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Abstract 

This is paper is on Historical Perspective of the Nigerian military in Intergroup Relations and 
Nation Building: The case of Midwestern Region, 1966-1979. The aim of the paper is to add to 
the scanty existing literature on the contributions of the Nigerian Military on intergroup 
relations and the nation-state quest for Nation Building. It also aim at educating readers that 
besides the provision of security, the Nigerian military had in the not too remote past contributed 
so much in the defunct Midwestern region to inter-ethnic relations and nation building especially 
when the Nigerian-state experienced disintegration and a civil war. With focus on their 
economic, political and social achievements as examined in this paper, we drew our sources 
from oral interviews, and some of the existing documents using the thematic approach. 
Significantly this work is intended to encourage further research and to fill the gap on 
intergroup relations and national development in Nigeria taking that of Midwestern Nigeria. 
Finally, because the Nigerian military left footprints on the sands of Midwestern region now Edo 
state, beautiful and worthy to remember in their struggle towards ethnic integration for national 
development thus the relevance of this paper. 
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Introduction: 

One of the outstanding tasks facing the government democratic/civilian or military and the 

people of newly developed states with poly-ethnic societies are intergroup relations and nation 

building. At the same time, one important need and feature of such states is the establishment of 

Armed Forces which is a symbol for checking any disintegrating activities of the divergent 

ethnic groups that may result in protection of nation building. The military institution as a public 

institution has been significant to modern states especially that of the Nigerian state because they 

have contributed immensely to the pillars of intergroup relations and contacts and realization of 

national development or nation building in Nigeria. In this case that of the defunct Midwestern 

Region of the present Edo and Delta states in 1966-1979. 
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In trying to rationalize military interventions in African politics, A.K. Ocran,1 argued 

that, ‘national interest’ has been a major driving force. Others2 have suggested that once the 

military intervenes it assumes the responsibility of implementing policies of inter and intra ethnic 

group relations and of modernizing the society. But Billy Dudlley claimed that “the historical 

evidence of the military in power in African states runs completely counter to the whole notion 

of the modernizing soldiers”.3 Ali Mazuri goes further to postulates that because the military 

have not been traumatized by colonialism like the educated elites, they are closer to the people 

and therefore, share their hopes, aspirations, fears and anxieties.4 There seems to be a consensus 

amongst these writers that the military whether as a modernizers or acting in the interest of the 

nation state have something to offer societies when they intervene in their politics. This paper 

therefore seeks to examine the achievements of the Nigerian military in intergroup relations and 

Nation-building in the defunct Midwest between 1966 and 1979.5 

The Armed Forces of Nigeria as they exist is regulated by the legal provisions in the 

instruments establishing each arm such as the Army Act of 1960, the Royal Navy Act of 1960 

and the Air Force Act of 1964. Also there have been legal provisions about the Nigerian military 

in the 1960 and 1963 constitutions as well as the present 1999 constitution of the Federal Public 

of Nigeria sections 197-200 of the 1979 constitution made military provisions. Section 197 (1) 

provided for the establishment’ of the Nigerian Armed Forces and also stipulated the legitimate 

duties of the force thus: 

The Federation shall...establish, equip and maintain an Army, a Navy and Air 
force and such other branches of the Armed Forces of the Federation as may be 
considered adequate and effective; for the purpose of: - 
 

a. defending Nigeria from external aggression; 

b. maintaining its territorial integrity and securing its borders from violation on land, sea or 

air; 

c. suppression insurrection and acting aid of civil authorities to restore order when called 

upon to do so; 

d. performing such other functions as may be prescribed by an Act of the National 

Assembly.6 

It is important to note that though efforts were made by some persons during the formative stage 

of the 1979 constitution to get our soldiers perform socio-economic development functions, the 

final 1979 constitution did not enjoin our soldiers to carry out such functions during peace-time. 



In fact no Nigerian constitution has ever directed that our soldiers be a working peace time force. 

It is also clear that the Nigerian constitution does not provide for the Nigeria military to intervene 

in the country’s politics, but they have intervened to overthrow civilian rulers due to the failures 

of the civilians to pursue the task of political administration, prudent economic management, 

ethnic integration and nation building.7 

Conceptual Framework: Intergroup Relations and Nation Building 

What is important in this type of study is the fact to properly understand the mutative nature and 

character of intergroup relations and nation building, (also referred to in some works as national 

development) and the interplay of the Nigerian military activities in Midwestern Region now 

Edo state, 1966-1979. That being the case, the concern then would be, how can intergroup 

relations and issues of nation building be understood and objectively rationalized as a social-

economic phenomenon? Put differently, what do we mean by intergroup relations and nation 

building and as a human phenomenon, what does it involve? What are the substance, basis and 

subject matter of intergroup relations and national development and how significant is it so far in 

the growth and development of ethnic groups in plural societies such as Edo state of the 

former/defunct Midwestern Region of Nigeria.8 

It has already been observed that as an area of study, inter-group relations appear to be 

one of the recent themes in African Historiography. Curiously however, most pioneer scholars, 

who stimulated interest in this field would appear to have circumvented its conceptual definition, 

preferring instead to concentrate their forms on the analysis of its dynamism, pattern and content 

as well as the way and manner it manifest between groups. For example some scholars tend to 

conceive or perceive intergroup interactions in-terms of relations between and among groups or 

nations. Anything outside this may be far from intergroup relation or integrative structures of 

different groups. In the analyses that follow, intergroup relation would be viewed from the 

approach which is basically considered as functional apparatus precisely because of its 

conceptual elasticity and heuristic coherence in the examination of a complex and 

multidimensional phenomenon as inter-group relation9. 

