CHILD WELFARE AND POVERTY IN NIGERIA: THE NEED FOR
REGENERATING EDUCATION FOR POVERTY ERADICATION,
SELF RELIANCE AND NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Dr. Sylvanus Ubi
Department of Physical and Health Education,
Cross River State College of Education,
Akamkpa.

And

Dr. D. N. Bisong
Department of Physical and Health Education,
Cross River State College of Education,
Akamkpa.

Abstract

Nigeria is endowed with abundant natural resources
including arable land, natural gas, petroleum, tin, columbines
etc. Despite this great natural wealth, Nigeria is still poor and
social development is limited. Over the years, Nigeria has
reaped its riches with insufficient care for the livelihoods and
well-being of our present and future generations.
Consequently, 27 percent of Nigerians live in poverty and
income less than US$1 a day (NEEDS, 2004). Some families
cannot even afford three square meals a day. In a poverty
ridden nation as ours, the children are most vulnerable to
insecurity, uncertainty, poor growth and development since
most parents are too poor to fend for their children’s
education, provide adequate nutrition and medical services.
The resultant effect is that most children are engaged in child
labour, many cannot see the four walls of a classroom while
some are found on the streets living in the market stalls,
motor parks and under the bridges. This paper is therefore
focused on the child and poverty in Nigeria; the need to
regenerate education for poverty eradication, self reliance
and national development. The paper concludes by
proffering some recommendations to remedy this situation.
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Despite great natural wealth
Nigeria is poor and social development is
limited.

About two-thirds of the Nigerian
people are poor despite living in a country
with vast potential wealth. Although
revenues from crude oil have been
increasing over the past decades, our
people have been falling deeper and deeper
into poverty. NEEDS (2004) observe that
in 1980 an estimated 27 percent of
Nigerians lived in poverty. And by 1999,
about 70 percent of the population had
income of less than US$1 a day.

Why are so many of our people
poor? Poverty has many causes, all of
which reinforce one another. One source of
poverty is the lack of basic services such as
clean water, education, and health care.
Another is lack of assets, such as land
tools, credit and supportive networks of
friends and family. A third is lack of
income including food shelter, clothing
and empowerment (political power,
confidence dignity, especially of that of the
Nigerian child). Some of these factors
directly affect poverty. Others contribute
indirectly by producing inequality-by
stifling the political power of certain
sectors of the population, for example, or
denying them their dignity of human
rights. All of these factors are affected by
the environment in which people live.
Discrimination on the grounds of gender,
race, disability, age or ill health increase
vulnerability to poverty. So do natural or
human caused shocks, like droughts,
floods, market collapses or conflicts. The
many stands of poverty intertwine and can
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pull the child into downward spiral thereby
impeding his welfare. Children are
regarded as the most vulnerable in the
society. Therefore, their welfare in a
society is an index of social and economic
development of that society. Ray (1998)
opined that the more important reason why
child welfare has to be monitored is
because, children’s contribution to the
society in adulthood is determined to a
large extent by their treatment in their
childhood. This paper therefore examines
the welfare of the child and poverty in
Nigeria and the need to regenerate
education for poverty eradication, self
reliance and national development. The
paper concludes with some
recommendations on the empowerment of
the child.

Who is a Child?

Child is defined internationally as
any person aged between 5 and 15 years
while Nigeria defined child as person aged
between 5 and 17 vyears, (Okpukpara,
Chine, Uguru and Nnaemeka, 2006).

In psychological point of view, the
childhood state is divided year 7-12.
Another stage of childhood worth
mentioning is the adolescent stage since it
is a period of transition from childhood to
adulthood. This stage is from 12-18years.
A period characterized by intense
physiological emotional, sociological and
physical changes. Sometimes, these
changes can be very abrupt that the child
finds it difficult to manage himself. This
stage is mentioned because the discussion
of this paper shall cover the years



identified internationally and Nigeria
definition of child, which is years 5-17.

Child Welfare Indices

The child welfare indices consist
of child labour, child schooling, child
health and street child. Child labour and
child schooling are regarded as two sides
of the same coin. This is because the two
activities are mutually exclusive activities.
Child labour, which is different from street
child in terms of their activities are
therefore referred to any person within
these age  brackets (5-15  years
internationally and 5-19 in Nigeria) engage
in work or employment on a regular basis
with the aim of earning a livelihood for

themselves or for their families. The
exploitative child labour occur when
children, especially young ones are
exposed to long hours of work in

dangerous environment or are entrusted
with too much responsibility without
compensating psychological rewards, or
work. In addition, such activities are
carried out at the expense of school
thereby children are not adequately
prepared for the future in a modernizing
society (Gootaert and Kanbur, 1995;
UNICEF, 2004).

