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Abstract: Fuel subsidy had been part of Nigerian economy for a long time until 29th May, 2023 when 

the current government of President Bola Ahmed Tinubu brought it to an end through the process 

initiated by immediate past government of Muhammadu Buhari. Arguably, this development has 

significant implications on every sector of the country. Drawing on this perspective, this paper aims to 

interrogate various underexplored concerns around the reform. The paper utilized literature review-

based method driven by content analysis. The major implication of this study is that the understanding 

of the reform and related issues will be deepened which will in turn result to informed policy 

recommendations among others.  
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1. Introduction 

Fuel subsidy is not a new phenomenon as some countries of the World have taken 

certain steps in that direction. This opinion is supported by Prinwaterhouse Coopers 

(2023, 2) while observing that “Fuel subsidies began in the 1970s and became 

institutionalized in 1977, following the promulgation of the Price Control Act which 

made it illegal for some products (including petrol) to be sold above the regulated 

price”. Available records reveal that out of 96 countries with data for fuel subsidies 
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and aid, 59 percent have subsidies that are bigger than all official development 

assistance (aid) received by the countries (McCulloch 2017) and they are widespread 

in Middle East and African countries including sub-saharan Africa (McCulloch 

2019). 

Nigeria state is not an exception as successive governments had been implementing 

fuel subsidy policy. “Subsidy payments by the government to national oil company 

and other marketers of petroleum products in Nigeria in 2010 was about US$4.6 

billion compared to the total capital allocation of US$3.76 billion to priority sector 

such as defence and internal security, health and education, essential infrastructure, 

and agriculture and resource development in the 2010 annual budget and this 

amounts to about 4.4% and 3.6% of the GDP” (Ismail and Xiaoyi 2015, 314). 

However, there are strong proponents of fuel subsidy in Nigeria in spite of the huge 

sum of money spent by government on it.  The intense debate on fuel subsidy in 

Nigeria had continued until 29th May, 2023 when the current government of 

President Bola Tinubu brought fuel subsidy in Nigeria to an end amid the 

inauguration of the government.  Various studies have attempted to provide a 

strong scholarly basis upon which fuel subsidy as well as its reform could be 

understood (Ismail and Xiaoyi 2015; Inchauste and Victor 2017; McCulloch 2017; 

McCulloch, Moerenhout and Yang 2021; International Monetary Fund 2022; Ozili 

and Obiora 2023). Notwithstanding, there are serious issues around fuel subsidy 

reform in Nigeria that are grossly underexplored, hence, this study which is framed 

to interrogate those pressing concerns and proffer workable solutions. The paper 

proceeds by examining the conceptual framework of fuel subsidy and traces the 

trajectory of fuel subsidy in Nigeria together with its debate. The third section of the 

study interrogates fuel subsidy reform in Nigeria as well as its impacts. The ensuing 

section investigates governments mitigating efforts while the fifth section attempts 

to assess public trust deficit in the context of the reform. The next section evaluates 

the extent of political will of the government using the fuel subsidy reform as a basis 

while the following sections provide the theoretical underpinning of the discourse 

and concluding remarks respectively.   

 

2. Methods 

This study utilizes a literature review-based method driven by content analysis. As 

a concept, literature review is differentiated by a replicable and methodological tool 

used in determining and ascertaining the condition of art in some fields of study 

(Fink 2005). It combines research methodologically, lucidly and reproducibly in 
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order to deepen understanding and guide conduct and policy (Tranfield, Denyer 

and Smart 2003). Accordingly, this paper is encouraged to adopt the method by 

concentrating on peer-reviewed papers that interrogate issues around fuel subsidy 

reforms across the globe but with more focus on Nigeria. Consequently, a keyword 

search was conducted using SCOPUS and Web of Science (WoS) databases. These 

databases form a main aspect of tools used in this methodology. Where available, 

the Digital Object Identifier (DOI) and Uniform Resources Locators (URL) of the 

papers were also stated for transparency purpose. The justification for this selection 

is explained in the submission by Thome, Scavarda and Scavarda (2016) in Chantal 

and Andrea (2023) that the two databases have a comprehensive nature and wider 

utilization in social sciences publications which is where this topic falls under. 

Beyond this, using these citation databases ensures access to more studies because 

they index many vendor and journal databases.  

The paper also utilized articles from government institutions, media and 

international organizations. The key variables in this study are fuel subsidy and fuel 

subsidy reform among others. A discovery was made during the screening of the 

articles as some papers used petrol instead of fuel. However, this did not have 

significant impact on the discourse. Papers on public policies and programs in 

general were not considered due largely to their irrelevance to this study. 