Behavioural scientist like M. Sheriff and C.W.10 Sheriff recognized intergroup relations 

from the social psychology perspective put one of such insights forward. “They conceptualized 

intergroup relations as states of friendship or hospitality, cooperation or competition, dominance 

or subordination, alliance or enmity, peace or war between two or more groups and their 



respective members”. Furthermore, they view a group as a social unit consisting of a number of 

individual who stand in role and status relationship to one another and possess a set of values or 

norms of their own to regulate their behaviour towards each other in matters affecting them. 

A.E. Afigbo in his analysis of The Igbo and Their Neighbours offers another important 

clarification on intergroup relations. According to him: 

intergroup relations presupposes contact and interactions between groups each 
of which has an identity to make some inputs into the relationship in short, each 
of which has some scope and area of autonomous actions.11 

 

This raises a number of fundamental conceptual issues regarding the phenomenon of intergroup 

relations that should be identified. The first of these is that, intergroup relations entail contact 

and interactions between groups. This ordinarily implies that it is the logical consequence of 

contact between people in which case, it deals with human beings and is therefore a social 

phenomenon. 

The second issue arising from Afigbo’s view is the unique identities of interacting 

groups. This ramifies into a wide range of issues not the least of which is variations in natural 

endowments, comparative and absolute advantages, divergent social-economic and political 

needs and idiosyncrasies of people.12 For an uncritical observer, the socio-economic, political 

and cultural heterogeneity ordinarily promote isolation and non-contact between groups in 

conglomerate societies such as the then Midwestern Region, now Edo state. Thus it is the duty of 

any of the state instrument of governance is to establish structures and motivate policies of ethnic 

or group integration as examined in this paper. 

In the case of the defunct Midwestern Region, as our focus, it is instructive to note that 

though these relationships took the form of disputes, competition for resources and 

positions/appointment, ethnic recognition and assertion, market disputes, hatred, internal grudges 

etc. They also expressed themselves through diplomacy, unity for the growth and nation building 

of the region, confronting of known and unknown enemies, and cooperation with government 

policies implemented for group integration. According to Osamudiamen, regardless of the fact 

that each ethnic and sub-ethnic group of the then Midwestern Region has its unique identity and 

occupies contiguous territory, there was and has always been considerable request and 

demonstration of inter-ethnic relations and advocacy for nation building especially in use of their 

natural and human resources.13 



Relevant to the above examination is the question of the reciprocity of interactions’ 

which Afigbo also underlines as an important element of intergroup relations. This is a 

fundamental imperative because, at whatever level and in whichever way it manifests, intergroup 

relations is a two way process of interaction which involves a giving and taking in a way and 

manner that is generally supportive by any government or leader of the socio-political formation 

involved.14 This element of mutual reciprocity must have influenced S.A. Okigbe’s, 

understanding of intergroup relations in his work on the “Agila people and their Neighbours”5. 

He perceived intergroup relations as cooperation between groups that takes the form of trade, 

diplomatic ties, equitable distribution of natural resources, mutual borrowing of ideas, and 

techniques among others. 

This element of intergroup exchanges is reinforced, insitu by the ability of groups to 

contribute meaningfully to the totality of their aspirations of even dreams. It should be noted 

however, that while cooperation underlines this symbiosis, this is not to suggest, ab-initio, that 

this precludes conflict. As a matter of fact, conflict is and will always be part of this process. 

Social scientists, particularly Sociologists, view conflict as an important stage and/or process of 

intergroup relation. However, it should be immediately added that rather than comprehend 

conflict as a preponderant variable, it should be seen as the consequence of an ever-changing 

nature as character of the factors which in most cases facilitate contact between people’6. Other 

writers who have written so much on intergroup relations having related topics to this paper 

include, N. Nwabueze, O.O. Okpeh Jr., S. Ogieoba, O.B. Matthew, O. Ikime, D.O. Egbefo and 

O. Otite17 from the above analyses, it is clear that as a complex human phenomenon factored 

fundamentally on social, economic and cultural conditions intergroup relations is of a process 

within a broad continuum.18 

Whether perceived from a normative or empirical/analytical perspective the term Nation 

Building is a highly complex one. Normatively, it can mean different things to different people. 

