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ABSTRACT 

For over four decades, Nigeria has witnessed steady growth in agricultural output, yet poverty rates have 

not only persisted but worsened, rising from 29.7% in 1981 to 57.3% in 2020. This paper addresses a 

fundamental puzzle: why has agricultural expansion failed to translate into poverty reduction? Using a 

qualitative political economy approach, I draw on documentary analysis, policy reviews, and institutional 

narratives to uncover the deep-seated structural and governance failures that mediate the agriculture-

poverty nexus. The study finds that the transmission mechanism from farm to household is broken not by 

economics alone, but by politics and institutional dysfunction. Weak institutions, elite capture of 

agricultural programmes, policy incoherence, and the Dutch Disease dynamics of oil dependency have 

collectively ensured that agricultural growth benefits the few while the rural poor remain trapped in 

subsistence. I argue that without addressing these institutional pathologies, increased agricultural output 

will continue to coexist with deepening poverty. The paper contributes to the literature by shifting the 

discourse from "how much" agriculture grows to "who benefits" and "why the poor are excluded." 

Keywords: Agricultural output, poverty reduction, political economy, institutional failure, Nigeria, Dutch 

Disease. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Fellow Citizens, let us sit down and reflect on a paradox that has troubled development scholars for 

decades. Nigeria's agricultural sector has, by many metrics, performed remarkably well. From a paltry 

₦17.05 billion in output in 1981, the sector grew to over ₦43.5 trillion by 2022 (see Appendix A). That is 

not just growth that is an explosion in productive capacity. One would expect, following the textbook 

logic of development economics, that such growth would lift millions out of poverty. After all, agriculture 

is the sector where the poor work. The majority of the poor in Sub-Saharan Africa relies on agricultural 

activities for a livelihood and hence that sector is fundamental to spurring growth, enhancing food 

security, alleviating poverty and generating income (Awotide et al., 2012).  
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But the data tell a different story. In 1981, when agricultural output was barely taking off, 29.7% of 

Nigerians lived below the poverty line. By 2020, with output at its highest in history, poverty had climbed 

to 57.3% (National Bureau of Statistics [NBS], 2012). According to Onumadu and Inyang (2015), every 

attempt by each successive government and international donor agency to reduce poverty in Nigeria has 

so far been unsuccessful. The majority of the poor people in Nigeria live in the rural areas and a 

significant proportion of them are small-scale farmers (Olatomide & Omowumi, 2014). Something is 

terribly wrong. 

I advance three interconnected arguments to address these questions. Firstly, Nigeria's agricultural growth 

has been quantity without quality. We have measured output in tonnes and naira, but we have not asked: 

output for whom? Ibbih and Nwogu (2024) observed that Nigeria has been known for its agrarian 

economy and economic growth in the past due to the impactful contribution of the agricultural sector and 

the progressive output thereof. However, Ufiobor (2017) submitted that Nigeria's agricultural sector 

which used to be one of the pillars of the country's economy, achieved in a sustainable means, has lost its 

place. The growth has been driven by large-scale, capital-intensive, and often politically connected 

farmers, not the smallholders who constitute the rural poor. 

Secondly, the institutional architecture for agricultural development is fundamentally broken. 

Programmes designed to help the poor, fertilizer subsidies, credit schemes, input distribution have been 

hijacked by elites. Awe (2013) observed that agricultural financing in the country has faced a number of 

setbacks including low productivity, a lack of capital and credit facilities, inadequate input and storage 

facilities and poor infrastructure. What we call "policy" is often just a vehicle for rent-seeking. 

Thirdly, the Dutch Disease is not just about oil crowding out agriculture. The Central Bank of Nigeria 

(CBN, 2003) report showed that the share of the agricultural sector relating to foreign exchange earnings 

has declined from 11% on the average per person in the 1970s to 2% on the average person in the 1990s. 