Meanwhile, it is contended that bias is a critical factor that undermines quality 

collection of data which may in turn impede the validity of findings as well as the 

quality of the study. In an attempt to prevent this challenge, the study adopted a 

two-stage process whereby peer-reviewed papers which failed to show significant 

level of relevance through their titles and abstracts were perused so as to make 

cogent decision. Therefore, three hundred (300) articles were reviewed with the use 

of formal inclusion and exclusion criteria and seventy (70) were considered 

significantly relevant to the study. In the course of reviewing literature for 

methodology, papers interrogating issues outside the scope of the study should be 

discarded (Demartini 2013; Centobelli, Cerchione and Esposito 2017).    

 

3. Defining Fuel Subsidy 

Fuel subsidy can be conceptualized as social responsibility of a government aimed 

at reducing the fuel, apparently for the benefits of the poor citizens ((Ogunbodede 

et al. 2010). However, fuel subsidy is more beneficial to the rich than the poor 

because the former consumes more fuel than the later (Azel del Granado, Coady and 

Gillingham 2012). Looking at it from its impacts, Kojima & Koplow (2015) argue that 
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fuel subsidy is “any policy action that targets fossil fuels, or fossil fuel-based 

electricity or heat, and causes one or more of the following effects: (1) a reduction of 

net energy costs; (2) a reduction of energy production or distribution costs; and/or 

(3) an increase in the revenues of energy suppliers”.  Fuel subsidy can take place in 

so many ways but it can be broadly categorized into consumer and producer 

subsidies (Whitley 2013; GSI 2010a, 2010b; International Energy Agency 2014a). 

Consumer subsidy is defined as fiscal initiatives adopted to reduce the price of fuel 

products below their market price thereby enhancing their affordability for 

consumers. It is imperative to observe that consumer subsidy can be easier to 

examine using available data than producer subsidy. On the other hand, producer 

subsidy is viewed as added advantages for exploration or production of fuel given 

to energy-intensive companies, firms, industries or products (Bast, Doukas, Pickard, 

van der Burg and Whitley 2015; Bast, Makhijani, Pickard and Whitley 2014; GSI 

2010a). Producer subsidy can either be clearly stated or implicit. It is explicit when 

it includes exemptions from tax, loans and grants and it is implicit when it involves 

research funds, credit and government guaranteeing for procurement contracts 

(OECD 2011; UNEP 2003; Whitley 2013). “The Global Subsidy Initiative (GSI) 

estimated producer subsidies for a series of countries, but estimates vary widely due 

to data issues (GSI 2012). Overall, producer subsidies are thought to be in the range 

of US$ 80 billion to US$ 285 billion annually in emerging and developing countries, 

and US$ 452 billion in the G20 countries” (Bast et al. 2015; OECD 2013; Whitley 2013). 

Building on the above discussion strengthens the argument that fuel subsidy entails 

concerted efforts made by the government to reduce the financial burden on the 

citizens. Ideally, the beneficiaries of fuel subsidy are always the citizens mostly the 

vulnerable or poor. Specifically, there can be either consumers or producer subsidy. 

Consumer subsidy takes place when the government adopts measures to make fuel 

affordability for its citizens by directly making payments to take care of certain 

percentage of the actual amount of the fuel before getting to the end-users. The 

producer subsidy is seen when the government provides assistance in any form with 

a view reducing the cost of production and by extension making it affordable for the 

people. On the whole, the essence of fuel subsidy in a country under normal 

circumstance is for the benefits of the masses precisely the poorest of the poor.   
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4. The Trajectory of Fuel Subsidy in Nigeria and the Debate on its Reform 

Fuel subsidies came into existence in Nigeria in 1977 as a temporary fiscal measure 

aimed at alleviating oil price increase but had been retained by successive 

governments (International Institute for Sustainable Development 2016). This 

opinion is reinforced in the submission of International Energy Agency (2013) that 

Nigeria is one of the countries that have controlling mechanism for energy prices as 

well as a top country with fuel subsidy. Between January, 2012 and July, 2013, 

federal government of Nigeria spent US$10 billion as a result of fuel subsidy, an 

amount which was significantly higher than education and health budget put 

together (McCulloch and Okigbo-III 2015).  Following this line of thought, 

Adenikinju (2009) avers that between 2006 and 2008, ₦1,173.2 billion (US$9.7 billion) 

went into fuel subsidy in Nigeria. A wider observation of this is done by SDN (2015) 

while submitting that the amount spent on subsidies rose significantly from ₦188 

billion to ₦ 971 billion between 2007 and 2014.  