The street child on the other hand
is defined as any child who may have
parents or guardians in the locality or
elsewhere but are living and working in the
street. Most often street children are not
distinguished in child labour analysis.

It is important to observe that the
government in the pre-independence era
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was not indifferent to child welfare. For
instance, the children and young person
law (CYPL) in several states in Nigeria
contained laws regulating street trading.

The enactment of the labour code
in 1974 with several provisions to limit the
age of admission into employment in
various occupations as well as limits of
working hours and exposure to hazards
was a decisive legal actions, which
demonstrated the stance of government
towards addressing child welfare. The
ratification and signing of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) in 1991 represent the
climax in government’s positive stance to
combat child labour in view of the fact that
one. of its articles targets the elimination of
the phenomenon (Oloko, 1999). Article 32
enjoins government at all levels to
recognize the right of the child to be
protected from economic exploitation and
from performing any work that is likely to
be hazardous or to interfere with the
child’s education or to be harmful to the
child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual,
moral or social development (UNICEF,
2001). In addition, the effort of
government on child welfare precipitated
President Olusegun Obasanjo to sign into
law the child Right Bill in June 2006.
Other efforts by government non-
government organizations include:

1. Section 31 of Cap 32 of the law of the
Federal Republic of Nigeria which
prohibit children under 14 years and
girls under 16 years from trading on
the street.
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2. The Nomadic Education Programme
under the National Commission for
Nomadic Education promulgated by
Decree 41 of 1989 was a major
programme that has been established
for children who have never attended
school.

3. Centre for Non-Formal Education
and Training (CENFET) provides
basic education for out-of-school and
working children especially
scavengers.

4.  The “Hawking by Children Edict
Cap. 58 law of Nigeria” prohibit
hawking, display of goods for sale or
roaming about the streets, markets or
any public place in the state.

It is sad to note that these efforts
have made marginal impact on improving
child welfare or specifically reducing
incidence of child labour and street
children (UNICEF, 2001). This is largely
because these measures have been
uncoordinated, not well implemented and
largely un-enforced. For instance, studies
conducted by various researchers in
Nigeria, Oloko (1999), UNICEF (2004);
Iman (1998), and Okpukpara & Odurukwe
(2006) showed that the child labour and
street children are increasing in both
practice and characteristics. UNICEF also
reported that in the year 2000 there were
233 million children between the ages of
5-18 years in urban areas in developing
countries doing one kind of paid work or
the other UNICEF (2004). Many studies
have condemned child participation in
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economic activities and worst form of it
(street children) because of its resultant
effect of health, schooling, physical, moral
and psychological development of the
child (UNICEF, 2004; IIOIPEC, 2002).

Poverty and Child Welfare

In a study conducted by
Okpukpara and Odurukwe (2003) found
that household welfare and labour are
closely correlated. This suggests that if a
household is too poor to survive
economically, children will be included to
engage in economic activities, which could
lead to harmful effect on long-run human
capital accumulation and the potential
perpetuity of poverty across generation.
This implies that poverty determines the
economic and schooling decision of the
child. The possible explanation is that as
income becomes a compelling necessity,
thus, suggesting poverty as a driving force
in child participation in economic activity.

Poverty is also one of the major
reasons why most Nigerian children are
found on the streets. Street children live in
various places. Most of them live in the
market stalls, motor parks and least found
under the bridges. Majority of the street
children have no access to school and
medical facilities as a result of parent’s
inability to fend for their education and
medical services. Okpukpara et al affirmed
that the major reason for not being in
school by street children is poverty,
parent’s interest and personal interest.
Street children not only lack access to
protective ware when engaged in labour



but also lack adequate medical facilities
which is an indication of poverty.

Studies have also revealed that
household especially poor household find
it difficult to withdraw their children from
labour market because of monetary
contribution of those children to household
living standard (Blunch and Verner, 2000).

In Ghana, a study has shown that
children  contributed substantially to
household incomes, as such, child income
cannot be treated as insignificant in
household poverty reduction strategy
(Psacharopoulus, 1997). However,
Okpukpara et al (2004) are of the opinion
that a child participation in economic
activities makes the household deeper
below the poverty line by taking the child
out of school, which is an important human
capital accumulation. Poverty has caused
many children to drop-out of schools. A
UNICEF Survey (1997) revealed that 20
percent of JSS1 students do not complete
junior secondary education. The major
reasons for this were high school fees,
early marriage/pregnancy and poverty.