However, it can be taken as a program of action in which dysfunctional states or economies are 

given support in developing governmental infrastructure, civil society, dispute mechanisms as 

well as economic assistance in order to create stability, group interactions among others. To state 

it differently, the term implies that someone is doing the building intentionally with the sole 

purpose of creating a strong state which can promote national security, ethnic integration, 

expected growth and development and equality among the ethnic nationalities.19 



At analytic/empirical level, the concept can be explicated as a strategy that seeks to 

integrate ideology and create a functional state apparatus with a view to developing a unified and 

harmonious society. Furthermore, if nation building assumes a status of a program then it is more 

likely to be evolutionary, but when it becomes a strategy it tends to be for development 

purposes.20 

Others still see nation building as an attempt by internal state actors to strengthen their 

power domestically for political dominance. In other words, it has to do with power relations or 

more aptly as a means of re-distribution of power among other resources.21 Thus the whole idea 

of nation building is an in-ward looking technical expertise of creating and strengthening 

psychological, political, organizational and geographical borders.22 

When Obasanjo assumed office in 1999 he envisaged nation building (National 

Development) with the following among others.23: 

a. buoyant economy, full employment and food security for all; 

b. the integrated development of rural areas such that everywhere in Nigeria would have 

basic amenities such as electricity, water, schools, good roads and good health facilities, 

c. sustainable development of human resources through sound education; 

d. the development of the Niger Delta, other oil producing areas and those segments of the 

country affected by ecological and/or environmental degradation, 

e. a nation where utilities work modem infrastructures of cope with present and future 

needs; 

f. the reduction of poverty through increased jobs and opportunities for self enrichment, and 

self reliance; 

g. a healthy society through the pursuit of various national health programmes with 

emphasis on primary care: among others. 

In order to attain most of the above, president Obasanjo came up with the National Economic 

Empowerment and Development Strategy-NEEDS which focused on the following four key 

strategies: Reorienting values, Reducing poverty, Creating wealth, and Generating employment. 

It is based the notion that these goals can be achieved and sustained only by integrating the 

various ethnic nationalities in Nigeria. According to Esedebe, ‘Nation-building is one of the 

cardinal’s objectives of the federal and states government of Nigeria. It implies the determination 



of all Nigerians to join hands in building a united, strong and self-reliant nation that in which 

racism, class struggle, corruption, terrorism and nepotism will not thrive.24 

In the then Midwestern region, antecedent of their great historical importance of built 

state consciousness is the historical relationship which existed among them. For Eamp1e their 

story of a common origin and common colonial experience conformed with their quest for 

national consciousness, patriotism and intergroup relationship. According to chief Imade, ‘this 

began with colonial conquest ,through to amalgamation, independence and political changes that 

would/need occur to make citizens feel secured and have sense of belonging’.25 

Objective and Significance of Study 

The task of this paper is to examine the contributions of the Nigerian military to intergroup 

relations and nation building. Taking the case of the former Midwestern Region from 1966- 

1979. It is hoped that this study will enable Nigerians to answer the military question as it relates 

to intergroup relations/integration and efforts of national development. Also, most works on the 

military and intergroup relations and nation-building have focused solely on the military as 

‘governors’ leaving out the contributions of the military as an institution towards ethnic 

integration and national building. Finally, we hope that since the maintenance of national unity, 

national integration and stability as well as improving the quality of life of all Nigerians were 

said to be priority tasks of various military administrations, it is necessary to focus on how far 

they achieved their objectives in the former Midwest region. But before we go into that aspect of 

the paper, there is need for us to know and have a historical background of the defunct Midwest 

region the land, people and society. 

Midwest Region: Creation and Groups 

The Midwest Region was created as the fourth region in the Nigerian Federation on August 

1963, following the plebiscite conducted in July the same year. This was a result of the agitation 

by the Midwest State Movement (MWSM). The region was constituted as one of the twelve 

states of the federation on May 27, 1967. Also in 1976, the state was further constituted as one of 

the nineteen states in the country and renamed Bendel state.26 The state is now known as Edo 

state among the 36 states of Nigeria with Benin City as its capital. 

The creation of the Midwest region was not just the result of the aspirations of the people 

of the Benin-Delta provinces for self-determination but also the product of the party politics of 

the First Republic. The Action Group (AG) had always advocated the creation of new states 



including the Midwest Region, but on the condition that states will be created out of the Northern 

and Eastern regions where there were also minorities that clamoured for them.27 It was the 

political rivalry between the parties of the First Republic, AG, Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) 

and the National Convention of Nigeria Citizens (NCNC) that aided the champions of the 

Midwest region. 

The Midwestern Nigeria itself has in turn a heterogeneous population comprising in the 

main four major groups viz: 

(a) The Edo speaking peoples (the Bini (Benin), Esan, Etsako, Orwan, Urhobo and Isoko). 

(b) Ika and kwale, Ibo and Aboh. 

(c) The Itsekiri and 

(d) Western Ijaw. 

Following the creation of the region, the parliament empowered the president of the country to 

appoint officials into the interim government of the region on the advice of the prime minister. 