Arising from the above background has been mixed reactions over fuel subsidy as 

different schools of thought have emerged. The pro-subsidy proponents have 

argued that the policy may not be sustainable but its removal would result to untold 

hardship on ordinary Nigerians as government appears to have demonstrated little 

commitment towards better alternative which is fixing refineries in the country. 

Nigeria Labour Congress is one of the leading proponents of this fuel subsidy in 

spite of its admission of corrupt practices associated with the policy in Nigeria. 

Contributing to this discourse, Ismail & Xiaoyi (2015, 314) contend that “Opponents 

of the reform include petroleum product marketers, labour unions, civil right 

groups, and sometimes the general public. They argue that the government may fail 

to provide adequate protection for the vulnerable income groups if the subsidies are 

removed”. Looking at it from perspective of relevance to Nigeria society, Houeland 

(2017) submits that demonstrations against fuel subsidy removal boost and 

strengthen trade unions mobilizing capacity and relevance. Beyond this, the subsidy 

issue is fundamental in developing class solidarity and widening social structure for 

labour movement in Nigeria. Protest against fuel subsidy reform resulted to formal 

alliance between Nigeria Labour Congress, Trade Union Congress and Joint Action 

Front known as the then Labour and Civil Society Organi-sation (LASCO). In 

addition, it developed popular support needed by trade unions to champion other 

social courses such as increase in minimum wage and pensions among others 

(Okafor 2009).  Affordable petrol motor spirit is understood to be a right in oil-

producing nations such as Nigeria where there is grossly inadequate social benefits 



Public Administration & Regional Studies                                           Vol. 18, No. 2/2025 

 119 

with government’s inability to adequately cater for citizens’ welfare (Guyer and 

Denzer 2013; Houeland 2017).  

The other side of the divide is the opposing school of thought (proponents of fuel 

subsidy reform) who believes strongly that fuel subsidy in Nigeria has outlived its 

usefulness thereby doing more harm than good. Thinking in this direction, Isiani et 

al (2021) contend that fuel subsidy removal will result to availability of funds needed 

for provision of infrastructural facilities in the country. Removal of fuel subsidy is 

the way to make progress as it will lead to reduction in income inequality 

(International Monetary Fund, 2022). It is further argued that fuel subsidies are 

injurious to the poor and beneficial to the rich since they (the rich) are biggest 

consumers of petrol motor spirit (Skovgaard and van Asselt 2018). 

The federal government of Nigeria had at certain points made unsuccessful attempts 

towards fuel subsidy reform. First effort made geared towards subsidy removal 

although met strong resistance was in 1985 after Nigeria civil war of 1967-1970. This 

was when the country was faced with oil crisis in the late 1970s resulting to high 

indebtedness to the extent that the country’s per capita income decreased from $ 874 

to $ 270 between 1980 and 1991 (World Bank, 2020). Another unsuccessful fuel 

subsidy reform attempt was made in 2012 by the Jonathan’s government. This is 

why Ismail & Xiaoyi (2015) aver that several efforts made to remove fuel subsidy 

were resisted. The reform attempt was a shift in thinking towards having a 

neoliberal economics, structural modifications and austerity measures but civil 

servants and ordinary citizens view it to be tantamount to unemployment, reduction 

in welfare and deteriorating standard of living (Viinikka 2009). This argument is 

strengthened in the submission of Meagher (2010: 57) while positing that fuel 

subsidy reforms “triggered sky-rocketing inflation, averaging 200% per year 

between 1985 and 1999, as well as severe unemployment, which stood at over 25% 

in 1997. The popular impact has been one of intense pressure on livelihoods and a 

surge of entry into informal economic activities”. In spite being of one the strong 

opponents of fuel subsidy removal in 2012, Muhammad Buhari as the Nigeria 

President made efforts towards fuel subsidy reform. “In June 2020, the Nigerian 

federal government (FGN) announced that it has removed the fuel price cap” 

(International Monetary Fund 2022, 1). The move however faced strong resistance 

thereby compelling the government to review it by retaining the subsidy implicitly 

and providing for its gradual phase out.  This served as a solid foundation for the 

eventual removal of fuel subsidy by current government of Bola Ahmed Tinubu on 

29th May, 2023 upon assumption of office. Expectedly, the policy reform met 

opposition from some quarters. In its press release titled “Do Not Dare the People”, 
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Nigeria Labour Congress expressed its strong opposition to the policy and 

demanded for its reversal (Nigeria Labour Congress 2023). But the government 

seems to be resolute, hence, the continuous implementation of the reform which 

arguably has far reaching implications on every aspect of Nigeria society. This “no 

going back posture of the government” arouses curiosity as to government’s plan 

for unintended consequences which the next section of the paper partly centres on. 

