
South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.4 December, 2020 
 

Development Planning: Diagnosing And Remedying Nigeria’s Development Planning Malady…  33 

Development Planning: Diagnosing And Remedying Nigeria’s Development Planning 

Malady from a Historical Perspective 

By 

 

Benibo, Tonye Diepiriye 

Department of History and International Diplomacy 

Faculty of Humanities 

Rivers State University 

tonyebenibo@yahoo.com 

tonyebenibo@gmail.com 

& 

Kingdom E. Orji 

Department of History and Diplomatic Studies 

Faculty of Humanities 

Ignatius Ajuru University of Education 

Rivers State 

orjiekekingdom@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 
The challenge of finding an appropriate development strategy seems to be the 

biggest issue confronting over two thirds of the world population living in poverty 

and underdevelopment. A plethora of academic research has been invested in this 

regard to solve this problem. In some areas, progress has been made but there are 

others struggling without a headway. This paper seeks to contribute to this 

discourse as it attempts to review the malady of development planning by the 

Federal Government of Nigeria from a historical hindsight in the nation’s quest 

towards attaining development. The paper examines the history of development 

planning in Nigeria from colonial times; it analyzes the salient issues in each epoch 

and assesses the implementation of the inherent programmes of the plans thereby 

revealing the measure of success or failure. The paper posits that the threatening 

inauspicious indiscipline of the Nigerian elite was the major factor responsible for 

the faulty implementation, distortion or non-implementation of most of the 

development plans. Furthermore, with the aid of radical Marxist theory, the paper 

articulates the structural deficiencies in the system that has strangulated growth 

and development. Finally, the paper makes several structural recommendations 

in resolving the malady of Nigeria’s development planning. 
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Introduction 

Nigeria became politically independent from the British in 1960, and has ever since been 

charting a course for its development. The quest for development saw to the enactment of 

development plans in line with the aspirations of the government per time and global 

trends that practically determine the success or failure of these plans. 

 

Tordoff (1993) states that there is a general consensus that the only instrument that 

simplifies the process of diagnosis and remedy to the challenge of third world 

underdevelopment is the development plan. Anyanwu et al (1997) describes the 

development plan as a conscious effort on the part of the state to influence, direct and in 

some cases control changes in the principal economic variables over a period of time in 

order to achieve a pre-determined set of objectives. 

 

Also, Baum and Tolbert (1985) state that, a development plan is a document which details 

the governing choices and overall strategy for the proper planning or development of an 

entity. In the economic arena, the most basic choices that all societies must face in allocating 

resources are between current consumption of goods and services and investment in future 

growth.  

 

Olayide (1976 cited in Anyanwu 1997) states that economic planning either by the family, 

the firm, the industry, or by a nation is a scarce resource allocation device motivated by 

the desire to avert the penalty of ignorance which arises from the recognition of the 

inability of market forces to direct resources to areas where there utilization would 

optimize the targeted objectives of the planning unit. Thus, it is a means of mobilizing 

scarce resources which have alternative uses for the overall optimum benefit and that for 

the state, it is an important means of guiding and accelerating economic development. On 

the other hand, Yesufu (1996 cited in Anyanwu 1997) proposes that any underdeveloped 

country which wishes to embark on the path of real growth must plan effectively. 

 

Developing countries like Nigeria and align nations can only choose between low 

consumption levels for a massive population and the pressing need for investing in 

projects that will improve the standards of living. In situations where the investment 

option is pursued, it is necessary that the resources are utilized with utmost discipline as 

projects take time and a painstaking process to prepare, implement and see results. 

 

It is rife to note that countries world over have formulated over 300 plans within the last 

thirty years for a wide range of purposes; these plans are mostly influenced by either their 

foreign partners or by geopolitics and in most situations many national plans have suffered 
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a lack of domestic political support. It is normal to see African countries draw up 

development plans that are similar to their colonial masters’ (Baum and Tolbert, 1985) not 

minding their peculiarities or dissimilarities when formulating them.   

 

Unlike the case in Africa, some of the leading Asian economies like Japan, South Korea, 

Taiwan and Singapore developed their own brand of planning which was flexible and 

consultative in nature best characterized as comprehensive cooperative planning. It was a 

partnership between the public and private sectors and had comprehensiveness as its focus 

whereby long-term strategies were designed with short term action plans all geared 

towards a pragmatic and an effective management of national resources (Baum and 

Tolbert, 1985). 

