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Abstract

This paper investigates the influence of urban migration on Abuja’s
economic development between 1991 and 2022. It adopted a historical
perspective to clarify how migration both fueled growth in construction,
commerce, and public administration and introduced significant
challenges, such as traffic congestion, crime, and housing shortages. By
analyzing historical accounts, government documents, and resident
interviews, the study revealed that migration both provided essential labor
and strained public services. Despite these challenges, Abuja grew into an
economic hub, underscoring the transformative yet complex role of
migration. The study situates Abuja’s growth within Nigeria’s broader
urbanization and emphasizes the need for effective urban management. It
concludes that while migration was key to Abuja’s rise, sustainable
policies are essential to address ongoing challenges.
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Introduction

The story of Abuja’s transformation from 1991 to 2022 must be
understood within the context of urban migration, state policies, and
Nigeria’s changing socio-economic realities. Abuja became the Federal
Capital in 1991, replacing Lagos. This shift was more than an
administrative relocation. It was a deliberate effort by the state to create a
new urban order that matched political centrality with Nigeria’s heartland.
Abuja was conceived as a neutral capital, free from the ethnic and regional
tensions of Lagos. It attracted migrants seeking opportunity, belonging,
and a stake in a new city. Migration to Abuja was more than a
demographic change. It was an economic and political process that shaped
city life and the livelihoods of its settlers.

Urban migration is not just about moving from one place to another.
Scholars argue that it reflects a deeper historical dialogue among rural
displacement, urban economic opportunities, and the state’s uneven
development management.! Abuja’s development clearly highlighted
these dynamics. From 1991 to 2022, migrants like civil servants, traders,

1 Mabogunje, Akin L. Urbanization in Nigeria. London: University of London Press,
1970.
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artisans, professionals, laborers, and the unemployed transformed the
city. Abuja evolved from a planned enclave to a sprawling urban center.
The idea of Abuja as the federal capital ensured its appeal. Its central
location drew residents from across Nigeria.

Several forces drove migration to Abuja. Some saw the city as a source
of stable, white-collar civil service jobs. Others, such as traders and
artisans, viewed Abuja as an emerging market with rising demand for
services, housing, and goods. For the unemployed and displaced, Abuja
offered a place to survive using informal economies and kinship
networks. In every case, migration was more than a response to economic
demand. Broader crises also influenced it in rural and semi-urban Nigeria,
including limited infrastructure, environmental pressures, and agricultural
stagnation. These factors made livelihoods increasingly uncertain.’

By 1991, when Abuja formally assumed its role as the capital, Nigeria
was grappling with the combined legacies of structural adjustment,
political instability, and a rapidly urbanizing population. Lagos, despite
its historic role as the nation’s economic hub, was already buckling under
the weight of over-urbanization, congestion, and deteriorating
infrastructure. The shift to Abuja was therefore both symbolic and
pragmatic. It was symbolic in that Abuja, located in the Middle Belt, was
designed as a compromise between the North and the South, free from the
overbearing influence of any dominant ethnic group.* It was pragmatic
because the city offered the physical space to experiment with urban
planning, infrastructure expansion, and the construction of a modern
African capital. Migration became the medium through which this vision
was both realized and contested.

The period between 1991 and 2022 witnessed dramatic changes in the
scale and texture of migration flows into Abuja. In the 1990s, much of the
movement was state-driven, linked to the transfer of federal ministries,
parastatals, and diplomatic institutions. Entire families of civil servants
relocated, creating new residential patterns in Garki, Wuse, and Asokoro.’

2 Studies of Abuja’s later waves of migration and the diversification of migrant profiles:
see “Urban Migration of Youths in Abuja, Nigeria” (ResearchGate, 2023) and
reporting/analysis about Abuja’s informal sector expansion and the city’s reputation as
a land of opportunity (e.g., Foreign Policy, “Abuja, Nigeria’s Capital, Has No Plan for

Its Poor,” Sept 5, 2021). Relevant sources:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/374088677 Exploring the Economic_and S
ocial Impacts of Rural- Urban Migration of Youths in Abuja Nigeria and

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/05/abuja-nigeria-urban-planning-poverty/.

3 Okunoye, A. and coauthors, “Spatial dynamics and livelihood implications of
informal economic activities along the Keffi—Abuja Expressway,” African Journal of
Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences available from the journal:
https://aspjournals.org/ajahss/index.php/ajahss/article/download/165/173/205.