 

5. Fuel Subsidy Reform in Nigeria and its Attendant Impact 

Conceivably, public policies across countries have intended and unintended 

consequences and that is why proactive and responsible governments put in 

mitigating measures against the unintended consequences before the policies come 

on stream. Ezeani (2006) lends credence to this submission while maintaining that 

policy outcomes are categorized as intended and unintended which usually result 

from the actions/inactions of political authorities.  

Accordingly, this paper views intended and unintended consequences of fuel 

subsidy reform in Nigeria as positive and negative outcomes respectively. 

Furthermore, the negative outcomes are decomposed into envisaged and 

unenvisaged as modeled below. 

 

Source: Authors’ model (2025) 
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6. Governments’ Mitigating Measures 

As Ezeani (2006) contends, policy outcomes are repercussions for the people 

(intended and unintended) emanating from action or inaction of government. If we 

agree with this submission as accentuated in the view of Dye (1981: 8), that a policy 

is “whatever government chooses to do or not to do”, then we must accept that 

whatever government does or fails to do must have impact on the society which the 

government is duty bound to make provision for. Drawing on this perspective is a 

discourse on government mitigating initiatives for unintended results of fuel 

subsidy reform. There is contradictory evidence as to whether fuel subsidy should 

go or not but a consensus has been reached that its removal would impact greatly 

on every aspect of Nigeria state especially due to the place of petrol motor spirit in 

the socio-economic activities in the country. This position is buttressed in the 

assertion of Ogubodede, Ilesanmi & Olurankinse (2010) that Nigeria economy relies 

on petrol motor spirit especially in the areas of movement of goods and service 

delivery. Petrol motor spirit can hardly be used for manufacturing goods in Nigeria 

but its place in distribution of goods and services suggests that its price increase will 

result to inflation (Gidigbi and Bello 2020). “Our economy is going through a tough 

patch and you are being hurt by it. The cost of fuel has gone up. Food and other 

prices have followed it. Households and businesses struggle. Things seem anxious 

and uncertain. I understand the hardship you face. I wish there were other ways. 

But there is not. If there were, I would have taken that rout as I came here to help 

not hurt the people and nation that I love” (President Tinubu cited in Premium 

Times 2023, 1). 

Arising from this understanding, President Tinubu in his broadcast acknowledged 

the pains of Nigerians and outlined certain initiatives of his government to cushion 

the effects of fuel subsidy removal on Nigerians. The federal government is 

collaborating with sub-nationals (state and local governments) to execute measures 

that are capable of reducing the negative impacts of the policy reform. Efforts have 

already been made by signing four Executive Orders aimed at solving the problems 

around fiscal policies and multiple taxation which impact negatively on businesses. 

There is plan to inject N75 billion between July, 2023 and March, 2024 manufacturing 

sector in order to enhance capacity, broaden the sector and create job opportunities. 

Micro, small and medium enterprises and informal sector will be energized with 

N125 billion. It is our intention to provide buses across the federal for mass transit 

at a very affordable rate. Specifically, provision has been made to invest N100 billion 

in eight (8) months to buy 3000 units of 20-seater CNG-fuelled buses. Furthermore, 

we are in touch with labour unions for upward review of national minimum wage 
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(President Tinubu cited in Premium Times 2023). While the process of upward 

review of national minimum wage has been activated, the Federal government has 

also commenced the implementation of monthly wage award of N35, 000 starting 

from September, 2023 to federal workers until the new minimum wage is signed into 

law. 