 

Other developing nations like Mexico, Thailand and Hong Kong liberalized their 

economies to attract more foreign aid and investment to create a functional market 

economy.  The factors that led to this upsurge in development planning was the successes 

recorded by the Russian five-year development plan, the European Recovery Programme 

or Marshall Plan of 1948 and the request by international aid agencies for an overall 

development programme that fitted their risk assessment criteria before disbursing loans 

or development assistance. 

 

China through its success in development planning transitioned from a communist 

command economy to a socialist market economy. The country metamorphosed its 

development initiatives into economic guidelines for all its regions with a current focus 

towards poverty alleviation, digital economy development and regional development of 

backward areas. These strategies for economic development, setting growth targets and 

launching reforms were enshrined from the first five-year plan in 1953 to the fourteenth 

which will commence in 2021; the successes of China’s development planning are evident 

for all to see. The process for the latest plan has already commenced in 2018 in the 

following order: 

 

a. Mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the previous plan. 

b. Conduct of preliminary research. 

c. Formation of basic idea of the next five-year plan. 

d. A proposal for formulating the next five-year plan after all round research is made. 

e. Legislative deliberation of the proposal of the new five-year plan. 
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The task of formulating the next five-year plan makes consideration to having annual plans 

that breakdown the master plans and the general outlines of the plan, thereby making it 

water tight from flaws and gaps. 

 

Development Planning In Nigeria 

The importance of development cannot be overemphasized as it is the process of 

improving the living conditions and standards of people. Bryant and White (1982) say it is 

increasing the capacity of people to influence their future. Cowen and Shenton (1996 cited 

in Nafukho 2013) observed that development is both immanent and intentional in nature.  

Immanent development is spontaneous and unstoppable (Wambugu, 2002 cited in 

Nafukho 2013) while intentional development on the other hand involves deliberate and 

planned interventions by individuals, institutions and development agencies aimed at 

addressing problems facing society such as diseases, poverty and illiteracy. Unlike the 

former which is mainly influenced from outside, the latter requires serious planning and 

the setting up of institutions pursuant to that effect. Aboyade (1983 cited in Onah, 2006:51) 

states that for development planning to be meaningful it should be construed as a 

continuous process and must be seen as a means to an end and not an end to itself. 

 

The economic downturn of the of the 1980’s necessitated the implementation of economic 

stabilization, austerity and counter trade measures by the promulgation of the Economic 

Stabilization Act of 1982 by the Federal Government of Nigeria based on an intention to 

alter and restructure the consumption and productive patterns of the Nigerian economy 

as many past intervention policies rather than ease economic problems, aggravated it 

(Anyanwu et al, 1997). 

 

These policies set the agenda for a Home-grown Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) 

from 1986 through 2006 when it was officially abandoned. It also set the agenda for 

Nigeria’s poverty reduction, value re-orientation and socio-economic development 

strategy called the National Economic Empowerment Development Strategy (NEEDS) of 

2004 and the IMF’s Policy Support Instrument (PSI) of 2005 which were key to diminish 

economic dependence and create a more market friendly economy, to encourage private 

enterprise through the removal of cumbersome administrative mechanisms in economic 

management, endear the country to its foreign development partners in meeting the 2015 

target set for achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the subsequent 

attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the World Bank from 2016.  

 

The history of Nigeria is not replete of the quest for the material welfare of its vast 

population and for the attainment of development. This is evident in the pursuit by 
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successive governments which led to the introduction of several National Development 

and Rolling Plans and other Integrated Development Initiatives before the present civilian 

dispensation from 1999. It is very disturbing that there has never been a trace of conformity 

in Nigeria’s development planning from independence to position the country for growth 

in line with the programme of its development partners. 

 

Also the competition between the structuralist and the neo-classical schools of 

development was instrumental to the rise in development planning as the structuralist 

school favoured a combination of positive commands and negative controls to guide and 

direct the economy while the neo-classical school relied more heavily on open markets and 

the price mechanism (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). Adedeji (1989) states that the economic 

aspirations of Nigeria since independence are perhaps best exemplified by her various 

development plans vide: 

 

i. Colonial Development Plans: 

a. The Ten Year Plan of Development and Welfare (1946 – 1956) which was botched 

due to the introduction of a federal constitution. 

b. The Five Year Plan (1952 – 1956) was scrapped in 1953 after the Kano riots that 

year. 

c. The Seven Year Plan of (1956 – 1962) which became anachronistic due to the calls 

for self-government and Nigeria’s independence in 1960. 