On August 12th 1963, Chief Dennis C. Osadebay was appointed the administrator of the interim 

government. Along with him, three deputies and twelve commissioners were also appointed.28 

Contributions of the Nigerian Military as an Institution in the Administration of 

Midwestern Region 1966-1979 

The military take-over in 1966 witnessed the appointment of Lt. Col. D.A. Ejoor as the governor 

of the state. The take-over was prompted by the violation of the spirit and letter of the nation’s 

constitution and the atrocities committed by the civilian administration. The disturbances 

following the 1962 and 1963 census exercises; the bare-faced rigging of the 1964 Federal 

Elections and the 1965 Western Regional election that were accompanied by arson and murder 

which put lives and property in Jeopardy. These were what Kirk-Greene called ‘the clouds of the 

threatening storm29 that ushered in the military on January 15th 1966. Thus the Nigerian Military 

acted to save the country from a severe internal dissension that could have led to the collapse of 

law and order. In his maiden speech, Lt. Col. D.A. Ejoor declared: 

My dear citizens, you and I have experienced the birth of a new nation and as a 
baby we have to give it the utmost motherly care. So let us as brothers and 
sisters co-operate to build this country into reality.30 

 

The statement demonstrated the mood of the country at the time. It was an appeal for the 

cooperation of the people of the Midwest in the arduous task of forging the unity of the diverse 

ethnic groups and for achievement of national development. In pursuance of these objectives, the 



governor promised that the state will contribute to this ‘search for same decisions in the present 

anxious situation in the country as a whole.31 He went further to state that ‘the Midwest itself is a 

miniature Nigeria and all Nigerians are welcomed here as well as our friends from abroad.32 It is 

evident from the above declarations that the goal of the state government was that of ensuring the 

ethnic integration and nation-building of the region and the country at large. 

Lt. Col. S.O. Ogbemudia succeeded Lt. Col. D.A. Ejoor as Governor of the state during 

the period of Biafran invasion.33 Throughout the period of the civil war, the new governor 

ensured that the different ethnic groups in the state maintained harmonious relationships. In the 

same vein, the state government embarked on a reconstruction and rehabilitation programme 

between 1968 and 1970. It was aimed at repairing the damages done to the state’s economy 

during the civil war. After the war a government policy was deliberately initiated to integrate the 

different ethnic groups in the state as part of the policy of the federal government to bring about 

harmony in the country. The federal government’s policy of Rehabilitation, Reconstruction and 

Reconciliation became a kind of ideology of government after the devastating civil war. 

Governor Ogbemidia’s National Day Speech in 1970 delivered to the citizens of the state echoed 

this commitment. According to him: 

Henceforth, we regard ourselves as true brothers and sisters linked by a common 
bond as Nigerians and secondly as Midwesterners. Today the grievous civil war 
which had engulfed the country is over and for the first time in four years we 
can celebrate the anniversary of our independence in an atmosphere devoid of 
tension, battle slogans and the thundering of guns.34 

 

The governor also argued that once personal and ethnic animosities were avoided, the people of 

the state and the country would be on the road to progress and harmonious relationships and 

concerted development. These appeals were geared towards ensuring that Midwesterners turn a 

new leaf after the atrocious civil war and work towards a new lease of life for the citizens of the 

state and the nation-state. 

From the above statements, the military institution has given Nigeria and the 

Midwesterners alternative and purposeful political leadership in the hours of need when the 

country’s leadership becomes inept, corrupt, inefficient, and/or directionless and 

According to Nwolise, in moments of crisis, the military has risen to the 
occasion to provide alternative political leadership. They have also demonstrated 
that they can moderate and guide the nation by the single act of peaceful transfer 
of power back to civilian in 1979. A rare occurrence even in developed 
countries.35 

Socio-Economic, Political and Cultural Inputs 



The need for socio-economic, political and cultural advancement of the people for intergroup 

relations and nation-building prompted the Col. S.O. Ogbemudia ‘regime to give priority to the 

following sectors. 

Education: In the field of education, three post-secondary and a number of post-primary 

institutions were established by the regime. They included the College of Education, Abraka, 

Auchi Polytechnic, Auchi, and the University of Benin, Benin City. They were established to 

cater for the manpower needs of the state both in the private and public sectors. This they did 

creditably over the years. From October 1, 1972 the state government took-over all primary and 

post-primary schools in the state. 

Unified Service Teacher’s Scheme: Also a Unified Service for Teachers to which 

teachers in government, voluntary agency and primary institutions belonged was established in 

October 1972.36 All inspectors and education officers were transferred to the Unified Service for 

Teachers. It was a step taken to harmonize the conditions of service of teachers in the state and 

improve on the motivational and welfare packages for teachers. 

Health Delivery: Within the health sector, a number of Health Centres built by the state 

government were spread all over the state. They were located at Igbanke, Igarra, Oleh, Koko, 

Igueben, Iguobazuwa, Ebu, Ashaka, Ojobo, Otujeremi, Ubiaja, Patani and Usen; and general 

hospitals were established at Agbor, Uzebba and Kwale. A Teaching Hospital attached to the 

University of Benin was established in 1972. The state Hospital Management Board and the 

Hospitals Management Committees were established for the effective management of health 

institutions in the state. It had an added advantage of combating the frequent shortage of drugs in 

the hospitals and improved the facilities in the hospitals.37 

Establishment of Communal Farming Scheme: To check rural-urban drift the 

government in 1972 introduced a Community Farming Scheme. Under the scheme, a number of 

field officers of the Ministry of Agriculture were assigned the responsibility of encouraging the 

rural people to undertake community farming. This gave rise to leading community farms such 

as those at Ekpon in Esan Division, Emoleweme in Afenmai Division as well as Edegbe 

community farm in Benin Division.38 Also there was also the establishment of Bendel Food 