An attempt by federal government to implement one of the measures by way of 

digitally paying N8,000 monthly to 12 million vulnerable Nigerian families received 

strong constructive criticism from the people thereby compelling the government to 

review it. Also, the sum of N2 billion and 180 trucks of rice were released to each 

state including Federal Capital Territory aimed at procuring foods items among 

others for distribution to the poor. This is part of N5 billion approved by Federal 

Government to each state for that purpose. However, some Nigerians including 

labour unions have expressed strong reservations over federal government’s 

approach in mitigating the negative effect of fuel subsidy reform. For instance, 

Nigeria Labour Congress argues that the federal government desire to give 2 billion 

and trucks of rice to state governments is tantamount to enriching the state 

governors with palliatives meant for the vulnerable Nigerians. “If we accept the 

position of National Bureau of Statistics that we have 133 million Nigerians that are 

multi-dimensionally poor before the subsidy removal. And after the subsidy 

removal, the number must have increased or doubled. If you multiply N5 billion by 

36 states and Abuja, you will get about N185 billion. If you divide it by 133 million 

which is multi-dimensionally poor, each person will not get up to N1, 500. Is that 

the palliative? You will take the palliative and give to the governors. It is obvious 

that anything you call palliative and give to the governors is not workers. We all 

remembered how former President Buhari gave them money to offset salaries of 

workers but they refused to use the money to better the lives of Nigerian citizens” 

(Nigerian Tribune 2023). The above position of Nigeria Labour Congress is rooted 

in lack of trust on state governors. While there are substantiated allegations of 

misappropriation of funds among state governors but the fact that there are new 

governors that just assumed office on 29th May, 2023 attempts to reduce the strengths 

in NLC’s argument.  

This brings to mind the issue interrogated in this paragraph which focuses on the 

assessment of the palliatives offered to citizens by state governors in their various 

states. Nigeria is a country of thirty six (36) states excluding Federal Capital Territory 

(Abuja). The states are under six geopolitical zones which are North-east (Adamawa, 

Bauchi, Brono, Gombe, Taraba and Yobe); North-west (Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, 

Kebbi, Kastina, Sokoto and Zamfara); North-central (Benue, Kwara, Kogi, 
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Nasarawa, Niger and Plateau); South-east (Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi, Enugu and 

Imo); South-west (Ekiti, Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Osun and Oyo) and South-south 

(Akwa-Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo and River). For the purpose of this 

particular part of the study, two states will be selected to represent each geopolitical 

zone.   

Table 1. State governments fuel subsidy reform palliatives 

S/N  State  Type of palliative   Targeted 
beneficiaries 

1. Abia  3, 000 bags of rice (50kg)   Poorest of the poor 
2. Ebonyi  N10, 000 salary increment   State workers 
3. Delta  Award wage of N10, 000   Civil servants 
4. Edo  Free bus ride    1, 527, 000 residents 
5. Kwara  Monthly wage award of N10, 000  All public sector workers 

  Reduction of working days to 3days  All public sector workers 
  Hazard allowance & CONMESS  Consultants and Medical  
       Doctor 
  Free bus ride                Students of tertiary 
institutions 

6. Nassarawa Food items (Rice, Vegetable oil,  People of the State  
  maggi & Noodles) 

7. Lagos  Food boxes    Vulnerable citizens 
  50% fare reduction in BRT ride  Residents 

8. Ogun  Rice     Residents 
9. Kebbi  210 truckloads of grains (rice,   Vulnerable persons 

  millet and maize)  
10. Sokoto  Provision mass transit busses   People of the state 

  At affordable rate 
  20 Toyota Camry cars   Women in the state 

11. Bauchi  Rice     Vulnerable households 
12. Borno  Bags of rice and beans   300, 000 households 

  70 buses     Civil servants   
Source: Compiled by the Authors 

It is still debatable whether it is mature to assess the impact of the palliative 

measures implemented by federal government and sub-nationals considering that it 

is barely fourteen months of fuel subsidy reform and its accompanying palliatives. 

However, the reality does not suggest that the palliatives have in any way reduced 

the negative impacts of the policy reforms as prices of goods and services soar higher 

with poverty being deepened. In addition, the critics of the policy have consistently 

contended that the palliatives have not and will not impact significantly on the 

people considering the poor level of sincerity and commitment of members of the 

political class in implementing them. This argument appears stronger when married 
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with the fact that certain sub-national governments have not started implementing 

the palliatives measures after fourteen months into the policy reform.   

 

7. Fuel Subsidy Reform and Public Trust Deficit 

Trust in government has emerged as a critical factor that determines the level of 

public support for government policies, programmes and reforms. Trust is a vital 

component of functioning society as it builds citizens’ confidence in public 

institutions and encourages them to support and cooperate with the institutions 

which in turn result to socio-economic development. It enables government to 

formulate and implement policies and deliver services. It is revealed that greater 

public trust enhances compliance in regulations and taxation among others. Success 

in realizing most of the Sustainable Development Goals largely depends on trust in 

public organizations (United Nation, 2015).  