It is about a mentality, a political economy where easy oil revenues make governments lazy. Why bother 

with the difficult, messy work of rural transformation when oil money flows? Agriculture becomes an 

afterthought, a rhetorical device in budget speeches but never a genuine priority. 

To explore these arguments systematically, this study adopts a qualitative methodology grounded in 

documentary analysis of over 40 years of agricultural policies, programme evaluations, and budget 

speeches; institutional analysis of key agricultural agencies including the Central Bank of Nigeria's 

agricultural departments, the Nigeria Incentive-Based Risk Sharing System for Agricultural Lending 

(NIRSAL), and the Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development; narrative analysis of farmer 

testimonies documented in research literature; and historical institutionalism tracing the evolution of 

agricultural governance from 1981 to 2023. 

I write as an economist who believes that numbers tell us what happened, but only stories, institutions, 

and power analysis tell us why. The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 presents 

the theoretical lens, moving beyond human capital to political economy frameworks. Section 3 provides 

historical context spanning four decades of agricultural policy in Nigeria. Section 4 analyses the 

mechanisms of exclusion that prevent agricultural growth from reaching the poor. Section 5 amplifies the 

voices of the poor through narrative evidence. Section 6 diagnoses the institutional pathologies underlying 

governance failures. Section 7 offers a qualitative model of the agriculture-poverty nexus. Section 8 

draws comparative perspectives from other developing contexts. Section 9 presents policy implications, 

and Section 10 concludes with reflections on the politics of poverty reduction. 

 

2. THEORETICAL LENS: BEYOND HUMAN CAPITAL 

2.1 Why Standard Theories Fall Short 

The human capital theory, popularized by Schultz (1961), Becker (1964), and Mincer (1974), argues that 

investment in human capital increases the cognitive stock of economically productive human capability 

crucial for the individual to contribute maximally to economic growth. Human capital theorists observed 

that there is a correlative relationship between education and economic growth. The endogenous growth 

theory, propounded by Romer (1984), provides a theoretical framework that emphasizes economic growth 
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as an endogenous outcome of an economic system, and not the result of forces like technological change 

that impinge from outside. Romer argues that a country with a greater accumulation of human capital has 

higher rates of economic growth (Roufagalas & Orlov, 2020; Tavani & Zamparelli, 2017). 

These theories are not wrong they are simply incomplete. They assume that markets work, that 

institutions are neutral, and that the benefits of growth trickle down. In Nigeria, none of these 

assumptions hold. As Oluwaseyi (2017) opined, the agricultural sector has the potential to be the 

industrial and economic platforms from which the speedy development of a country can take-off. Yet this 

potential remains unrealized. 

2.2 A Political Economy Framework 

I draw instead on three complementary frameworks: 

2.2.1 Elite Theory and Policy Capture 
The individual theory of poverty, as critiqued by Bradshaw (2006) and cited in Sameti et al. (2012), 

blames the poor for creating their own problems arguing that with hard work and better choices the poor 

could have avoided and solved their problems. This perspective, rooted in American values and belief in 

the free market system, suggests that talent, virtue and hard work can lead to success and that individual 

poverty is an individual failing due to lack of motivation. However, this theory fails to account for 

structural barriers. In Nigeria, agricultural policies are not designed to reduce poverty; they are designed 

to create rent-seeking opportunities for political elites, bureaucrats, and their business allies. 

2.2.2 Institutional Path Dependence 
According to Olomola et al. (2014), using a public expenditure approach to investigate agricultural 

spending in Nigeria observed that budgetary allocation in Nigeria to agriculture compared with other key 

sectors is low despite the sector's role in the fight against poverty, hunger, and unemployment. Their 

findings on the benefit incidence of public spending on fertilizer subsidy suggest that the target 

population of the programme has not benefited as intended. You cannot understand why the Agricultural 

Credit Guarantee Scheme fails today without understanding its origins and evolution. 

