEP) to tackle the challenges of poverty. Since the 
establishment of NAPEP, it has nothing to  show for its existence. NAPEP, an agency 
established by the government to tackle poverty through empowerment rather than 
focus on its mandate is today enmeshed in controversy, This led the Senate of the 
Federal Republic of Nigeria to move a motion to probe the activities of the agency since 
its creation (Guardian, Feb.,24, 2009). The general impression is that NAPEP has failed 
the country because the poverty rate is still high irrespective of the huge amount of 
money expended on it. By and large, the poverty eradication of programme of the 
government via the instrumentality of MDGs and NEEDS has failed because of 
corruption and misappropriation of funds that are meant to carry out the programmes. 
So MDGs have not successfully tackled the challenges of poverty in the country. 
 
The Way Forward for Nigeria 
 Poverty in Nigeria is multi-faceted and deeply rooted. As such, an effective 
poverty eradication strategy in Nigeria must reflect its multi- dimensional nature, 
incorporating economic, social, cultural and political dimensions. Consequently, 
achieving the MDGs and hence sustainable development through poverty reduction 
would acquire the decisive commitment of all stakeholders involved- individual's, 
communities, government, non-governmental organisations and relevant international 
agencies. 
 
 First, the federal, state and local governments must ensure commitment in the 
areas of fund allocation for provision of social services that are beneficial to the poor, 
fostering efficient macro-economic and sectoral policies and the provision of an 
enabling environment to facilitate private sector economic framework. Also, the 
government should recognize and encourage non-governmental organisation (NGOs) to 
be actively involved in wide variety of activities to help provide development 
opportunities for grassroots communities considering the disproportionately high 
incidence of endemic poverty in the rural communities. Such encouragement of the 
NGOs should be closely accompanied by governments increased investment in human 
capital, a requirement necessary to equip the poor with education/training in order to 
enable them share in such grassroots opportunities. 
 
 Another strategy is for the government to realistically undertake a 
comprehensive study on the causes of poor implementation of development policies and 
strategies and development policies and strategies and develop a plan of action to 
address the critical and persistent problem. There is also the need to develop long term 
strategic plans that will address unemployment, taking into consideration the 
educational curriculum and the needs to the labour market as well as strengthening the 
human and financial capacity of poverty alleviation institutions in the country. 
 
 Finally, there is the need to fully integrate the MDGs in the national 
development strategy and enhance monitoring thereof. There should be periodic and 
consistent reporting of the MDGs 
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Conclusions 
 Perhaps, no problem receives greater global attention today like poverty. In 
Nigeria poverty associated multiple depravations appears to be the greatest degrader of 
the economy amongst other socio economic problems. Interestingly, the incidence and 
severity of poverty in Nigeria are among the most challenging in the world, with serious 
economic and social consequences. 
 
 In the course of this discourse it was discovered that several regimes had 
initiated several policy response in the past to address the poverty scourge in Nigeria. 
Those policies and efforts failed to yield the required result of alleviating poverty they 
were only declarative without concerted efforts and lacked the required political will 
amongst other reasons 
 
 Though the MDGs provide a platform for addressing the poverty issue once 
again, the situation from Nigerian perspective indicates that there are still glaring 
constraints and challenges such as corruption, infrastrucrural inadequacies and others. 
Energy for instance that is required by industries which should be used to drive the 
economy is still unreliable, undependable and epileptic, in some areas non-existence, 
the inability of the government to address effectively the power sector problems 
certainly has negative consequential effect on the economy and on poverty eradication. 
For Nigeria to meet or advance greatly towards the MDGs in 2015, this paper aligns 
with the submissions of Igbuzor (2006) as espoused by Odion (2009) that there is need 
to formulate and implement policies that will promote transparency and accountability, 
overcome institutional constraints, promote pro-poor growth, bring about structural 
change, enhance distributive equity, engender social and cultural re-orientation, 
engineer political transformation, promote human development, generate employment 
and transform power relations. All these are what good governance is all about. 
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