Many parents were unable to buy
books, uniforms and also cannot afford
ancillary school expenses. Observation has
shown that mass illiteracy still prevails in
this country, not to talks of the lack of
qualitative and functional education. And
this makes community mobilization for
poverty eradication difficult. Any effective
policy for child welfare must be linked to
poverty eradication effort. The Poverty
Reduction Strategy would offer an
opportunity to include the fight against
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street children, child labour and the
provision of functional and qualitative
education for the Nigeria child.

Regenerating Education for Poverty
Eradication, Self Reliance and National
Development

Education is a way that culture is
transmitted from one generation to another.
Education enables the individual to make
rational decision. The pre-occupation of
human is education and it does not only
enable man to realize himself but make
him live fully as a human being capable of
contributing to the economic development
of his nation. Nigeria is endowed with
physical and human resources yet the
economic growth rate has been low, 0.1%
from 1965-1996 with per capital income of
$790, which is far below $1,060 for West
Africa (World Bank, 1993). In recent
times, the debate on transformation agenda
and economic development has drawn
more attention of governments to
technology education in Nigeria. This is
basically to combat unemployment,
insecurity and poverty in the society as
well as improve economic growth.
Technologically based education is one of
the pillars for growth and certainly the
strongest pillar in eradicating poverty,
wealth creation food security, energy
security and uplifting the standard of living
of any nation.

Technology — based education is
very vital to future economic contribution
by students. There is no single nation that
has made tangible economic progress
without  technology. The  Japanese
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economic prowess, the US economic super
power, the Chinese manufacturing
revolution etc, are all traceable to high
growth technological awareness by the
citizens, brought about by qualitative and
functional education. No matter what
course of study a child aspires to take,
technology usage and appreciation is
critical. Children are the leaders of
tomorrow. It is therefore imperative to
form a good foundation for the child which
could be achieved through functional and
gualitative education. In a country like
USA, a 13 year old child already has more
work and economic experience than a 26
year old in Nigeria. He/she has already
taken a few part time jobs, knows the value
of time keeping, value money, professional
conduct and basically appreciating what
the demands of economy are. In poor
countries like Nigeria, however, a child of
that age is completely alienated from
serious  involvements in  economic
activities until after graduation from higher
institutions and at which time, it is very
late to assimilate. It is therefore, the
opinion of the authors of this paper to
conclude that, regenerating education
through technology is the only clue for
poverty eradication, self-reliance and
National development.

Conclusion

It is therefore concluded that there
is wide spread political interference in
decisions concerning the education system
in the country, consequently, policies are
not properly implemented and decisions
not based on merit. There is also mass
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poverty on the land and lack of qualitative
and functional education.

Recommendation

The following

therefore proffered:

1. Literacy programme, be it formal or
informal, for parents should be
organized to educate parents on the
importance of child education and bad
effect of child labour. This should be
supported by a fellow-up programmes
or workshop on reorienting the value
system of children.

This is because most children
left school because of long gestation
periods of benefits of education.
Generally, there is an indispensable
need to improve general awareness of
the problem of child labour, promoting
participatory research aimed at action;
informing, heightening awareness and
mobilizing the population through
training and awareness campaigns on
current legislation and the nature,
causes and consequences of child
labour in Nigeria.

recommendations are

2. There is need to structure school
programme to accommodate children
combining schooling with some
economic activities which is a
response to poverty.

3. All stakeholders should provide
necessary work environment and
working  condition  for  children

comparable to those adult if they must
work. In addition, parents should not
use their children as means of



improving household welfare rather
they should see their work as a
supplement to household income
towards their education expenses.

4. The factor that encourages existence of
street children should be discouraged.
Street children are compelled to do
anything possible to meet their basic
survival needs in the street. Therefore,
government, non-government and
international non-government
organization should first establish a
rehabilitation centres, run-incomes for
correction. There should also be a
regular networking meeting not only
NGOs, and Community Based
Organization (CBOs), but also street
children should be able to share

experiences, ideas, resources, and
information that will profit their
welfare.

5. It is also important to educate both
parents and children on the recently
signed Child Right Bill in whatever
language and mode that could ensure
effective understanding. In addition
government should develop effective
and efficient strategies in enforcing the
content of the bill.

6. Above all, technology-based education
should be the focues of the nations
education system.
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