2.2.3 The Rural Development Approach 
The rural development approach, as articulated by Oladimeji and Abiola (1998), sees the rural sector as a 

unique sector in terms of poverty reduction. This is because majority of the poor in developing countries 

live in this sector. In addition, the level of paid employment in this sector is very minimal. Hence, 

traditional measures of alleviating poverty may not easily work in the rural sector without radical changes 

in the assets ownership structure, credit structure, etc. This approach recognizes that poverty is multi-

dimensional and therefore requires a multi-pronged approach aimed at the provision of basic necessities 

of life. 

 

3. HISTORICAL CONTEXT: FOUR DECADES OF BROKEN PROMISES 

3.1 The Agrarian Foundation (Pre-1980s) 

Before oil, Nigeria's economy was largely dependent on agriculture (Olajide et al., 2012). Akinboyo 

(2008) defines agriculture as the science of making use of the land to raise plants and animals. It is the 

simplification of nature's food webs and the rechanneling of energy for human planting and animal 

consumption. Okah (2007) conceived agriculture as the cultivation of land, raising animals for the 

purpose of production of food for man, feed for animals, and raw materials for our industries. It also 

consists of crop production, forestry, livestock and fishing. It is also essential for expansion of 

employment opportunity, reduction of poverty and improvement of income distribution, speeding up 

industrialization and easing the pressure of balance of payments disequilibrium. 

Anyanwu (1997) posits that "agriculture has been the main source of gainful employment from which 

Nigeria nation can feed its population, providing the nation's industries with local raw materials and as a 

reliable source of government revenue." Agriculture contributed to the growth of the economy, provided 

employment opportunities for the teeming population, export revenue earnings and eradicated poverty in 

the economy (Olajide et al., 2012).  Tombofa (2004) reported that the state of agriculture is of paramount 

importance to the development process, pointing out that agriculture provides the basis for the world's 
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great civilization in the past and the increase in agricultural productivity in England laid the basis for, and 

sustained the first industrial revolution. 

Then came oil. 

3.2 The Oil Boom and Agricultural Neglect (1980s) 

The 1980s were catastrophic for Nigerian agriculture. The oil boom of the 1970s had already begun the 

process of de-prioritising farming. By the early 1980s, agricultural exports had collapsed. The Structural 

Adjustment Programme (SAP) of 1986, with its currency devaluation and trade liberalisation, was 

supposed to help. It did not. Ufiobor (2017) submitted that one challenge for Nigeria is identifying the 

constraints that limit the growth and development in the agricultural sector, and removing them and 

replacing them with something better to attract investors and therefore improve the sector as well as the 

economy. What SAP actually did was expose Nigerian farmers to brutal international competition without 

any protection or support. Cheap imported food flooded the market. Farmers could not compete. Rural 

poverty deepened. 

3.3 The Democratic Era: Policies Without Politics? (1999–2023) 

Since 1999, successive governments have launched dozens of agricultural programmes. Ibrahim and 

Shuaibu (2013) noted that the Nigerian financial system has been known as the major component of the 

country's growth and development program. Agricultural financing in the country has faced a number of 

setbacks as observed by Awe (2013), including low productivity, a lack of capital and credit facilities, 

inadequate input and storage facilities and poor infrastructure. 

Some of the recent schemes include the Anchor Borrowers' Programme and the establishment of the 

Nigeria Incentive Based Risk Sharing System for Agricultural Lending (NIRSAL). Several state 

governments have also deployed funding strategies to unlock growth in the agricultural products of their 

comparative advantage. The Commercial Agriculture Credit Scheme (CACS) was established by the 

Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) in collaboration with the Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Water 

Resources in 2009 to provide finance for the country's agricultural value chain (production, processing, 

storage and marketing) and fast-track the development of the agricultural sector of the Nigerian economy 

by providing credit facilities to large commercial scale farmers at a single digit interest rate. 

Yet, Awe (2013) observed that despite the huge sums of money allocated to the agricultural sector over 

the years, the contribution of agriculture in Nigeria remains doubtful. Even though the output from the 

agricultural sector has improved over the years to ₦31,904.14 billion in 2019, the percentage contribution 

of the sector to GDP declined to 22.12% in 2019.  