* Laurent Fourchard, “Lagos, Koolhaas and Partisan Politics in Nigeria,” International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 35, no. 1 (2011): 40—56 Online accesses
https://ideas.repec.org/a/bla/ijurrs/v35y2011i1p40-56.html and
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a0897bed915d3cfd00027a/61250-
URN_Theme A Urbanisation Report FINAL.pdf.

® Federal Capital Territory Administration / Abuja Master Plan documentation and
background on the choice of Abuja as a neutral Middle Belt site; see “Abuja Master
Plan” and historical summaries such as “Abuja was chosen for Nigeria's new capital in
1991” (FCT/archival summaries) and analyses of the master plan’s aims:
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By the early 2000s, however, the migration patterns had diversified
significantly. Economic liberalization, population pressures, and the
consolidation of Abuja’s reputation as a land of opportunity attracted
waves of private entrepreneurs, small-scale traders, construction workers,
and informal sector migrants.® The city’s rapid population growth, rising
from an estimated 378,000 in 1991 to over 3 million by 2022, was not
merely the product of natural increase but largely a function of continuous
inward migration.” It is worth noting that the terminal period of study
(2022) does not suggest that migration to Abuja ceased. However, rather,
the periodization (1991-2022) provides a 31-year timeframe that serves
as a contemporary cut-off point, enabling a long-term historical
evaluation of migration, urbanization, and the economic transformation
of the city.

This mass migration reshaped Abuja in ways that far exceeded the initial
plans of its designers. The Federal Capital Development Authority
(FCDA) had envisioned a modern city with carefully delineated zones for
administration, commerce, and residence. However, by the early 2000s,
the growth of informal settlements such as Nyanya, Karu, and Kubwa
highlighted the limitations of state planning amid relentless demographic
pressures.® Migrants, unable to afford the high housing costs in the
planned districts, carved out new spaces for themselves at the city's
peripheries. These peripheral settlements, though often derided as
“slums,” became vital nodes of Abuja’s economy, supplying cheap labor
to construction sites, domestic service, and transportation systems.’
Migration deeply shaped Abuja’s economic progress. Migrants formed
the workforce for construction, informal markets, and the service sector.
Migration also encouraged the flow of capital, ideas, and culture. For
example, Igbo traders in Wuse Market, Hausa transport operators in
Nyanya, and Yoruba artisans in Garki highlight how different groups
contributed to the economy.'® Abuja became a microcosm of Nigeria,

https://nairametrics.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/myth-Abuja_report.pdf and
general historical note on the capital move (Abuja, Wikipedia summary which cites
original sources).

6D. M. Abeku, C. Salihu, and M. A. Kure, “Housing Deficit, Urban Migration and
Slum Development in Abuja, Nigeria,” International Journal of Economic
Development Research and Investment 7, no. 1 (2016): 39-50

7 National Population Commission. Population and Housing Census of the Federal

Republic of Nigeria, 2006. Abuja: NPC, 2006.

8 Emmanuel Aduampong & Aceska. “The making of urban informal settlements:
critical junctures and path-dependency in Abuja, Nigeria”, Cities 147 (2024): 6.

® Studies of Abuja’s later waves of migration and the diversification of migrant
profiles: see “Urban Migration of Youths in Abuja, Nigeria” (ResearchGate, 2023) and
reporting/analysis about Abuja’s informal sector expansion and the city’s reputation as
a land of opportunity (e.g., Foreign Policy, “Abuja, Nigeria’s Capital, Has No Plan for
Its Poor,” Sept 5, 2021). Relevant sources:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/374088677 Exploring_the Economic and S
ocial Impacts of Rural- Urban Migration of Youths in Abuja Nigeria and
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/05/abuja-nigeria-urban-planning-poverty/.

10 Oxford Business Group, Nigeria 2019 Report — Keys to the City: Rapid Urbanisation
in One of the Continent’s Most Prosperous Cities, “Urbanisation Challenges” section. It
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where diverse economic contributions supported urban life. At the same
time, migration created deep inequalities. The political elite and
expatriates lived comfortably in Maitama and Asokoro. Most migrants,
however, had precarious lives in crowded neighborhoods with poor access
to water, health care, and education.!" Resources were unevenly
distributed. State demolitions of informal settlements added to the
struggles. Migration brought prosperity, but it also made people more
vulnerable.!?

From a historical perspective, Abuja’s experience during the period of
study illuminates broader themes in African urban history. Unlike Lagos
or Ibadan, which evolved organically from pre-colonial trade centers into
modern metropolises, Abuja was a planned city. Nevertheless, migration
ensured that the city quickly transcended the neat boundaries of its master
plan, acquiring the complex social and economic dynamics that
characterize African urbanism.!* Migration not only shaped who lived in
Abuja but also determined the city’s political economy, from land use to
informal markets and cultural production.

