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Nigeria’s Historic Opportunity

By JEFFREY D. SACHS

ABUJA, NIGERIA — Visiting Nige-
ria the week of President Goo-
dluck Jonathan’s inauguration 

is a special privilege. This country of 
nearly 160 million people, about one 
in five of sub-Saharan Africa, is on to 
something historic. The people feel it. 
After a sometimes agonizing half-cen-
tury since independence, Nigeria is on 
the verge of a takeoff. 

In my conversations with President Jo-
nathan — who took the oath of office on 
Sunday — and with government minis-
ters, leading businesspeople and repre-
sentatives of civil society groups, I felt a 
firm determination to ensure that this 
time, in this decade, Nigeria fulfills its 
potential to become an African econo-
mic powerhouse and a member of the 
world’s leading emerging economies. 
In practical terms, Nigeria would like to 
make the BRICS — Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa — the BRINCS 
by the end of the decade. 

To those who only know Nigeria as a 
country that squanders its oil wealth, 
this ambition might seem outlandish. 
But for those of us who have had the 
chance to work with its leadership, this 
goal seems fully with reach. 

There are five solid reasons for opti-
mism. The first is the reform that Nige-
ria has been undertaking over the past 
dozen years. The country has changed 
since June 8, 1998, when the brutal dic-
tator Sani Abacha died, opening the way 
for a restoration of civilian rule and the 
strengthening of critical institutions, 
including the National Assembly and 
state and district governments. 

The second is the advent of democratic 
elections. President Jonathan came to 
power last year when his predecessor, 
Umaru Yar’Adua, died in office. This 
April he won a resounding mandate of 
his own in elections that were praised 
by observers as by far the freest and fai-
rest in Nigeria’s history. The president’s 
democratic mandate is not in doubt, 
even if tensions linger in Nigeria’s tra-
ditional north-south ethnic divide. 

The third is the global wind in Nige-
ria’s sails. The rise of China and India 
is reshaping the world economy, and 
providing solid support for Nigeria’s 
growth. Commodity prices are high, as 
the Asian giants tap global markets. Ni-
geria can expect to sell not only its vast 
hydrocarbon deposits at good prices, 
but also a wide range of agricultural 
products and manufactured goods. The 
links with Asia won’t be only through 
exports. China is determined to be a 
major partner, financing core infras-
tructure — highways, rail and power 
grids — and developing major indus-
trial capacity. 

The fourth is the “age of convergence,” 
the tendency of developing countries 
like Nigeria to make unprecedented 
economic advances through the deploy-
ment of best practices and advanced 
technologies. China, of course, has been 
doubling its G.D.P. every seven years 
with blistering economic growth rates 
of 10 percent per year. Nigeria is en-
joying robust annual growth of around 
7 percent, and could catch up to China’s 
rate if policies are well designed and im-
plemented. Information technologies 
are rapidly spreading, from the heart 
of sprawling Lagos to the most remote 
villages. For the first time, Nigeria will 
have a network of up-to-date informa-

tion, providing a platform for sharply 
higher productivity and economic spe-
cialization. 

The fifth is Nigeria’s commitment to 
tackling extreme poverty and disease 
throughout the nation. The president’s 
senior adviser on the Millennium De-
velopment Goals, working with the 
National Assembly, has been leading 
a bold mechanism to transfer federal 
funds to state and local governments in 
a robust and accountable manner. All 
over the country, schools, clinics and 
water points are being built. It’s a great 
honor for us at the Earth Institute to be 
working with the government on this 
initiative. 

Nigeria’s international partners can 
also take a bow. Back in 2005, they en-
trusted Nigeria with partial debt relief, 
and the country is turning money that 
otherwise would have gone toward 
debt payments into local investments 
in health, education and infrastructure. 

Meanwhile, a series of finance minis-
ters has been working to end Nigeria’s 
image as a place of financial scams and 
official corruption. Prosecutors have 
warned international oil companies 
to clean up their act — even indicting 
Halliburton for corruption and obtai-
ning a settlement from the company. 

Of course, Nigeria still faces very real 
risks. The country’s population is enor-
mously diverse, with sharp regional 
and religious divisions. Violence conti-
nues to flare. Global climate change 
poses risks to health, agricultural de-
velopment and water supplies. A recent 
U.N. report notes that Nigeria’s rapi-
dly growing population could exceed 
700 million by the end of this century, 
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unless family planning services are put 
in place. The public wants these ser-
vices; the government’s challenge is to 
respond effectively. 

I’ve watched nations on the eve of eco-
nomic takeoff, in Latin America, Eastern 
Europe and Asia. Optimism is in the air 
in Abuja, and for good reason. 

Jeffrey D. Sachs  is director of the Earth 
Institute at Columbia University.
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