Production Company charged with the responsibility of directing the affairs of the farms owned 

by the state government. While the establishment of the farms could be regarded as a wise 

decision, their performance was nothing to write home about. Instead of being revenue 



generating, they became a charge on public funds. For instance, the Bendel Farms Management 

Board purchased various Bulgarian made farm machinery and equipment at the cost of N 

1,234,503:0038. The equipment were intended for Igieduma and Usen oil palm plantations. But 

because their suitability for mechanized farming on tropical soil was not ascertained before 

purchase, they became useless. It is an instance of unplanned and reckless expenditure.39 

Provision of Pipe-Borne Water: There were also attempts to provide villages and 

hamlets with pipe-borne water. For instance during the 1972-1973 fiscal year, Akoko-Edo, Eme-

Ora, Ewreni, OganlAbudu and Fuga water schemes were executed at the cost of N 526,100:00.40 

Electrification Projects: The Rural Electrification Board (R.E.B) was responsible for the 

provision of electricity to rural areas at minimal costs. It was intended to aid the growth of small- 

scale industries in the rural areas. While it is a known fact that a number of rural electricity 

schemes were executed, there were cases of ‘abuse of office, maladministration, mismanagement 

of public funds and improper use of equipment.41 This led to the dismissal of the General 

Manager of the R.E.B. during Ogbemudia’s regime. Mr. Nwaoshi and Messrs Omo-Kivie, 

Agidigbi and Ehidiamen, officials of development of the Board were sent on indemite 

suspension.42 it should also be noted that inspite of the rural electrification scheme, the envisaged 

small-scale industries did not spring up.43 

Provision of Communication Services: The government realizing that it is important to 

acquaint the people with its activities established in 1968 the Midwest Newspapers Corporation, 

publishers of the Observer group of Newspapers and the Midwest Television in 1973. A close 

look at the different projects will reveal that there was an attempt on the part of the government 

to satisfy the hopes and aspiration of the people. This applied to the establishment of ‘Midwest 

line’. It was a revolution in road transportation in Nigeria. It made public transportation reliable, 

cheap and comfortable for the low income workers. In this sense one could talk of the 

modernizing ‘integrating’ and ‘nation-building’ influences of the military in the then Midwest 

state. With the exception of the Midwest Television, the establishments should have been able to 

generate revenues to sustain them. But the situation was that they relied on government 

subventions to survive. This, was according to Dr. Amos Usunorbu as a result of fraud and 

inefficiency that existed in the corporations.45 

Road Development: In the area of transportation the government gave priority to raod 

development all over the state. At a time, the state had the reputation of having the best road 



networks in the federation. The main objective of the road projects was to facilitate the 

movement of goods, people and services for closer ties and nation-building among others. At the 

time the state was created in 1963, it had about 320 kilometres (or 200 miles) of bitumen 

surfaced Trunk ‘B’ roads, and by 1970 the total rose to 780 kilometres (or about 488 miles),46 

which is an increase of about 460 kilometres (or 288 miles). By 1974/75 fiscal year, the state had 

about l,040 kilometres (or about 882 miles) of Trunk ‘B’ roads.47 This represented an increase of 

630 kilometres over the 1970 figure. The above figures clearly show the rapid rate of road 

development during the period 1970-1975 which falls within the period of Col. Ogbemudia’s 

regime. Also during the 1970-1974 Development plan period in the state N 20.1 million was 

revised allocation for transport, but the actual capital expenditure amounted to N39. 1 million48 

due to inflation and other rising cost which affected the nation state after the civil war. The zeal 

with which road development was carried out in the state can be explained by the fact that this 

vas the period when the country experienced a boom in the oil industry and as such there was a 

steady flow of federal grants to the states. It is noteworthy that even after the overthrow of the 

Ogbemudia regime in the state, successive regimes gave priority attention to road development 

for instance in 1975-1980 development plan, actual capital expenditure on transport totaled 

N101.9 million. During the period a total of about 1,000 kilometres of roads was constructed.49 

This brought the figures of bitumen surfaced roads to 2, 410 kilometres. Alongside these were 

federal Trunk ‘A’ roads. 

Local Government Structures: The military administration under Col. Ogbemudia also 

established a local administrative structure which it called “Development Administration”. It was 

intended to afford representatives of the local communities the opportunities of giving full 

expression to their hopes and aspirations. Villages, hamlets arid towns had to setup committees 

with the responsibility of organizing development projects in their localities. In no time modem 

town halls, maternity centres, dispensaries, schools, wells, roads etc. were built. Most projects 

were grant-aided by the state government.50 The Development Administration became the basis 

on which self-help projects were executed in the state. Tremendous success was recorded in local 

government area. For instance, table ‘A’ shows that between 1963 and 1982, 3,342 self-help 

projects were executed in the state at the cost of N60, 414, 263:33k. The projects included town 

halls, maternity homes, health centres, roads, schools, markets, bridges and water schemes. 