The fluctuations in the percentage contribution of agricultural output to GDP and poverty reduction with 

declining episodes have become worrisome. This has failed to keep pace with the needs of a rapidly 

growing Nigerian population and the increasing agricultural spending by the government, thus resulting 

in a progressive increase in import bills for raw material (Ibrahim & Shuaibu, 2013). 

 

4. THE MECHANISMS OF EXCLUSION: HOW AGRICULTURAL GROWTH BYPASSES THE 

POOR 

4.1 The Fertilizer Subsidy: A Case Study in Elite Capture 

Let us take one example: the fertilizer subsidy programme. For decades, the government subsidised 

fertiliser to help poor farmers. In theory, this should have raised productivity and reduced poverty. Recent 

studies have revealed that the improvement of agricultural methods and access to credit are two ways to 

reduce poverty (Nwakanma et al., 2014; Olatomide & Omowumi, 2014). 

In practice, the subsidy became a licence to print money for the politically connected. Fertiliser was 

allocated to governors, senators, and party loyalists, who sold it at market prices to farmers or worse, 

smuggled it across borders. The poor farmer either paid inflated prices or went without. 

Raheem et al. (2014) reported that Nigeria's low fertilizer and improved seed utilization and inadequate 

government expenditure was largely responsible for the low productivity and the inability to compete 

with others. Most times, the farmers depend on less efficient traditional tools which results in less output 
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compared to the use of tractors and harvesters. The poor were not just excluded they were actively 

exploited by a system designed to help them. 

4.2 Credit Schemes: The Missing Farmers 

Agricultural credit is supposed to enable poor farmers to invest. The Agricultural Credit Guarantee 

Scheme (ACGSF), established in 1977, was meant to provide this. Reuben et al. (2020) examined the 

impact of Agricultural Credit Guarantee Scheme Fund on Nigerian agricultural output from 1998 to 2017 

employing the ordinary least square method. The findings unveiled that ACGSF significantly and 

positively affected Nigerian agricultural output. Okafor (2020) investigated the effect of banks credit on 

Nigerian agricultural development using the ordinary least square approach. The findings showed that 

banks credit and ACGSF significantly and positively affected agricultural output. 

However, banks prefer to lend to large-scale, commercial farmers often politicians themselves or their 

allies because transaction costs are lower and collateral is available. The smallholder, farming two 

hectares with no title to land, is unbankable. Sekyi et al. (2019) examined the impact of informal credit on 

rural agricultural productivity in the Savannah ecological zone of Ghana using econometric analysis. The 

results showed that credit has a positive influence on rural agricultural productivity, highlighting the 

importance of accessible credit. 

Orji et al. (2020) evaluated the causal relationship between agricultural credit and Nigerian agricultural 

output based on pairwise Granger causality test. The results indicated that causation between agricultural 

financing and agricultural output did not exist, suggesting a disconnect between credit provision and 

actual productive outcomes for smallholders. 

The Anchor Borrowers' Programme, launched in 2015, was meant to fix this by linking smallholders to 

"anchor" companies. In some cases, it worked. In too many cases, it created new forms of exploitation: 

farmers became contract labourers for anchors, losing autonomy and bargaining power. 

4.3 The Infrastructure Deficit 

Go to any rural farming community in Nigeria. You will see the same story: no roads, no storage, no 

electricity. Farmers harvest their crops and watch them rot because they cannot get them to market. Or 

they sell at giveaway prices to middlemen who have trucks. 

The causes of rural poverty are complex and multidimensional, involving the forces of nature, market, 

and public policy (International Monetary Fund [IMF], 2000). Likewise, the rural poor are quite diverse 

in their resources' endowment and links to markets and the government and their strategies to deal with 

vulnerability and risk. This is not an accident. Infrastructure is allocated where political power resides in 

cities, not villages. The rural poor have no Members of Parliament lobbying for roads. They have no 

campaign donations to offer. They are politically invisible, and so their needs are invisible too. 

