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A Human Security Analysis of Nigeria 
By Scott Lassan 

 
Abstract: 
 
This analytical paper conducts a human security analysis of Nigeria in order to understand why 
there is so much violence in the country. It determines that various threats to human security in 
the country affect to varying degrees three subnational conflicts: a religiously motivated 
insurgency fought by Boko Haram in northern Nigeria, community violence sparked by resource 
and land competition in central Nigeria, and finally the conflict in the Niger Delta. By focusing 
on the various categories of human security such as environmental, health, economic, and 
political securities, one can gain a better understanding of the root causes of the conflict than if 
one had sought to understand the conflict through a traditional security lens. By analyzing the 
various threats to human security, one can understand the interconnectedness of many of the 
problems in Nigeria permitting a more comprehensive conflict analysis.  
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Introduction 

 
This paper will conduct a human security analysis on the country of Nigeria based on the 

United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Report. The report focuses on 
seven main categories of human security: economic security, food security, health security, 
environmental security, personal security, community security, and political security.1 Each 
security threat presents its own risks but all seven categories are interdependent.  

 
It is vital to understand the intricacies of human security in Nigeria. The various 

categories of human security affect to varying degrees three subnational conflicts: a religiously 
motivated insurgency fought by Boko Haram in northern Nigeria, religiously motivated 
community violence sparked by resource and land competition in central Nigeria, and finally the 
conflict in the Niger Delta, connected to decades of socio-economic grievances and 
environmental degradation related to oil production.2 The instability and violence across the 
country coupled with its importance on the African continent make a human security analysis not 
just important for Nigeria, but for the rest of the world as well. 

 
Economic Security 
 

Economic security could potentially be described as one of the more complex human 
security issues in Nigeria. The concepts of human security are very much interdependent, and 
economic security in Nigeria is no exception. Economic security affects many of the other areas 
ranging from the political, environmental, community, and personal forms of security.   

 
                                                
1 UNDP. “New Dimensions in Human Security.” Human Development Report. Rep. 1994,. Chapter 2. Print. Pgs. 
24-25.  
2 Giroux, Jennifer, and Raymond Gilpin. "The Path Not Taken: Conflict and Identity in Nigeria." World Politics 
Review (2013). 10 Sept. 2013. Web. 2 Mar. 2014. 
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It would be impossible to talk about economic security in Nigeria without acknowledging 
the massive “elephant in the room”: oil. While oil is only extracted in the Niger Delta, its 
dominance in the Nigerian economy has had an impact throughout the entire country. Nigeria is 
consistently at the top of the list of most oil dependent countries with 95% of its exports being oil 
in 2012.3 This overwhelming dependence on oil is dangerous for the people of Nigeria due to the 
volatility of oil prices. The changing prices in turn affect the government’s revenue, leading to 
fluctuations in the funding for government services and programs.4 Furthermore, the distribution 
of oil revenue is poorly conducted. Between 1970 and 1999, the Nigerian oil industry created 
approximately $231 billion in rents, which translates roughly to $1900 per capita per year.5 
However, Nigeria’s real per capita income actually fell from $264 to $250 during this time, 
demonstrating a clear distribution problem.6    

 
Since a majority of Nigeria’s economy is in the oil sector, the population is extremely 

vulnerable to price shocks as this affects government services to the people as well as funding to 
state and local governments.7 The petroleum sector has also damaged manufacturing and 
agriculture due to the creation of an overvalued exchange rate following the 1970s oil boom.8 
This rate made the two sectors less competitive on the international market.9 The shift towards an 
oil-based economy had a particular impact on the rural north where the decrease in cash crop 
production led to a crash in the rural economies and a spike in unemployment.10 To make matters 
worse, many of these unemployed could not find work in the booming oil industry as most of 
these jobs require skilled labor whereas manufacturing and agriculture do not.11 Currently 
unemployment in Nigeria is 23.9%12 and youth unemployment is a stunning 54% (AllAfrica 
2013).13 Nigeria’s oil sector also hurts the economic security of the people by undermining 
democracy as “state reliance on oil revenues instead of a strong tax policy insulated the country 
from accountability to citizens, particularly to communities in oil-producing regions.”14 As a 
consequence of poor economic security, oil wealth and its uneven distribution among the 
population has repeatedly led to violent conflict and the exacerbation of tensions between 
various groups in the Niger Delta as well as nationally.15  