 

ii. Post-independence National Development Plans: 

a. The First National Development Plan (1962 – 1968) 

b. The Second National Development Plan (1970 – 1974) 

c. The Third National Development Plan (1975 – 1980) 

d. The Fourth National Development Plan (1981 – 1985) 

 

iii. Integrated Development Initiatives: 

a. The Structural Adjustment Programme (1986 – 2002) 

 

iv. Rolling Plans: 

a. The Three Year Rolling Plan (1990 – 1999) was converted to annual rolling plans 

with several done but we have no records of significant results.  

 

v. Medium Term Planning: 

a. The National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy (NEEDS) (2003 

– 2007) 
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vi. Perspective Plan: 

a. The Vision 2010 (1990 – 2010) which took effect in 1996 when the committee was 

set up by the government of General Sani Abacha. 

b. The Vision 20:2020 

 

vii. Other National Developmental Programmes and Initiatives: 

a. Rural Water Supply schemes 

b. River Basin Development Authorities 

c. Agricultural Development Programme 

d. Rural Banking Scheme 

e. Rural Electrification Scheme 

f. Adult Education Scheme 

g. Low-Cost Housing Scheme 

h. Universal Primary Education Scheme 

i. Operation Feed the Nation 

j. Primary Health Care Programme 

k. National Accelerated Food Production Programme 

l. Accelerated Crop Production Scheme 

m. Pasture and Grazing Reserves 

n. Artesian Fishery and Small Ruminant Production Programme 

o. Agricultural Research Development Programme 

p. National Agricultural Land and Development Programme 

q. Better Life for Rural Women Programme 

r. National Orientation Agency 

s. Family Economic Advancement Programme 

t. Mass Mobilization for Social and Economic Reconstruction 

u. Nomadic Fishermen Programme 

v. Directorate of Foods, Roads and Rural Infrastructure 

w. National Directorate for Employment 

x. National Agricultural Insurance Company 

y. People’s Bank 

z. Disease Eradication Scheme 

aa. Flood and Soil Erosion Control Programme 

bb. Federal and State assisted Mass Transit Schemes 
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Failure of Development Planning In Nigeria 

Unfortunately most of these development plans by close observation failed to realize the 

intended outcome for their establishment: 

a. The Pre-independence plan 1946 – 1956 had no clear objectives to influence the 

overall performance of the Nigerian economy (Egonmwan &Ibodje, 2001) rather it 

contained a list of uncoordinated projects in the different regions. The primary 

interest of the colonial government was to produce agricultural products required 

by the British factories in accordance with the setting up of the Central 

Development Board in 1946. 

 

b. The 1962 – 1968 Plan was not national as it rested disproportionately on public 

sector contributions and conceived the role of the private sector as marginal. Thus 

it failed to harness the private sector’s contributions to national development 

(Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

 

c. The 1970 – 1975 Plan was too cumbersome for the bureaucrats to fully implement 

within the time frame of five years and was extended by one year. The plan saw 

the introduction of the Nigerian Enterprises Promotion Decree 

(Indegenization/Nationalization of Enterprises Decree) of 1972 but due to financial 

indiscipline, sundry mismanagement of resources and planning inadequacies 

there was a total policy reversal for the privatization and commercialization of 

these same enterprises within twenty years to meet the conditionalities of the 

Bretton Woods institutions (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

 

d. The 1975 – 1980 Plan financially allocated a paltry 5% to agriculture and meager 

11.5% to social development programmes in education, housing, health and 

citizens welfare etc. knowing that these have direct bearing on the living 

conditions of Nigeria’s over 70% rural population at that time. Also, most key 

dynamic growth and self-sustaining projects that emanated from the plan were 

not completed and could not take off (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

 

e. The 1981 – 1985 Plan was the most ambitious in terms of the size of the anticipated 

investment programme but turned out to be the least successful in terms of 

achievement (Egonwam and Ibodje, 2001) its achievement was affected by the 

huge debt servicing due to various foreign loans of previous governments and 

increased import bill amidst a drastic fall in crude oil export revenue (Baum and 

Tolbert, 1985). 
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The following reasons could be attributed for the failure of development planning in 

Nigeria: 

a. They appear compatible with western notions of development (Ake, 1981). Also 

Onah (2006) says development plans and development initiatives did not 

encourage the disengagement of Nigeria economy from the exploitative structural 

links with western capitalist economies. This view was also corroborated by 

Monroe (1992) that this standard of measuring success is the source of much of 

Third World frustration as nations “…this success trap will not bring true 

fulfillment or freedom, but greater bondage…” (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

b. The pattern of development in Nigeria creates social problems of hunger, mass 

unemployment and social inequalities. 