4.4 Land Tenure Insecurity 

The Land Use Act of 1978 vests all land in the governor. This was meant to simplify land administration. 

Instead, it created a system where farmers have no secure tenure. Without title, they cannot use land as 

collateral for loans. Without security, they will not invest in long-term improvements. Poverty in Nigeria 

is concentrated in rural areas which accommodate more than 70% of the nation's poor (Oyakhilomen & 

Zibah, 2014). The poor, with the least ability to navigate bureaucratic hurdles, are most disadvantaged. 

Their land can be taken at any time for "public purposes" often meaning for the friends and allies of those 

in power. 

4.5 The Dutch Disease of the Mind 

Finally, we must confront the most insidious mechanism: the mental Dutch Disease. Oil wealth has 

created a governing class that does not take agriculture seriously. Agriculture is seen as backward, as 

something for the uneducated, as a sector to be exploited for votes rather than developed for growth. All 

efforts to bring back the agricultural sector to its place continue to yield very little result, as agricultural 

export remains under 5% since the introduction of the structural adjustment program to fight poverty, 

while the oil sector dominates the export trade (Oni, 2007). The poor know this. They know they are not a 

priority. And so, they remain poor. 
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5. THE VOICE OF THE POOR: NARRATIVES FROM THE FIELDS 

Let me pause the analysis and share some voices. These are composite narratives drawn from numerous 

farmer interviews, focus groups and testimonies recorded in the research literature. 

Olaolu et al. (2013) documented the impact of national fadama development project phase II on poverty 

and food security among rice farming beneficiaries in Kogi State, Nigeria. Their findings revealed that 

despite project interventions, many beneficiaries remained trapped in poverty due to structural constraints. 

Studies by Awotide et al. (2012) on access to certified improved rice seed and farmers' income in Nigeria 

showed that even when productivity-enhancing technologies are available, the poorest farmers are often 

excluded due to high costs and elite capture of distribution channels. Ogundipe et al. (2016) examined the 

impacts of agricultural productivity on downscaling poverty in Africa, finding that agricultural value 

added per worker contributed substantially to lessening Africa's poverty. However, they noted that 

development schemes aimed at boosting agricultural productivity must comprise credit-accessibility 

strategies such that rural farmers would have a higher asset base for massive commercial production. 

The human voices behind these statistics tell us what the numbers cannot. They tell us about 

powerlessness. They tell us about exclusion. They tell us that poverty is not just about income it is about 

being ignored by a system that is supposed to serve you. 

 

6. INSTITUTIONAL PATHOLOGIES: WHY GOVERNANCE FAILS THE POOR 

6.1 Policy Incoherence and Volatility 

Nigeria has had numerous agricultural policies and programmes since 1981. Each new government scraps 

the previous one and starts afresh. There is no institutional memory, no policy continuity. 

Iganiga and Unemhilin (2011) examined the effect of Federal government agricultural expenditure on the 

value of agricultural output using co-integration and error correction methodology. Their result showed 

that Federal government capital expenditure is positively related to agricultural output. With a one-year 

lag period, it shows that the impact of government expenditure on agriculture is not instantaneous. This 

volatility is devastating for the poor. Just as a farmer learns about one programme and begins to benefit, it 

is cancelled. Trust is eroded. Farmers learn that government programmes are not to be relied upon. 

6.2 Bureaucratic Capture 

Agricultural ministries and agencies are not neutral implementers of policy. They are sites of bureaucratic 

politics, where officials pursue their own interests. Programmes are designed to maximise control over 

resources, not to achieve outcomes. 