This study places Abuja in the broader literature on urban migration and
economic change. Researchers see cities as engines of growth, with
migration fueling innovation, labor, and markets. Nevertheless, they also
note that cities face challenges of poverty, inequality, and informality
during this growth. Abuja showcases these contradictions. Between 1991
and 2022, it became a place of both opportunity and exclusion, progress
and hardship. The objective of this paper is to critically analyze how
migration into Abuja shaped its economic progress over three decades. It
argues that while migration was indispensable in driving Abuja’s
transformation into a dynamic urban centre, it also exposed the fragility
of state planning, the persistence of inequality, and the resilience of
informal economies. By focusing on the period 1991-2022, the study
seeks to historicize the relationship between migration and urban growth,
demonstrating that Abuja’s trajectory reflects both the promise and the
pitfalls of African urban modernity.

The rapid urban migration has also produced new social and economic
challenges, including housing shortages, unemployment, and the rise of
informal settlements in the city’s peripheries, which this research seeks to
investigate. While migration accelerated urban economic progress, it
simultaneously deepened inequalities between elite residential zones and
migrant-dominated areas. Overall, urban migration emerges as both the
driving force and structural tension within Abuja’s economic history.
Historical Context of Urban Migration in Abuja

The decision to move Nigeria’s federal capital from Lagos to an inland
site was presented as an administrative matter. However, in practice, it set
in motion one of the most consequential episodes of planned urbanization

explains that informal settlements proliferated and infrastructure strain occurred, noting
that only some 20% of the FCT’s population lives in the city centre (para. 1).

11 Nairametrics, “Scarcity of affordable housing options in Abuja traps poor Nigerians
in slums,” 4 Nov 2024

12 African Centre for Cities (2024), Quick Guide 4: Informality in Nigerian Cities;4

13 African Centre for Cities (2024), Quick Guide 4: Informality in Nigerian Cities
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on the African continent. In 1976, the federal government enacted Decree
No. 6, creating the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) and vesting
responsibility for site selection, planning and development in the Federal
Capital Development Authority (FCDA).'* The new capital was intended
to relieve Lagos of excessive administrative burden, to be neutral in ethnic
symbolism, and to provide a spatial canvas for a modern, orderly capital
city. The FCDA’s records and subsequent planning literature make clear
that the move was framed as both pragmatic and nation-building: a
centrally located administrative heart for a federal polity.'>

From the outset, the Abuja project involved two kinds of movement:
institutions and people. International Planning Associates (IPA), a U.S.
consortium, prepared the initial master plan (submitted in 1979) that
envisaged phased development, functional zoning, wide boulevards and
green belts, a classic modernist master plan meant to accommodate
controlled growth and symbolic grandeur.!® That master plan assumed a
carefully staged population increase and provision of formal housing and
utilities; it did not, however, foresee the scale and speed of voluntary
rural-to-urban migration that would follow state relocation and broader
national trends.!”

The transformation of what had been a predominantly agrarian and
sparsely populated landscape required massive land transfers and,
inevitably, displacement. Estimates at the time of transfer placed
hundreds of villages and many thousands of residents inside the territory
later redesignated for the capital. Indigenous groups such as the Gbagyi
(Gwari) and smaller Bassa, Gade and Koro communities experienced
multiple waves of relocation. Contemporary journalism and oral histories
document contested compensation, truncated consultations and the social
dislocation that accompanied resettlement to places such as New Karshi
and Suleja.'® These displacements are central to the story of Abuja’s
growth because they created both a new urban labour pool and a persistent
cohort of claimants who would contest land, tenure and cultural
recognition for decades after the capital moved.

Construction of the new capital generated a distinctly migratory labour
market. During the 1980s and 1990s, artisans, masons, truck drivers, and
construction labourers arrived from across Nigeria to build government
complexes, roads and housing estates.!” By the time the seat of
government officially shifted in December 1991, the city had already
acquired the character of a magnet: ministries, embassies and corporations

14 The Myth of the Abuja Report, Nairametrics (2013), p. 3. Accessed online 16/07/2025

15 Federal Capital Territory Administration (FCTA), “Urban and Regional Planning —
FCT — Abuja,” n.d., section “Achievements”: “The Master Plan of Abuja by IPA
completed in 1979...”

6 Emmanuel Aduampong & Aceska, “The making of urban informal settlements:
critical junctures and path-dependency in Abuja, Nigeria,” Cities 147 (2024): 4-5.