TABLE A: SELF-HELP PROJECTS COMPLETED BY COMMUNITIES IN BENDEL 

STATE FROM 1963-1982 

S/NO Local Gov’t Areas No. of Projects  Communities Contribution  

1.  Agbazilo  137 1,660.812.33 

2.  Akoko-Edo 137 2,363,990.00 

3.  Aniocha  168 2,961,819.00 

4.  Bomadi  209 1,824,610.00 

5.  Burutu  224 3,952,070.00 

6.  Ethiope  157 5,399,700.00 

7.  Etsako  271 3,525,968.00 

8.  Ika  225 7,250,525.00 

9.  Isoko  191 5,989,847.00 

10.  Ndokwu  294 6,538,978.00 

11.  Okpe  105 1,979,870.00 

12.  Okpebho  174 3,014,470.00 

13.  Oredo  130 1,743,400.00 

14.  Orhionmwon  424 4,247,808.00 

15.  Oshimili  42 0,736,300.00 

16.  Ovia  83 0,689,000.00 

17.  Owan  86 1,134,238.00 

18.  Ughelli  187 4,012,200.00 

19.  Warri  167 1,379,655.00 

 TOTAL  3,342 60,414,263.33 

Source: Ministry of Local Government and Chieftaincy Affairs Division, Benin City, Bendel State. 

However, inspite of the popularity of the Ogbemudia government, its demise following 

the July 1975 coup d’etat revealed the mismanagement âf resources and maladministration that 

characterized the period. For example, payment of N 39,000 was made to Ogbemudia ‘as 

compensation for a piece of land acquired from him Isiohor village in Benin West Division51 for 

the permanent site of the University of Benin against official advice. Others whose plots in the 

area were also acquired were not compensated. Similarly there was the case of the Governor 

buying over a U.A.C. building in G.R.A. Benin City instead of allowing the state government to 



buy it.. He was also reported to have colluded with the Director of the University of Benin 

Building Project to divert ‘building materials and labour to the construction of some buildings 

other than those of the university building.52 

There seems to be a problem in reconciling the large scale corruption of the regime and 

its popularity with the people of the state. His successor, Colonel George A. Innih had this to say 

of the government and its programme: 

The impression was created in this state that development was being brought to 
the people at an accelerated pace, but when in sober most of these projects are 
examined, it is found that they were calculated for the most part to win public 
acclaim. Under the guise of dynamism and anxiety to improve the lot of the 
people, public funds were recklessly spent and siphoned into personal projects.53 

 

While one will agree with these assertions, one should not forget the usual trend in Nigeria 

whereby successive governments denigrate their predecessors in an attempt to justify their 

coming to power. It is also typical of Nigerian politics that succeeding governments seek to focus 

on the personal misdeeds of the top leadership of old government, in this case almost exclusively 

on Ogbemudia himself. There is seldom criticism of policy and as a consequence the new 

government continues all the policies of the old government. Historians who believe in class 

analysis would explain this by arguing that all the governments came from the same class and 

with adjustments here and there will follow similar policies directed towards enriching their own 

class furthermore, governments while assume power without an ideology or policy platform will 

tend to follow the advice of the civil service which represents continuity rather than change. 

Provision of Affordable Low Cost Houses: Following the change of government in 

1975 Colonel George Innih was appointed governor of the state. But was soon replaced by 

Commodore Hussaini Abdullahi following his redeployment to Kwara state. A major policy of 

Commodore Abdullahi’s regime was the provision of low cost houses for the citizens of the 

state. In the 197/677 fiscal year, the state government constructed sixty-one four bedroom houses 

at the Ugbowo Housing Estates. There was also an expansion programme carried out by the 

Bendel Development and Planning Authority at the Oregbeni Housing Estate. As part of the 

state’s mortgage loans scheme, the government provided N1.7 million54 for staff housing scheme 

and the mortgage loans scheme. Bendel state government, like many of the state governments in 

the federation, often equated serving the people as being a mandate to improve the conditions of 

its top civil servants. The four bedroom houses and mortgage scheme were clearly not designed 

for the low income. If the government had given greater attention to the lower echelon of the 



civil service it might have shown more social responsibility on the part of the government. But 

government housing policy was actually directed to enhancing the life styles of the top civil 

servants. It was nothing more than that. 

Having failed to provide low income housing, the law of demand and supply was allowed 

to operate freely in this field. As a consequence rent rose, responding to this, the government 

promulgated the rent control and recovery of residential premises Edict. The edict provide for 

rent tribunals which were supposed to adjudicate between tenants and landlords. The task was 

not easy. According to Chief Osadolor Aigbon Edo, the government had a good intention for the 

low income civil servants but like other progrmames in the states, it was hijacked by the rich few 

who went about building houses and increasing the rent.55 On the whole, there was little 

expectation that government would increase the supply of low income housing in order to reduce 

demand and therefore a cause a deadline in rents. 