Aina and Omojola (2017) examined the impact of government expenditure on agricultural sector 

performance in Nigeria for the period 1980 to 2013 using secondary data from the Central Bank of 

Nigeria Statistical bulletin. The result of the error correction modeling shows that there is a significant 

and positive relationship between government expenditure on agriculture and agricultural production 

output. Yet the translation from expenditure to poverty reduction remains elusive because of bureaucratic 

capture. 

6.3 Corruption as System, Not Aberration 

We must stop treating corruption as a deviation from an otherwise functional system. In Nigeria's 

agricultural sector, corruption is the system. It is how things work. 

Udoh (2011) estimated the relationship between public expenditure, private investment and agricultural 

output growth in Nigeria over the period 1970-2008. Results of the error correction model show that 

increase in public expenditure has a positive influence on the growth of agricultural output. However, 

these aggregate relationships hide the fact that funds are stolen, inputs are diverted, loans are taken by 

ghost farmers, and monitoring and evaluation is fictional. 

The poor know this. They know that every programme is an opportunity for the powerful to enrich 

themselves. They participate not because they believe, but because they have no choice. 

6.4 The Measurement Problem 

Finally, we have a measurement problem. We measure agricultural output in aggregate terms total tonnes 

of cassava, total hectares under cultivation. These numbers hide more than they reveal. 
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They hide the fact that growth is concentrated in a few regions. They hide the fact that large farms are 

growing while small farms shrink. They hide the fact that the quality of growth who produces, who 

benefits, who controls is deeply unequal. When we celebrate agricultural growth, we are often celebrating 

the success of the already powerful. The poor are not part of the story. 

 

7. RETHINKING THE AGRICULTURE-POVERTY NEXUS: A QUALITATIVE MODEL 

Drawing on the analysis above, I propose a qualitative model of the agriculture-poverty nexus in Nigeria: 

 

 

The relationship between agriculture and poverty reduction in Nigeria is often presented as self-evident: 

because a large proportion of the poor depend on farming, expanding agricultural production should 

naturally reduce poverty. At first glance, this assumption appears logically sound. Agriculture employs 

millions, particularly in rural areas where poverty is most concentrated. Yet, despite periods of 

agricultural expansion and renewed policy attention to the sector, rural poverty remains widespread and 

deeply entrenched. This contradiction suggests that the link between agricultural growth and poverty 

reduction is neither automatic nor linear. Rather than assuming a direct causal chain from increased 
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output to improved welfare, it becomes necessary to examine the political and institutional mechanisms 

that mediate this relationship. To understand this mediation, one must begin with the broader political 

settlement that structures Nigeria’s development trajectory. Nigeria’s state is heavily dependent on oil 

revenues, which significantly shape its incentive framework. Because government revenue is derived 

largely from petroleum exports rather than from taxing agricultural producers, the state’s fiscal survival 

does not depend on the productivity of rural farmers. Consequently, political accountability to rural 

constituencies is weakened. In contexts where governments rely on broad-based taxation, especially from 

agricultural producers, there is often stronger pressure to invest in rural productivity and welfare. In 

Nigeria, however, oil rents create fiscal insulation. This insulation reduces the urgency of implementing 

inclusive agricultural reforms and shapes the political priorities that follow. 

Within this oil-dependent political structure, elite dominance emerges as a central organizing feature of 

policy outcomes. When access to state resources becomes the primary route to wealth accumulation, 

public policy can evolve into a mechanism for distributing rents rather than fostering productive 

transformation. Agriculture, instead of serving as a vehicle for broad-based rural empowerment, becomes 

embedded within networks of influence and patronage. Politically connected actors may capture 

subsidies, credit facilities, and procurement contracts. As a result, agricultural policy design and 

implementation reflect elite interests more than the needs of smallholder farmers. The rural poor, lacking 

strong political representation, find themselves marginalized in the allocation of resources intended to 

support them. 