 
 
 

                                                
3 International Monetary Fund. Nigeria. Rep. no. IMF Country Report No. 13/116. 2013. Print. Pg. 6.     
4 Ross, Michael L. “Nigeria’s Oil Sector and the Poor.” 2003. Print. Pg. 2. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid. Pg. 9 
8 Ibid.  
9 Ibid. 
10 Giroux, Jennifer, and Raymond Gilpin. "The Path Not Taken: Conflict and Identity in Nigeria." World Politics 
Review (2013). 10 Sept. 2013. Web. 2 Mar. 2014. 
11 Ross, Michael L. “Nigeria’s Oil Sector and the Poor.” 2003. Print. Pg. 5. 
12 Nnodim, Okechukwu. “Nigeria’s unemployment rate rises to 23.9% —NPC.” Punch. 11 Oct. 2013. Web. 2 Mar. 
2014. 
13 “Nigeria: 54 Percent of Nigerian Youth Unemployed - Official Report.” AllAfrica. 17 Dec. 2013. Web. 2 Mar. 
2014.   
14 Browne, Virginia, de Geus, Tessa, Gong, Wendy, and Park, Mariko. “Human Security and the Niger Delta”, 
Security in Transition. 2 Aug. 2013. Web. 3 Mar. 2014.  
15 Ross, Michael L. “Nigeria’s Oil Sector and the Poor.” 2003. Print. Pg. 12. 
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Health Security 
 

Health security needs to be priority for Nigeria. Globally, the country currently has the 
8th highest concentration of under-5 deaths with the infant mortality rate only slightly better at 
9th.16 17 50% of all children’s deaths are caused by diarrhea,18 90% of which was caused by poor 
water, sanitation, and hygiene.19 Malaria is also a huge public concern for Nigeria, as it accounts 
for more cases and deaths than any other country in the world and contributes to approximately 
11% of maternal mortality.20  HIV/AIDS is also an issue with Nigeria being ranked 2nd in the 
world for total number of people living with HIV/AIDS in a country.21 The prevalence of these 
health risks presents a huge threat to the lives and economic livelihoods of the Nigerian people. 

 
The economic effects of health problems in Nigeria are staggering, demonstrating the 

influence that health has over economic security for Nigerians. Poor sanitation and the resulting 
diarrheal diseases are particularly costly in lives and money. A study conducted by Nigeria’s 
Water and Sanitation Program found that poor sanitation cost Nigerians $3 billion a year.22 The 
study found that $243 million were lost due to people spending a cumulative total of 2.5 days a 
year in finding locations to defecate.23 Furthermore, $2.5 billion were lost in premature deaths; 
120,000 Nigerians (including 87,000 children) died as a result of diarrhea.24 Finally, the Nigerian 
people saw $13 million disappear in productivity losses while sick or seeking health care and 
$191 million lost in healthcare costs.25 The economic losses due to poor health come right back 
to affect health security as over 70% of Nigerians cannot afford healthcare services.26 Since 
health afflictions tend to affect the poorest elements of the population, these debilitating health 
problems need to be resolved in order to adequately address both health and economic securities. 

 
Environmental Security 
 
 The biggest threat to environmental security in Nigeria is the oil industry. The extraction 
of oil in the Niger Delta has transformed one of the ten most important wetland and marine 
ecosystems in the world into one of the five most damaged ecosystems.27 Oil pollution caused by 
oil spillages has led to “the massive destruction of farmlands, sources of drinking water, 
mangrove forest, fishing grounds and declination of fish” often necessitating the complete 