Local Government Reforms: There has been attempt of stream lining local 

administration in the country since the 1950s. The Public Service Review Commission in 1974 

recommended that ‘all states should consider adoption of a single-tier system of local 

government and redefine the functional and financial relationship between them and their local 

authorities’.56 Following this recommendation the Federal Military Government (FMG) “decided 

to recognize local governments as the third tier of government activity in the nation,”57 which 

was aimed at ensuring effective governing at the grassroots or local level. After consultation with 

the state governments, the FMG released the Guidelines for Local Government Reform. The 

reform programme was launched 19th August, 1976 by the Chief of Staff supreme Headquarters, 

Major General Shehu Musa Yar’Adua. As a result of this, new Local government councils were 

created all over the country in 1976. In Bendel state, nineteen new local government authorities 

were created. The new system replaced the “Development Administration” which came into 

being on 1st December 1974. In a state wide broad cast in Benin on 21st August 1976 the state 

Governor, Hussaini Abdullahi stated that: 

Experience in Development Administration has shown that some of its features 
were not satisfactory. A glaring example is the principle of 100% matching 
grants to councils and committees based on the amount they were able to 
contribute. This made those of them which were rich much rich while the poor 
ones always remained poor.58 

 



This resulted in uneven development at the grass root 1eve1 and specifica1ly many of the 

Development Conimittees could not engage in any meaningful development projects at the local 

level, which was why they were setup aid elections into the council held. 

Elections into the local government councils: As was earlier announced by the state 

governor, elections to the new councils were held in December 1976 in which 542 candidates 

contested for 136 seats, out of which 23 were returned unopposed.59 Fears were expressed by 

many as to whether the state governments were prepared to allow the local governments to 

operate without much control. These fears were later dissuaded as event turned out especially 

when the local governments were performing to expectations. These fears were later to be 

confirmed because some state governments refused to release or delayed the money allocated to 

local governments by the Federal government. The new local government system provided for a 

policy which defined development but it seems un-clear as to which policy was laid down to 

achieve them. 

States Creation: Another major political issue that occurred within the state during the 

era of the military contribution to inter-group relations/integration arid nation-building was state 

creation issue. The twelve state structures in the country came into being under the Gowon 

regime on the eve of the civil war.60 Since that time, there have been requests by communities 

for more states to be created. Gowon did promise to create more states but could not honour the 

promise before he was overthrown by the Murtala Mohammed’s sanitization regime. 

Murtala Mohammed’s administration appointed a five-man panel on August 1976 headed 

by Justice Ayo Irikefe. The panel was charged with the following terms of reference: 

1. To examine the question of the creation of more states in the federation and, should be 

the committee find the creation of more states necessary and desirable to: 

a. advise on the delimitation of such states; 

b. advise on the economic viability of the proposed states; 

c. advice on the location of the administrative capitals of the proposed states, and 

d. examine and advice on all other factors that may appear to the committee to be 

relevant, so as to enable the government, to take a decision which will ensure a 

balanced federation. 



2. To received and examine written representations from individuals, groups, organizations 

or associations who may have views on the desirability or otherwise of creating states in 

particular areas.61 

In Bendel state, there were two requests presented before the frikefe panel on state 

creation. They were for Niger and Delta states. The demand for a Niger state was presented by 

Mr. Nduka Eze, chairman committee for the creation of Niger state. The state was proposed to 

incorporate Aniocha, Ika, Aboh divisions and Asaba Urban in the Bendel state; and Anambra, 

Idemili, Ogbaru, and Oguta divisions, and Anyamelum in the East central state.62 

Similarly, Mr. Ayomanor presenting the case for a Delta state alleged that the people of 

“Delta state” had suffered “extreme discrimination”.63 The state was proposed to consist of 

Aboh, Isoko, Western Urhobo, Easter Urhobo, Warn and Western Ijaw division. The demand for 

both states was turned down by the frikefe panel. However, in 1976 at the end of the exercise the 

nineteen states structure emerged leaving the Bendel state intact. With the creation of the 

nineteen states structure one of the five-stage programme leading to the military handover of 

power to civilian on October 1st 1979 was accomplished which gave birth to the Second 

Republic, of 1979 l983.64 

Security and Defense Inputs: Generally the military institution is an instrument of 

nation-hood and it provides the secure atmosphere needed greatly for the socio-economic 

transformation of society into modern state, motivate inter, and intra ethnic integration. More 

specifically the military has contributed to the maintenance of internal security of Bendel state, 

formerly Midwest region. In this direction, we can recall: 

The role of Col. D. Ejoor in preventing the Biafran soldiers over-running Benin City and 

other outlying communities for their upward match into Yoruba land and Lagos. There was also 

the role of the military in maintaining essential services luring the Nigerian civil war in Benin 

City and some urban centres in the state. When the war started some of the Igbo workers 

resigned their appointment and went back to the East. Some services such as the Post Offices, 

water Board, Rural Electricity Management, Electricity Corporation of Nigeria, security 

services/units of Hospitals, Banks, and several other government parastatal came under the 

temporary management of the soldiers.65 

Moreover, during the civil war, there was remour that the Biafran soldiers would overrun 

the Esan communities south east and northeast of Benin kingdom. Following the failure of the 



police to allay the fear of the Esan people, the Nigerian Army were called in and with their 

presence, the Biafran intention was defeated. 