This elite dominance does not operate in abstraction; it manifests concretely through institutional 

distortions. First, institutional failure becomes evident in policy volatility, bureaucratic inefficiency, and 

corruption. Agricultural programs frequently change direction with political transitions, creating 

uncertainty for farmers and undermining long-term planning. Implementation gaps further weaken the 

impact of policy initiatives, as weak oversight and administrative capture reduce the effectiveness of 

interventions. Even when policies are conceptually sound, their execution is often compromised by 

limited institutional capacity and accountability deficits. Closely connected to institutional weakness is 

the problem of resource misallocation. Public spending in agriculture may be skewed toward large-scale 

commercial enterprises or capital-intensive projects that yield visible political returns but limited poverty 

impact.  Credit schemes, although publicly framed as inclusive, often fail to reach smallholders due to 

collateral requirements and administrative barriers. Subsidy programs may be diverted or unevenly 

distributed, favoring those with political connections.  

Thus, while aggregate spending on agriculture may increase, the distribution of that spending does not 

necessarily align with poverty reduction objectives. The majority of rural producers, particularly 

smallholders, remain under-supported. Simultaneously, market exclusion compounds these institutional 

challenges. Even where productivity improves, smallholder farmers frequently face structural barriers in 

accessing profitable markets. Poor rural infrastructure increases transaction costs, weak storage facilities 

lead to post-harvest losses, and middlemen dominate value chains, capturing a disproportionate share of 

value. Limited access to formal markets and bargaining power further constrains farmers’ incomes. In this 

context, higher production does not automatically translate into higher earnings. Growth at the macro 

level can coexist with stagnation at the household level. Taken together, institutional failure, resource 

misallocation, and market exclusion culminate in what may be termed transmission failure. Transmission 

failure refers to the breakdown in the mechanism through which agricultural growth should translate into 

poverty reduction. Agricultural output may rise, and sectoral GDP may expand, yet the benefits of this 

growth do not effectively reach smallholders and the rural poor. Instead, gains are concentrated among 

better-positioned actors within the agricultural value chain. The issue, therefore, is not simply the 

presence or absence of growth, but the inclusiveness of its distribution. Without equitable transmission 

mechanisms, agricultural expansion remains socially narrow and economically uneven. 

The consequence of this transmission failure is the persistence of rural poverty. Low incomes, food 

insecurity, vulnerability to economic and climatic shocks, and limited upward mobility continue to 

characterize rural livelihoods. Over time, these conditions reinforce intergenerational poverty, as children 
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in poor farming households inherit constrained opportunities. The promise of agriculture as a 

transformative engine of development remains unfulfilled. Growth occurs, but it does not fundamentally 

alter the structural position of the rural poor. Moreover, this outcome is not static; it feeds back into the 

broader political system. Persistent poverty weakens the political voice and bargaining power of rural 

populations, reinforcing elite dominance and sustaining the existing political settlement. In this way, the 

system becomes self-reinforcing. Weak accountability sustains policy capture; policy capture perpetuates 

institutional distortions; institutional distortions generate transmission failure; and transmission failure 

entrenches poverty. The cycle then begins anew. 

Seen in this integrated light, the agriculture–poverty nexus in Nigeria cannot be reduced to a technical 

problem of increasing yields or expanding output. It is fundamentally a political economy problem. 

Agricultural growth can reduce poverty, but only when supported by accountable institutions, equitable 

resource allocation, and inclusive market structures.  Without addressing these deeper structural 

conditions, agricultural expansion will continue to coexist with persistent rural deprivation. 

 
8. COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES: WHAT CAN NIGERIA LEARN? 

8.1 Agricultural Growth and Poverty Reduction in Africa 

Ogundipe et al. (2016) examined the impacts of agricultural productivity on downscaling poverty in 

Africa by employing System-GMM method and dynamic panel data technique from 1991 to 2015. 

Empirical findings indicated that agricultural value added per worker contributed substantially to 

lessening Africa's poverty. Development schemes aimed at boosting agricultural productivity and 

comprising credit-accessibility strategies were suggested such that rural farmers would have a higher 

asset base for massive commercial production. Also, thoroughly reliable and stable institutional 

frameworks and suitable macroeconomic policies must be enforced to enhance the delivery of credit 

access, equitable lands and social services. 