                                                
16 "Mortality Rate, Under-5 (per 1,000 Live Births)." The World Bank. 2010. Web. 17 Oct. 2013. 
17 "Mortality Rate, Infant (per 1,000 Live Births)." The World Bank. 2010. Web. 17 Oct. 2013. 
18 Elazeh, Muazu. “Nigeria Has 45 Million Cases of Diarrhea Annually.” Leadership. February 18, 2013. Web. 19 
Oct. 2013.  
19 Govt. of Nigeria. Nigeria Loses NGN455 Billion Annually Due to Poor Sanitation. Rep. Water Sanitation 
Program, 2012. Print. Pg. 1. 
20 US Embassy In Nigeria. “Nigeria Malaria Fact Sheet.” 2011. 
21 The World Factbook. “Country Comparison: HIV/AIDS-People living with HIV/AIDS.” CIA, 2012.   
22 Govt. of Nigeria. Nigeria Loses NGN455 Billion Annually Due to Poor Sanitation. Rep. Water Sanitation 
Program, 2012. Print. Pg. 1. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Ibid.  
25 Ibid.  
26 Akpomuvie, Orhioghene B. "Poverty, Access to Health Care Services and Human Capital Development in 
Nigeria." African Research Review 4.3a (2010): 51. Print. 
27 Kadafa, Adati Ayuba. "Environmental Impacts of Oil Exploration and Exploitation in the Niger Delta of Nigeria." 
Global Journal of Science Frontier Research: Environment and Earth Sciences 12.3 (2012): 19. Print. 
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relocation of certain communities in the Delta.28 Studies have demonstrated that an estimated 9 
to 13 million barrels of oil have spilled in the Niger Delta over the past 50 years, the equivalent 
of 50 times the estimated volume that spilled from the disastrous Exxon Valdez oil spill.29 The 
pollution of fisheries and agricultural lands has eliminated the primary livelihood of many 
Nigerians living in the delta and made parts of the delta no longer self-sufficient in food,30 
decreasing their economic and food security in addition to their environmental one. Furthermore, 
the environmental degradation has also led to health issues amongst the population; the 
contamination of water and food in the delta has led to increased forms of cancer as well as 
public sanitation problems.31  
 

In addition to the degradation of the local ecosystem, Nigerians are facing global 
environmental issues as well with evidence pointing towards a very strong connection between 
climate change and the pattern of communal clashes.32 Changes in rainfall and increased drought 
have had a negative effect specifically for the people within the Guinea-Sudan-Sahel (GSS) zone 
of Nigeria. The sahel zone (see Fig. 1) has faced mostly less than average rainfall since the 
1940s.33 This drought has resulted in the northern Fulani herdsman of the Sahel and Sudan 
savannahs moving south in order to survive in greener pastures, which has brought them into 
conflict with the farmers of the Guinea Savannah in the Middle Belt.34 This tension has resulted 
in communal clashes, often labeled as religious conflicts between the groups, due to the Fulani 
being predominately Muslim and the Berom farmers being mostly Christian.35 However, these 
communal clashes are at their source a result of decreasing environmental security brought about 
by drought. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE 

                                                
28 Kadafa, Adati Ayuba. "Environmental Impacts of Oil Exploration and Exploitation in the Niger Delta of Nigeria." 
Global Journal of Science Frontier Research: Environment and Earth Sciences 12.3 (2012): 19. Print. 
29 Ibid. Pg. 21.   
30 Browne, Virginia, de Geus, Tessa, Gong, Wendy, and Park, Mariko. “Human Security and the Niger Delta”, 
Security in Transition. 2 Aug. 2013. Web. 3 Mar. 2014.  
31 Ibid.  
32 Fasona, Mayowa J., and A. S. Omojola. "Climate Change, Human Security, and Communal Clashes in Nigeria." 
Human Security and Climate Change: An International Workshop. 2005. Print. Pg. 16.  
33 Ibid. Pg. 2.  
34 Ibid.  
35 “Nigeria failing to tackle religious violence in its “Middle Belt” – U.S. agency.” Reuters. 16 April 2013. Web. 2 
Mar. 2014.   
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Figure 1: Rainfall in Nigeria’s Ecological Zones36 

 
 