c. The idea of conceiving planning as a “Big Push Strategy” which attempts to do 

everything in one plan, thereby over stretching resources and achieving little in 

the process (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

d. Structural/institutional inconsistencies and discontinuity. 

e. Financial constraints as taxes, internally generated revenues (IGR), external 

reserves and loans sometimes are inadequate. 

f. Lack of professional planners. 

g. Plan indiscipline and unnecessary partisanship. 

h. Poor or inadequate feasibility studies. 

i. Lack of comprehensive statistics. 

j. Erratic and contradictory government policies leading to conflict in planning. 

k. Lack of essential inter-ministerial and inter-disciplinary coordinating machinery. 

l. Lack of proper project monitoring and revision of plans. 

m. Abuse of office and corruption by public officers. 

n. High inflationary rate and geometric population growth. 

o. Political uncertainties and high rate of insecurity. 

 

Requirements for Effective Development Planning In Nigeria 

This research from its findings agrees with Aboyade (1983) in Onah (2006) and buttressed 

by Egonmwan and Ibodje (2001) and Ibietan and Ekhosuehi (2013) on the issue of national 

planning, that the formulation and execution of a successful development plan in Nigeria 

requires: 

 

a. An efficient and well manned planning commission. The membership of the Joint 

Planning Board or Commission should be broadened to widen representation and 

obtain comprehensive input. 

b. Adequate and reliable statistical data for analysis and projections. 
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c. Clearly articulated and realistic objectives indicating targets and priorities. 

d. Effective mobilization of resources for plan implementation. 

e. A multi-sector approach to planning and implementation of public sector 

programmes and policies (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

f. Plan balancing is achievable through input-output technique and cost-benefit/result 

analysis. 

g. Transparent, incorruptible and efficient/competent administration/public 

bureaucracy in formulating and executing plans. 

h. A proper development policy covering the entire gamut of the plan in order to avert 

pitfalls in the development process. 

i. Economy in administration aimed at curtailing duplication in bureaucratic 

settings/activities and to derive maximum benefits in public or government budget 

and expenditure. 

j. An education base that produces an efficient and effective human capital for 

development purposes. 

k. A theory of consumption that is democratic and emphasizes consumption patterns 

commensurate with income and not copying developed or western countries 

consumption patterns. 

l. A public cooperation/support for the plan. 

m. Harmonization of development programmes and initiatives is seriously advocated 

to enable plans operate as a whole rather than isolated and scattered ideas which 

make implementation difficult. 

n. Massive re-training and attitudinal re-orientation for the leadership and governing 

elites of the country. 

o. The necessary political will of the leadership to galvanize plan implementation and 

actualize set goals is highly required. 

p. A total overhaul or strengthening of the machinery or the institutions for gathering 

data for planning to enhance data accuracy and reliability. 
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q. The requisite inter-ministerial/departmental and agencies coordinating machinery 

should be strengthened for effective plan monitoring, evaluation of policies and 

implementation of programmes. 

r. The increased potency of the anti-graft war to redress the complicity in resource 

mismanagement and corruption. 

s. More attention should be devoted to improving the system of prices and incentives 

and the performance of markets (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

t. Instead of preparing a long term blueprint for development with detailed 

quantitative targets for public and private investments and outputs, efforts should 

be focused on programming public investment (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

u. Governments need to be selective and address only the most important policy issues 

and public investment concerns (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

v. Emphasis should be placed on coordination and consultation, both within 

government and with the private sector (Baum and Tolbert, 1985). 

w. Governments must be able to respond quickly to changing events by modifying their 

policies and programmes. This requires a much improved information and data base 

and some centralized responsibility for policy coordination (Baum and Tolbert, 

1985). 

This research agrees with Sachs’ (2015) position that the modern development theorists in 

seeking the differential diagnosis of the persistence of poverty - rather than offer a 

simplistic diagnosis by one prescription or one referral - should make a diagnosis that is 

accurate and effective for the conditions, history, geography, culture and economic 

structure of the country in question. It’s a mistake to believe that the world’s sustainable 

development problems can be resolved with one idea or solution, so the skilled sustainable 

development practitioner needs to be an expert in handling complex systems by 

acknowledging the complexity of the issues and looking to make a specific diagnosis of 

each specific case. 

 

The study observes that in spite of the numerous programmes, policies and projects of the 

government at various levels, the index on human wellbeing in Nigeria remains negative, 

so also is the perception of Nigerians about governance in relation to their welfare. It 

proposes a pragmatic assessment technique of evaluating decisions and actions to aid 
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governments to become more systemic, objective-led, proactive, creative, pragmatic and 

responsible towards achieving good governance and sustainable development. 