National Socializing and Integrative Functions: The military recruits its members from 

different parts of the country and makes them, their wives, husband and relatives to live in the 

barracks as brother and sisters. In this process, soldiers from Bendel state then and other states of 

different socio-cultural affinities are brought together and given a common experience enabling 

them to regard themselves as Nigerians with a deep sense of mission, cohesion and social 

solidarity. These military officers when they visit, their separate states, also extend hands of 

fellowship to everyone undermining ethnic tags. 

We can equally add that the military recruitment process itself in pursuit of federal 

character, ensures that all people of the communities of the state are represented via the state 

quota system through communities having higher manpower wastage rates (due to discharge, 

deaths, retirements etc) at times have advantage over others. 

Settlement of Soldier-Civilian Disputes: There often arise disputes between soldiers 

and civilians. According to Dr. Adewale in an interview with the author the major sources of 

these disputes include issues on accommodation, agreements, controversy in drinking places, 

issues on girlfriends and boyfriend thing among others. 

To handle such matters of soldier-civilian relationship Public Relations Department, and 

the Durbar session for soldiers and commanders during which questions and answer feature on 

areas of common interest, current affairs, expected soldiers behaviour to the members of the 

public are discussed. In the Bendel state, the military public relations office was always printing 

posters and some other medium educating and encouraging cordiality of civilian soldiers in the 

state.66 

Social Services Opportunities in Bendel State: Another military factor in encouraging 

intergroup relations and the nation-building in Midwest, Bendel state was/is the opportunities 

given civilian population access to military hospitals, fire services and educational institutions 

According to Diokpa Asemota, military hospital in Benin, Ikpoba Hill treat civilians referred to it 

and many of our children attend their primary and secondary schools and many civilian work in 

these institutions. Besides, civilian were also granted opportunity to use their sport field in 

Ikpoba Hill and that of Ekenwan barracks.67 



Technical Assistance and Constructions: After the civil war, the Nigerian Army 

backed by the Army Engineers Corps constructed roads, and bridges to expand transportation 

and communication. Much of the bridges constructed were relevant in the war ravaged areas 

where numerous bridges were blown-off to check the movement of opposing troops. The Army 

Engineer Corps contributed in the temporary repair of the Niger Bridge near Asaba, Bendel state 

some months after the civil war. They also rehabilitated some major roads in the state and on 

many occasions saved the federal government millions of naira in the process.68 

Security and Defence of the State: In one of the write up of O.B.C Nnolise, “The 

security of Nigerian citizens has been best ensured under military government which has 

seriously checked the activities of armed robbers, political thugs, hired assassins, 

insurgent/militants”. This is not because of public executions of armed robbers but because part 

of the major causes of armed robbery is the stupid and ostentations display of ill-gotten wealth 

amidst widespread poverty; the use of thugs and hired assassins which are promoted by the 

underground ‘godfathers’ are checked by the military.69 

Moreover, the military takeover of the federal and states government in 1966 occurred 

when the nation was on the verge of collapse, because law and order had broken down in the 

western region following election fraud that brought massive killings and wanton destruction of 

property.70 Again the military overthrow of the civilian government of Aihaji Shehu Shegari in 

1983 (December 31st) occurred in the same major situations of electoral fraud and a nation facing 

collapse. Thus, the military have twice saved the nation from political disintegration following 

bitterness from electoral fraud, bad administration, and corrupt civilian functionaries who could 

not play politics according to the rules of the game. 

Military Intervention: A Positive Factor in Midwest Political Development: When 

the Biafrans declared their republic, hostilities were declared in what was described as police 

action to crush the rebellion. War was declared on the 12th of July 1967 and fighting broke out at 

various points along the Eastern and Northern borders. In a swift action, the federal government 

succeeded in re-capturing a number of strategic towns along the East central state. As a reprisal, 

the rebels overran the Midwest state from whence it mounted a westward attack which took it as 

far as Ore, Ondo state. This act not only alienated the people of the Midwest from the 

secessionist course, but also marked a turning point in Midwest political development. It tended 

to weld the Midwest state together as a political unit. From a point of sympathy for the Biafran 



cause, the Midwest became a strong protagonist of practical and true federalism. In a centrifugal 

situation in which talks of confederation gained increasing popularity, the state stood as 

unswerving champions of the federal cause vis-à-vis forces of confederation and disintegration. 

This action of the state to many propelled a much greater development championed by the 

military governors that governed the state between 1967-1979.71 

 

 

A Reflective Conclusion 

The findings of this study have implications that cannot be overlooked. Judging from the polices 

of the first republic in the Midwestern region, one cannot talk of any major socio-economic 

changes or even issues of ethnic integration and nation-building but with the coming of the 

military administrators, between 1966-1979, much progress were recorded towards this direction 

for instance, the region under the Nigerian military witnessed fundamental changes in local 

government activities, provision of social economic and commercial infrastructures, 

demobilization of the army during the civil war among others. As examined in this paper, all the 

changes exhibited by the military were genuine attempts of inter/intra relations among the 

divergent people of the region and for nation building. Those foundations laid then are still 

shaping the social, political and economic destiny of the present Edo and Delta state of Nigeria. 
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