Food Security 
 

Food security is intimately tied to economic and environmental security in Nigeria. The 
poorest elements of the population have the least amount of food security in Nigeria; 29% of 
households in the poorest wealth quintiles have nutritionally unacceptable diets and poorer 
households are also more likely to engage in extreme coping strategies such as not eating for a 
day to deal with food shortages.37 Despite being the largest contributor to the Nigerian economy, 
the development of the agriculture sector has been largely neglected in favor of the extraction of 
natural resources.38 Furthermore, low agricultural productivity has also been linked to a variety 
of environmental factors such as poor soil quality caused by pollution and the negative impact of 
climate change on weather patterns.39 The most harmful impacts have come from the oil 
industry: between 1976 and 2006 there were approximately 6,800 oil spills which damaged soil, 
water, and air quality.40 The impacts of the oil spills were devastating as it severely damaged 

                                                
36 Okpara, Juddy N., Aondover A. Tarhule, and Muthiah Perumal. "Study of Climate Change in Niger River Basin, 
West Africa: Reality Not a Myth." Climate Change - Realities, Impacts Over Ice Cap, Sea Level and Risks. Ed. 
Bharat R. Singh. InTech, 2013. InTech. 16 Jan. 2013. Web. 26 Feb. 2014. 
37 Kuku-Shittu, Oluyemisi, Astrid Mathiassen, Amit Wadwha, Lucy Myles, and Akeem Ajibola. Comprehensive 
Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis: Nigeria. IFPRI Discussion Paper 01275. International Food Policy 
Research Institute, 2013. Print. Pg. v.  
38 Ibid. Pg. 4.  
39 Ibid.  
40 Amnesty International. Petroleum, Pollution, and Poverty in the Niger Delta. London: 2009. 
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both the fishing and subsistence agriculture sectors,41 robbing Nigerians of both their sources of 
income and food. All of these problems have contributed to Nigeria shifting from being self-
sufficient in food production in the 1960s to being heavily independent on food imports starting 
in the 1980s,42 making them incredibly vulnerable to fluctuating world prices.43 In fact, some 
studies have estimated that up to 70% of Nigerians are food insecure. With 61% of the 
population living on less than a dollar a day,44 Nigerians cannot afford to be dependent on rising 
global food prices.  
 
Personal Security 
 

In Nigeria, individual citizens face various types of attacks on their physical well-being 
ranging from terrorism by Boko Haram, ethnic and religious conflict, and state violence. It 
should be noted that personal security is very strongly linked to both community and political 
security as political and intercommunal violence inevitably lead to physical violence: since 1999, 
it is estimated that 18,000 people have been killed as a result of intercommunal, political, or 
sectarian violence.45 In order to avoid repetition, issues of community and political security, 
which include violence between Muslims and Christians in the north and ethnic tensions between 
various groups in the delta, will be addressed in subsequent sections.   

 
While certain violence has been directed towards particular groups in Nigeria, Boko 

Haram has shown little discrimination in its violent attempts to overthrow the Nigerian 
government and establish an Islamic state. The group targets both Christians and moderate 
Muslims throughout northern and central Nigeria and has attacked both churches and mosques.46 
To make matters worse, the government response has been incredibly poor. Security forces have 
been accused of both failing to protect citizens and committing human rights violations; nearly 
1,000 people accused of belonging to Boko Haram are said to have died in military custody.47  
 
Community Security 
 

Community Security can best be divided into two different issues in Nigeria: communal 
clashes in the north and central part of the country between Christians and Muslims, and 
interethnic rivalries in the Niger Delta. As was mentioned in previous sections, a strong 
connection exists between communal clashes and environmental degradation and economic 
insecurity in Nigeria. Whether its about the distribution of oil resources or climate change 
leading to population migrations, inevitably groups begin to pressure on each other, which tends 