The above discussion opens up the place of public skepticism in Nigeria federal 

government’s promises to channel funds saved from fuel subsidy removal to 

productive sector of the economy. While bringing fuel subsidy to an end, President 

Tinubu observed that his administration will re-direct the funds to critical areas such 

as infrastructural facilities, education, healthcare and job creation (Daily Post 2023). 

Arguably, the public mistrust especially that of the labour unions in accepting fuel 

subsidy reform as a way to go is underscored in the antecedents of members of 

political class in the country which the President cannot be completely exonerated 

from. The fact that the ruling party (All Progressive Congress) which implemented 

fuel subsidy reform was a strong critic of the policy while as an opposition party 

strengthens this argument of public mistrust. For instance, the immediate past 

President (Muhammadu Buhari) of APC who led foundation for the current fuel 

subsidy reform vehemently criticized the reform in 2012 and even led a protest 

against the People’s Democratic Party’s government attempt to remove fuel subsidy. 

The current President, Bola Ahmed Tinubu was also a known critic of fuel subsidy 

reform. This assertion is further established in the submission of Houeland (2020) 

that influential former governor, Bola Tinubu and immediate past Minister of Works 

(Babatunde Fashola) both of then Action Congress were actively involved in protests 

against fuel subsidy removal by Jonathan’s government. Disturbingly, Premium 

Times (2023) reports the President (Bola Tinubu) as saying “For several years, I have 

consistently maintained the position that the fuel subsidy had to go. This once 

beneficial measure outlived its usefulness. The subsidy cost us trillions of Naira 

yearly. Such a vast sum of money would have been better spent on public 
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transportation, healthcare, schools, housing and even national security”. Where then 

do the people get the trust from? Who among the political class has earned the public 

trust as trust is earned? Since trust in political authorities seemingly determines the 

citizens’ openness to subsidy reforms (Moerenhout et al. 2017; Inchauste and Victor 

2017) and credibility of the government is established upon the impression that 

government is committed to execute reforms and redirect or re-channel savings from 

reforms (Beaton et al. 2013; Bridel and Lontoh 2014; Baig et al. 2007; Indriyanto et al. 

2013; Scobie 2018).  

The expression of former Governor of Ekiti State (Dr. Kayode Fayemi) who also 

participated actively in ant-fuel subsidy reform in 2012 further explains and deepens 

the public mistrust over the reform. “A former Governor of Ekiti State, Dr. Kayode 

Fayemi, on Tuesday, said the protest that trailed the fuel subsidy removal during 

the administration of President Goodluck Jonathan in 2012 was due to political 

interests. Fayemi said this in his keynote address delivered at a national dialogue 

organized to celebrate the 60th birthday of the founding National Secretary of 

Alliance for Democracy and Fellow, Abuja School of Social and Political Thought, 

Professor Udenta Udenta in Abuja” (Punch 2023). It is therefore conceivable that the 

contradictions and inconsistencies of the ruling class deepened public mistrust over 

fuel subsidy reform. The credibility of government has impact on citizens’ openness 

to fuel subsidy removal (Moernhout et al. 2017; Inchausate and Victor 2017) and this 

is connected to skepticism over government’s capacity to execute fuel subsidy 

reforms and re-channel savings from the reforms appropriately (Beaton et al 2013; 

Bridel and Lontoh 2014; Scobie 2018). There is perception of mistrust in Nigeria 

(Ogbu 2012), especially in the area of alarming seeming corruption, with so many 

critics of the reforms such as labour unions pointing out government’s inability to 

offer protection to the poor (Soile and Mu 2015; Bashir 2013; Nwachukwu et al 2013; 

Akov 2015). Empirical findings reveal that few Nigerian citizens believe that 

government is less corrupt and can execute fuel subsidy reform social protection 

schemes (McMulloch 2021; Okonjo-Iwala and Osafo-Kwaako 2007; Bashir 2013; 

Akove 2015).  

While the immediate past government of Buhari was laying foundation for removal 

of subsidy, it did assure Nigerians that Dangote refinery, which was being put in 

place on public-private partnerships basis would come on stream by July, 2023. 

Lugubriously, the government is yet to walk the talk four months after the promised 

month (July). This is aside several promises made by the members of political class 

to fix the country’s refineries especially during electioneering campaigns. For 

instance, Premium Times (2023) reports that former President Buhari and his party 
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(All Progressive Congress) while campaigning in 2015 lambasted the then People 

Democratic Party led government of failing to address fuel related issues by fixing 

the refineries in the country. Acknowledging that fuel subsidy is a scam, the then 

presidential candidate of APC promised to execute reforms by fixing the refineries 

if emerged as the President. It is disheartening but usual that the party (APC), after 

winning the election and even getting re-elected twice failed to fix the refineries.         