17 Abuja Master Plan (1979): All You Should Know About It,” ExploreAbuja blog,
para. 1-2.

18 «“Mixed feelings as FCTA begins relocation of villages,” Daily Trust (2025). The
article describes resettlement of seven communities to Shere-Galuwyi and contested
relocation of villages:

19 «“Abuja, Nigeria’s latest ‘city of refuge’ gets overstretched,” BusinessDay NG, 2021.
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offered concentrated formal employment while the ripples of demand
opened space for traders, transport operators and informal service
providers.?® Unlike many African cities, whose urbanization was
incremental and trade-driven, Abuja’s early growth combined state-led
relocation with private entrepreneurial response, a combination that
shaped the profile of migrants who settled there.

Population figures tell the scale of that transformation. Official records
and independent population series show rapid increases: the FCT’s
population in the early 1990s numbered in the low hundreds of thousands;
by the 2006 national census, the territory’s population exceeded
approximately 1.4 million; later estimates and urban projections place the
FCT (and greater Abuja urban agglomeration) in the multi-millions by the
early 2020s.2! These changes reflect sustained inward migration rather
than natural increase alone, as people were relocating for work, education,
security, and to take advantage of the city’s services and transport links.
The sheer speed of that demographic shift put immediate pressure on land,
services and planning enforcement.??

The master plan’s carefully drawn zones, administrative core, residential
districts, satellite towns and green belts met a stubborn reality: demand
for affordable housing outstripped the supply created by formal schemes.
Satellite towns such as Kubwa, Nyanya, Gwagwalada, Lugbe and Kuje
grew rapidly as cheaper land, informal rentals and shorter entry costs
attracted low- and middle-income migrants.®> Informal settlement
formation became a persistent feature of the peri-urban landscape; what
planners labelled “encroachments” were experienced by migrants as the
only viable route to proximity to employment and markets. NGO and
academic fieldwork since the 2000s has repeatedly documented service
deficits in these settlements, including irregular water supply, poor
sanitation, precarious tenure, and limited access to formal credit, all of
which are outcomes tied directly to the scale and composition of
migration.**

Equally significant is the shift in the composition of migrants over time.
The earliest cohorts were often tied to state civil servants and contractors
involved in the relocation of ministries. From the late 1990s and into the
2000s, migration streams diversified: private-sector employees, real
estate developers, entrepreneurs, students, and informal traders arrived in
large numbers.?® Regional security crises (including internal displacement

20IMPACT OF URBANIZATION ON LAND USE IN FCT, ABUJA, NIGERIA,”
Journal of Biodiversity and Environmental Research (2023) introductory paragraphs,
accessed online dated 06/27/2025

21 “Rapid urbanisation in Abuja, Nigeria, drives infrastructure and real estate
investment,” Oxford Business Group — Nigeria 2019 Report; 1-2

22 “Change Detection Study of Abuja Municipal Area Council Abuja, FCT Nigeria
between 2002 and 2023,” International Journal of Research and Innovation in Social
Science (2024); 3-4

23 “Change Detection Study of Abuja Municipal Area Council Abuja... 3-4
24 Emmanuel Aduampong & Aceska, Cities 147 (2024): 6.
25 D. M. Abeku, C. Salihu & M. A. Kure, “Housing Deficit, Urban Migration and Slum

Development in Abuja, Nigeria,” International Journal of Economic Development
Research and Investment 7, no. 1 (2016): 39-50

32
Babcock University Journal of History and International Studies (BUJOHIS) 2026,Vol. 8 (1) DOI: 10.61955/YHVZSK



https://doi.org/10.61955/YHVZSK

BOldscholar

BUJOHIS: Babcock Journal of History and International Studies, 8 (1), June. 2026

from conflict-affected areas) and rural economic distress also fed later
flows, adding socio-economic complexity to the migrant population.?
International migration, diplomats, expatriate professionals and foreign
investors augmented this internal movement. It helped to create the dual
image of Abuja as both a polished capital and a city of unregulated
peripheries.?’

These demographic dynamics produced a bifurcated urban economy. On
the one hand, government and formal services generated high-value
employment, a booming real estate market in certain districts, and
infrastructure investments that signalled development. On the other hand,
the informal economy expanded dramatically as petty trading, motorbike
transport, construction day labour, domestic service, and informal
markets became the mainstay for large numbers of migrants.?® Scholars
and policy reports underline this duality: migration was indispensable to
building Abuja’s visible modern infrastructure, but it also entrenched
informality, tenure insecurity and service gaps that planning instruments
had failed to absorb.?