                                                
41 Kuku-Shittu, Oluyemisi, Astrid Mathiassen, Amit Wadwha, Lucy Myles, and Akeem Ajibola. Comprehensive 
Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis: Nigeria. IFPRI Discussion Paper 01275. International Food Policy 
Research Institute, 2013. Print. Pg. 4.  
42 Fasoranti, M. “A Stochastic Frontier Analysis of Effectiveness of Cassava-Based Cropping Systems in Ondo 
State, Nigeria.” PhD thesis, Federal University of Technology, Akure. 2006. 
43 Kuku-Shittu, Oluyemisi, Astrid Mathiassen, Amit Wadwha, Lucy Myles, and Akeem Ajibola. Comprehensive 
Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis: Nigeria. IFPRI Discussion Paper 01275. International Food Policy 
Research Institute, 2013. Print. Pg. 4.  
44 Ibid. Pg. 5.  
45 "World Report 2013: Nigeria." Human Rights Watch. Web. 26 July 2014. 
46 "Nigeria." Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect. Web. 26 July 2014. 
47 "Nigeria Urged to Probe 'custody Killings'" Al Jazeera. 15 Oct. 2013. Web. 26 July 2014. 
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to spark violent conflict. Severe drought drove the Muslim Fulani herdsmen southward and in 
conflict with the Berom Christian farmers in the central part of Nigeria.48 In one study that 
reviewed 37 communal clashes, the vast majority of them were found to have originated over 
land or agricultural disputes.49 As these clashes have continued, they have gradually taken on 
religious undertones. “Religiously related violence has led to more deaths in northern Nigeria 
than have Boko Haram attacks.”50 Likewise in the south, the struggle over the distribution of oil 
resources and the pollution of fertile agricultural lands has led to inter-ethnic rivalries and 
violence over land, oil resources, and demand for a cleaner environment.51 In total, over 3,000 
people have been killed due to sectarian violence since 2011.52 

 
Political Security 
 

Political security is increasingly under threat in Nigeria. In 2013, Freedom House cited 
the country as being “Partially Free.”53 The organization stated that the country was on a 
downward trend citing issues of “continued rampant corruption, the suppression of civil society 
during fuel-subsidy protests as well as restrictions on its activity in the north, and limitations on 
freedom of movement as a result of violence associated with the militant group Boko Haram” as 
reasons for the decline in freedom.54  

 
The government response to Boko Haram in the north has greatly affected the political 

security of citizens in addition to physical security. In May 2013, President Goodluck Jonathan 
declared a state of emergency in the northeastern states of Borno, Yobe and Adamawa in order to 
fight Boko Haram.55 As a result, government forces have been accused of heavy-handed tactics 
against civilians with soldiers allegedly burning homes and executing Boko Haram suspects or 
residents with no apparent links to the group.56 

 
Political security has been under threat for decades in the Niger Delta due to the poor 

distribution of oil wealth. The attempt of the Igbo people to secede from Nigeria in 1967 was 
said to been encouraged by the presence of oil; the belief was that secession would be more 
economically beneficial to the area.57 The secession was brutally repressed and led to a three-
year civil war. Unrest among the Ogoni and Ijaw people in the delta have also been linked to a 
desire to win a greater share of oil wealth.58 The 2011 election of Goodluck Jonathan to the 

                                                
48 “Nigeria failing to tackle religious violence in its “Middle Belt” – U.S. agency.” Reuters. 16 April 2013. Web. 2 
Mar. 2014.   
49 Fasona, Mayowa J., and A. S. Omojola. "Climate Change, Human Security, and Communal Clashes in Nigeria." 
Human Security and Climate Change: An International Workshop. 2005. Print. Pg. 2.  
50 “Nigeria failing to tackle religious violence in its “Middle Belt” – U.S. agency.” Reuters. 16 April 2013. Web. 2 
Mar. 2014.   
51 Fasona, Mayowa J., and A. S. Omojola. "Climate Change, Human Security, and Communal Clashes in Nigeria." 
Human Security and Climate Change: An International Workshop. 2005. Print. Pg. 17.  
52 "Nigeria Security Tracker." Council on Foreign Relations. Ed. John Campbell. Council on Foreign Relations. 
Web. 01 Mar. 2014. 
53 "Freedom in the World: Nigeria." Freedom House. 2013. Web. 26 July 2014. 
54 Ibid.  
55 “Nigeria Extends State of Emergency in Northeast.” Voice of America. 20 November 2013. Web. 2 Mar. 2014.  
56 "World Report 2013: Nigeria." Human Rights Watch. Web. 26 July 2014. 
57 Ross, Michael L. “Nigeria’s Oil Sector and the Poor.” 2003. Print. Pg. 3. 
58 Ibid.  