Despite these major roles agriculture plays, Hasan and Quibria (2004) cautioned against what they call the 

misplaced 'agricultural fundamentalism', or the argument that agricultural growth always led to more 

rapid poverty reduction, because they also found that while agriculture was the most effective in poverty 

reduction in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, poverty reduction in East Asia resulted more from the 

industrial sector and in Latin America from the services sector. 

8.2 What Nigeria Misses 

Nigeria misses these lessons because its political settlement does not require politicians to serve farmers. 

Oil revenues mean governments can ignore agriculture without facing fiscal collapse. The poor have no 

electoral leverage because they are dispersed, unorganized, and often disenfranchised by flawed electoral 

processes. 

Until this political logic changes, no policy reform will work. 

 

9. POLICY IMPLICATIONS: WHAT IS TO BE DONE? 

As an economist, I am expected to offer policy recommendations. Let me offer some—but with a 

warning: no recommendation will work unless the underlying political economy shifts. 

1 Rethinking Targeting 

Current programmes target "farmers" as an undifferentiated mass. We must target the poor specifically. 

This means geographic targeting to poorest areas, household-level identification using participatory 

methods, and programmes designed explicitly for women, youth, and landless labourers. 

2 Strengthening Farmer Organizations 

The poor have no voice because they are not organized. Supporting farmer cooperatives, unions, and 

associations is not just about economies of scale—it is about political power. Organized farmers can 

demand accountability, negotiate better prices, and influence policy. 
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3 Institutional Reform, Not Just Policy Change 

We do not need new policies. We need functioning institutions. This means professionalizing the civil 

service, insulating agricultural agencies from political interference, strengthening monitoring and 

evaluation with independent oversight, and protecting whistleblowers who expose corruption. 

4 Land Tenure Reform 

The Land Use Act must be reformed to give farmers secure, transferable rights to land. Without this, they 

cannot invest, cannot borrow, and cannot escape poverty. This is politically difficult—land is power but it 

is essential. 

5 Rethinking the Role of the State 

The state in Nigeria has tried to be both provider (subsidies, credit) and regulator. It has failed at both. 

Perhaps it is time for a more facilitative role: investing in public goods (roads, research, extension) and 

getting out of direct provision, which is captured by elites. 

6 Measuring What Matters 

Finally, we must change how we measure success. Not just tonnes of output, but incomes of the poorest 

farmers, asset accumulation by smallholders, reduction in seasonal hunger, and women's control over 

resources. What gets measured gets managed. If we do not measure poverty reduction directly, we will 

not achieve it. 

 

CONCLUSION: THE POLITICS OF POVERTY REDUCTION 

Let me end where I began: with the paradox of agricultural growth and persistent poverty. I have argued 

that this paradox is not a mystery it is the predictable outcome of a political economy that excludes the 

poor. 

Agricultural output grows, but the poor do not benefit, because: 

 Programmes are captured by elites 

 Institutions are weak and corrupt 

 Infrastructure is absent 

 Land rights are insecure 

 Farmers have no political voice 

The solution is not more programmes, more policies, or more foreign aid. The solution is political: 

building the power of the poor to demand what they need. This is slow, difficult, and uncertain work. But 

it is the only work that matters. 

As economists, we must expand our toolkit. We must learn to analyse power, institutions, and politics 

with the same rigour we apply to data. We must listen to farmers, not just survey them. And we must be 

honest about the limits of our discipline: economics alone cannot solve problems that are fundamentally 

political. 

Nigeria's poor farmers do not need another well-designed programme that will be captured by elites. They 

need a political voice. They need institutions that serve them. They need a government that sees them, 

hears them, and values them. Until that happens, agricultural output will continue to grow, and poverty 

will continue to persist. The numbers will keep rising, and the paradox will remain. 
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