Following this line of thought leads to the argument that the antecedent of members 

of political class in the country under the guise of politics is at variance with the 

consensus that trust is earned. Leadership is integrity, reliability and consistency to 

the extent that popular support for government policies and programmes is gained 

by track record. The continuous demonstration of political gimmick by the political 

elites explains crises of public trust accompanying government reforms and 

initiatives in Nigeria.  

 

8. Fuel Subsidy Reform in Nigeria: Where is the Political will against 

Corruption?   

One of the major reasons advanced for fuel subsidy reform in Nigeria was its 

corruption sensitivity. The proponents of this perspective have attempted to support 

it with various corrupt practices around fuel subsidy in the country. A typical 

example of shoddy dealings around fuel subsidy was revealed by the findings of 

National Assembly’s Committee on Administration of subsidies headed by Farouk 

Lawal which was the loss of ₦232 billion on account of oil marketers’ non-supply of 

petrol motor spirit having been paid. It was also indicated that 31 million liters of 

petrol motor spirit were supplied per day as against 60 million liters claimed by the 

oil marketers (Channels Television 2012; BBC 2013). Arguably, the chairman of 

Administration of Subsidies Committee allegedly got involved in corrupt practices 

by way of receiving kick-back from the marketers involved in the shoddy dealings 

(BBC 2013). Similarly, Premium Times (2023) reports President Tinubu as 

acknowledging that fuel subsidy is basically funds channeled to selected private 

individuals. This group had accumulated so much wealth and influence that they 

pose a significant threat to the fairness of our economy and the integrity of our 

democratic system of government. To put it bluntly, as long as these unelected, 

small, strong groups continue to exert significant influence over our political system, 

economy, and institutions of governance, Nigeria will never be the society it was 

designed to be. Adekeye & Ofoma (2023) agree with this submission while observing 
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the blame game witnessed between the executive and legislative organs of over poor 

execution of constituency projects on account of fraudulent practices.  

The above background suggests that Nigerian state has built individuals who cannot 

be brought to book, hence, the only effective way to manage them was to remove 

fuel subsidy that would have devastating impact on vulnerable Nigerians. This 

particular justification was equally put forward by proponents of new currency 

policy implemented by the immediate past government. Prior to 2023 general 

election in the country, advocates of the new naira policy had argued that the 

initiative was capable of addressing certain challenges including checkmating the 

cash stockpiled for illegal political activities. If we admit that this perspective is 

strong enough to warrant fuel subsidy reform, we have by implication admitted that 

we have raised individuals who are more powerful than Nigerian state; and that the 

anti-graft agencies such as Economic Financial Crime Commission (EFCC) and 

Independent Corrupt Practices and other related matters Commission (ICPC) are 

significantly ineffective in discharging their primary responsibility.  

Consequently, it can be argued that the political will to combat corrupt in Nigeria is 

seriously lacking, hence, government’s decision to drop a better idea of sustaining 

fuel subsidy on account of corrupt untouchables.  

 

9. Theoretical Underpinning of Fuel Subsidy Reform in Nigeria 

This study has its theoretical foundation laid in Elitism which is traceable to works 

of Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941), Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923), Robert Michels (1876-

1936) and MaxWeber (1864-1920). The common understanding among the theorists 

is a strongly divided society comprising of the ruling minority (the elites) and 

majority (the masses) where the former possesses the political power to take or 

impose decisions on the majority. Agreeing with this observation, Mariotti (2020) 

argues that the above proponents “started this new strand of study, focusing not 

only on the assumption that every society is characterized by an asymmetric 

distribution of political power but investigating who holds the power, how, on 

which basis, for what reasons, with which justification, and how the power can move 

from a small group to another”. This argument about the elites’ possession of 

political power has been further interrogated to establish who the ‘political power’ 

is held for. Pinning it down to public policy, Ezeani (2006) asserts that public policy 

in a country is formulated and implemented to serve the interests of the ruling 

minority, one of which will probably be to take care of the citizens.   
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However, certain arguments have been put up against the strength on Elite theory. 