Ramen IR       Scott Lassan  
 

 8 

Presidency, an Ijaw of the Niger Delta, is said to have further polarized the country as well with 
votes split along ethnic and religious lines with the Christian south voting predominately for 
Jonathan and the Muslim north voting for his opponent Buhari, a Fulani Muslim.59      

 
Conclusion: Human Security versus State-Centrist Approaches in Nigeria 
 
 Observing Nigeria through a human security lens creates a significantly different and 
more complex analysis of security issues in the country than through a more traditional security 
viewpoint. Traditional security theories tend to look upon states as the principal actors with its 
primary threats being military in origin.60 While there are military and security concerns, the 
traditional state-centric approach does not adequately apply to issues of African security.61 
According to Leaning and Arie, “Conceptualization of security has therefore moved beyond 
preoccupation with the territorial integrity of nation states, and has been reinvigorated by the 
recognition that concerns for the individual … have much to contribute to our understanding.”62 
Instead of state threats, a more conditions-based type of approach is required, focusing on human 
security issues such as security sector reform, health, poverty, environmental shock, and food 
shortages, issues that are more vital to populations.63   
 
 If a traditional security approach had been used to analyze the problems in Nigeria, the 
entire analysis would have been spent discussing security issues for the state such as the threat of 
Boko Haram and the various armed groups that operate in the Niger Delta. Little attention would 
have been paid to some of the underlying human security issues faced by individual Nigerians 
such as concerns of health, food, environmental, and economic security as well and the other 
areas advocated by the UNDP framework. State-centric security theorists fail to recognize that 
the source of military threats often tends to be unaddressed human security issues.  
 

Threats to environmental security have helped spread communal tensions in the north and 
central parts of the country, giving Boko Haram a ripe opportunity to expand its power base and 
advocate for its warped ideas of an Islamic state. A lack of economic opportunity and poor 
distribution of oil revenue, along with unanswered calls for political reform, have also led to 
violence in the delta. Environmental degradation has further led to a deterioration of food 
sources leaving individuals to seek alternate livelihoods, sometimes turning to extreme methods 
such as piracy; Nigeria had the second highest frequency of pirate attacks in 2013 in the world.64 
The lack of food security combined with poor health has led to the death of thousands and loss of 
revenue worth billions to individual Nigerians and the state alike. Finally, the interdependence of 
these human security issues has exacerbated communal and political tensions in a very fragile 
country. 

                                                
59 "Freedom in the World: Nigeria." Freedom House. 2013. Web. 26 July 2014. 
60 Beebe, Shannon D., and Kaldor, Mary. "Africa: A Beacon of Hope." The Ultimate Weapon Is No Weapon: 
Human Security and the New Rules of War and Peace. New York, NY: Public Affairs, 2010. 173. Print. 
61 Ibid.  
62 Leaning, Jennifer, and Sam Arie. Human Security: A Framework for Assessment In Conflict and Transition. 
CERTI Crisis and Transition Tool Kit, 2000. Print. 
63 Beebe, Shannon D., and Kaldor, Mary. "Africa: A Beacon of Hope." The Ultimate Weapon Is No Weapon: 
Human Security and the New Rules of War and Peace. New York, NY: Public Affairs, 2010. 173. Print. 
64 Asu, Femi. "Piracy off Nigerian Waters in 2013 Highest in 5 Years – IMB." BusinessDay. 14 Jan. 2014. Web. 1 
Mar. 2014. 
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It is imperative that instability be analyzed through a human security lens in order to 

understand the whole picture and many of the root causes of conflict in states across the world. 
Policymakers need to understand that issues of human security will undoubtedly affect issues of 
state security (Leaning and Arie 2000: 10).65 By focusing on threats facing individuals, they can 
at the same time strengthen the security of the state.    

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Blog posts and analysis papers represent personal opinions of individual authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of Ramen IR, other authors, or any of their organizations or 
affiliations. 
                                                
65 Leaning, Jennifer, and Sam Arie. Human Security: A Framework for Assessment In Conflict and Transition. 
CERTI Crisis and Transition Tool Kit, 2000. Print. Pg. 10. 