 

Through this research we have been enriched by the principal lessons the World Bank has 

learned and the giant strides it has made for over seventy years of assisting its member 

countries in managing their investment resources. These lessons may not offer the final 

answers to the formidable problems of development but as an institution, the bank is 

convinced as there is solid proof that better national investment planning, macroeconomic 

and sector policies and excellent project work can facilitate the path towards sustainable 

development by equitably distributing it to the people who need it most. Merely using the 

resources available or assembling more resources or the redistribution of the nation’s 

wealth as allocation among states is not enough for prosperity as it diminishes the 

competitiveness that drives creativity. The inability to improve productivity in the 

Nigerian economy because of poor policies, insufficient investments etc have made the 

national income unsustainable as it is contrary to international economic realities and the 

market forces that drive it. 

 

Globalization has made ‘locational’ advantage extremely important by removing artificial 

barriers to trade and investment and ending traditional import advantages. Firms are now 

able to choose the best locations for productivity and dynamism. There are now new, 

constructive and actionable roles for government and business in the pursuit of 

competitiveness and prosperity like pricing, trade barriers, ensuring vigorous competition, 

providing high-quality education and training.  

 

Government must not limit competition or ease standards because of safety or 

environmental purposes otherwise they will stunt innovation and slow down 

productivity. The private sector has a pivotal role to play in investing in some of the 

collective assets of public good that reside in particular locations.  The cooperation that 

sustainable development brings between the global North and South should be harnessed 

to enhance productivity of the national economic environment and promote an 

ecologically friendly development for both regions. 

 

Porter (1990) proposes that “developing nations (like Nigeria) should pursue import 

substitution by setting up core industries like steel and basic chemicals as freed up capital 

can be used for more advanced purchases that support the process of improving industrial 

skills”. Furthermore, Porter (1990) advises that developing countries should build 

proficiency and concentrate in sectors with favourable conditions ignored by other 

countries industries as an entry strategy for establishing a broader international position. 
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It is obvious that through this research we have discovered that the major cause of 

Nigeria’s underdevelopment and level of poverty is a function of economic inequality or 

the lack of equitable economic distribution rather than of inadequate production. It has 

become imperative that the view that foreign domination is responsible for Nigeria’s woes 

should be jettisoned as Nigeria has the administrative and technical capacity to initiate, 

implement and attain her national goals. 

 

Conclusion 

Nigeria cannot modernize like the Western world, but should design its development 

programme or blueprint in a sustainable and unique African format. It draws from the 

strengths of all the theories of development while recognizing their weaknesses, moving 

beyond theorizing to practically remove the obstacles to development like unequal 

distribution of wealth and tackling exclusion which are keys to confronting inequality.  To 

an extent the structuralist theory best suits our condition as a country seemingly marred 

by underdevelopment, and the only way we can move forward is by government activism 

through a comprehensive plan to coordinate investment programmes, policies and 

projects needed to achieve rapid sustainable development.  

 

Nafukho (2013) opined that “the reality however, requires some form of intentional 

development that calls for proactive state initiatives well planned and aimed at providing 

public facilities and welfare programmes especially in education and health. Intentional 

development is guided development that aims at addressing the imperfections and 

inadequacy of free market economy by ensuring equitable distribution of resources and 

availability of essential public utilities”. The World Bank as a partner in development 

should support long-term projects that intervene in ways that minimize the economic cost 

of development and lead other development planners in directing government 

intervention and market forces to attain steady economic growth and development. 

 

The nation must employ various inducements and regulation mechanisms that will 

decisively remove structural disequilibria in the economy and bring about massive 

reallocation of resources to promote investment and stimulate development, structure the 

means of production from primary to industrial and post-modern service sectors i.e. from 

an exhaustible natural resource dependent economy to a renewable and dynamic human 

resource driven one.  

 

These regulations or structural add-ons do not remove the need for free markets, but are 

important because there are certain public needs and interests that free markets rather than 

handle or exacerbate, based on the fact that the free market works to the benefit of the 
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strong. According to a UNDP report (2003) “…developing countries enter the market as 

unequal partners and leave with unequal rewards…”  

 

Baum and Tolbert (1985) advise that nations must learn from the lessons of the past that 

relate to investment planning, sector analysis and projects or programmes and that they 

must know that progress may often be slow and partial. But responding flexibly to 

changing circumstances, combining rational economic choice with informed political 

judgment, avoiding the more egregious mistakes and maintaining a steady pace are the 

best ways to keep a country on the path of sound economic development. 
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