Abdulsalami (1998, 4) contends that “In structurally diffused or “undefracted” 

societies, elite formation and, therefore, elite values and identify, are relatively 

undeveloped”. For instance, in Nigeria, elite interests have always been overtaken 

by ethnic and religious preferences when policies and programmes are executed 

based on these considerations (Abdulsalami 1998). There have been situations in 

Nigeria where the ruling minority executed policies, programmes and initiatives 

which were more favourable to their ethnic and religious groupings than their fellow 

elite (Ezeani 2006). In a similar vein, Ofoma (2023, 35) submits that “The post-

colonial Nigeria which is the current period appears not to have made much 

progress developmentally as impunity, parochial/elites interest, corruption and 

secessionist agenda are the realities. Those who have found themselves in corridors 

of power have greatly abused the power with their blatant and unapologetic pursuit 

of parochial and sectional agenda which has resulted to tribalistic appointments, 

execution of projects and programs in favour of one ethnic group against the other 

among others”. 

As cogent as the foregoing argument against the theory appears, it suffices to 

contend that the submission does not fit into the current fuel subsidy reform in 

Nigeria that is driven by elite values and preferences. Arguably, the policy reform 

around fuel subsidy in the country knows neither ethnicity nor religion but the 

ruling minority. The manifestation is the significant increase in monthly allocation 

accruable to various levels of government in the country which the ruling elite use 

in advancing their political and economic interests rather than developing the 

country. In the month of June, 2023, Federal government, states and local 

governments got a total of N369.00 billion, N299.92 billion and N221.79 respectively 

as against N274.84 billion, N290.71 billion and N213.67 billion and N276.14 billion, 

N232.13 billion and N171.26 billion respectively (National Bureau of Statistics, 2023). 

Establishing the nexus between fuel subsidy reform and increase in government 

revenue, Premium Times (2023) reports that “The removal of the subsidy has caused 

hardship for many Nigerian with its attendant increase in the prices of goods and 

services. However, the subsidy removal has led to increased government revenue 

with total distributable revenue increasing from about N786.161 billion in May to 

about N1.9 trillion in June as the government earned money that would in the past 

be used to subsidize petrol”.  How then does one juxtapose this significant increase 

in revenue allocation to the three tiers of government with the present condition of 

an average Nigerian citizen?    
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Also, the current government over-bloated cabinet and concerted efforts to purchase 

SUVs Jeep worth of N160 million to each federal lawmaker in the face of 

unprecedented hardship being faced by the citizens as a result of fuel subsidy reform 

suggests the real beneficiaries of the reform. This explains the consideration of the 

present government’s advice to the masses to tighten their belt due to the hardship 

as an insult to the sensibilities of Nigerian citizens. The validity of this opinion is 

strengthened in the submission of Ezeani (2006, 299) that “public policy analysis is 

largely an exercise primarily aimed at identifying which elite group(s) is or are 

benefiting from a particular public policy”.  

 

10. Concluding Remarks and Policy Recommendations 

This paper is a strong attempt to throw up as well as investigate issues of serious 

concern about fuel subsidy reform in Nigeria which have remained largely 

underexplored. Given this broad objective, the paper outlined various impacts of the 

fuel subsidy reform including the ones that were not thought of. This is prior to the 

debate in favour and against the reform. Also, the paper was able to strongly 

establish that public trust deficit was a critical factor that contributed to the 

resistance to fuel subsidy reform by Nigerians especially the labour unions. Analysis 

of governments’ fuel subsidy reform palliatives was equally made to find out the 

extent to which they can address the resultant effects of the reform. However, this 

paper submits that the palliatives have very insignificant impacts considering the 

poor level of sincerity and commitment of the governments in implementing them. 

The paper has its theoretical foundation laid in Elite theory upon which it was 

vehemently argued that the fuel subsidy reform in Nigeria was driven by the interest 

of members of political class as demonstrated by over-bloated cabinet and concerted 

effort to purchase SUVs vehicle for federal makers at outrageous amount unlike the 

palliatives offered to the vulnerable.     

Drawing on the above discussions, this paper recommends as follows: 

1. Fuel subsidy should urgently be re-introduced until the refineries in the 

country become functional.  

2. Governments at all levels must urgently and deliberately embark on self-

redemption mission to earn the citizens trust. 

3. Anti-graft authorities such as Economic Financial and Crime Commission 

(EFCC) and Independent Corrupt Practice and other related matters 

Commission (ICPC) should be strengthened for effective performance. 
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4. Going forward, policies should be well thought out. This will among others 

enable the policy makers put mitigating measures in place before 

implementing the policy reform. 

5. Concerted and sustained efforts are needed to improve political 

communication between the governments and the people. Therefore, a re-

discovery of philosophy and mission of Ministry of Information and 

National Orientation Agency is of utmost importance.         
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