The clash between planning ideals and urban reality in Abuja is not simply
a technical failing; it is political. Enforcement of zoning and land-use
regulations proved uneven, administrative capacities were strained, and
waves of demolition and resettlement created cycles of displacement that
further redistributed population into lower-cost peripheries.*® Attempts at
urban renewal have sometimes resolved one problem only to create
another. For example, demolition of informal settlements reduces visible
congestion but displaces residents to neighbouring states, altering
regional migration and labour patterns.>' Such outcomes underscore how
migration in Abuja is an intergovernmental and regional phenomenon, not
merely a municipal challenge.

Finally, the historical context of migration to Abuja illuminates a wider
lesson about planned capitals in the Global South: physical master plans
can shape the urban form, but they cannot, by themselves, control a
national system of mobility driven by uneven economic opportunity,
security pressures, and social networks. Abuja evolved into a national
magnet because it combined centrality, political significance, investment

26 Samson Olayemi Sennuga et al., “Exploring The Economic and Social Impacts of
Rural-Urban Migration of Youths in Abuja, Nigeria,” Global Research in Environment
and Sustainability 1, no. 7 (2023):22

27 Samson Olayemi Sennuga et al., “Exploring The Economic and Social...:22

28 Ismail N. A., Adu-Ampong, E. A. & Aceska, A., “The making of urban informal
settlements: Critical junctures and path dependence in governing Abuja, Nigeria,”
Cities 147 (2024): 5-6

29 Chibuike Florence E., Sennuga S. Olayemi, Bako Hauwa & Wilberforce Albert
Glory, “Exploring the effect of rural-urban migration among youths in Abuja
Municipal Area Council (AMAC), FCT, Abuja,” International Journal of Horticulture
and Food Science 4, no. 1 (2022): 82-86

30 “The Fringe Cities: Abuja’s Informal Settlements and the Urban Security Crisis,” by
Arc Baba Isimi FNIA, Nigerian Institute of Architects (2024).

31 “Climate Migrants: The Rural Farmers Chased Into Abuja by Droughts,” HumAngle
(2024);15 accessed online 18/06/2025
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flows and perceived relative safety.?? The result is a city whose economic
progress is inseparable from migration. This progress has produced
visible infrastructure and markets even as it has reproduced profound
spatial inequality, tenure disputes, and fragmented service delivery.
Understanding those historical roots is necessary before we can properly
assess how migration shaped economic outcomes in Abuja between 1991
and 2022.

Socio-Economic Impacts of Migration on Abuja’s Development
Urban migration has profoundly shaped Abuja's socio-economic
structure, transforming the city from a relatively modest planned capital
into one of Africa’s fastest-growing urban centers. Migration has been
both a driver of development and a source of socio-economic tensions,
creating a paradox of opportunities and challenges that continues to define
Abuja’s urban experience. The dynamics of this process can best be
understood by situating it within the city’s dual character: Abuja as both
a federal capital and a magnet for rural-urban migrants seeking survival.*
The economic expansion of Abuja has been inseparable from the massive
influx of people since the 1980s. Migrants provided the labor force needed
to sustain the city’s rapid infrastructural growth, commercial activities,
and service industries. Construction, which has been at the heart of
Abuja’s physical transformation, has relied heavily on migrant workers,
many of them from northern and central Nigeria. The boom in real estate,
road networks, and public facilities owes much to the contributions of low
and semi-skilled migrants who, despite working under precarious
conditions, have powered Abuja’s developmental projects. This aligns
with observations by Sennuga et al, who note that migration fuels urban
economies by supplying essential human capital at lower costs.>*

At the same time, migration has generated a vibrant informal economy,
which remains one of Abuja’s defining socio-economic features. Informal
traders, artisans, commercial motorcyclists, and street vendors, most of
them migrants, filled up critical gaps in the service delivery and
employment creation. The inability of the formal economy to absorb the
growing population has pushed migrants into informal livelihoods,
making Abuja’s markets, roadside stalls, and unregulated transport

32 In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the Federal Capital Territory (FCT),
Abuja, Nigeria,” Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning 2, no. 2 (2017): 67-
71;67accessed online18/06/2025

3 D. M. Abeku, C. Salihu & M. A. Kure, “Housing Deficit, Urban Migration and Slum
Development in Abuja, Nigeria,” International Journal of Economic Development
Research and Investment 7, no. 1 (2016): 39-50 3 “Climate Migrants: The Rural
Farmers Chased Into Abuja by Droughts,” HumAngle (2024);15 accessed online
18/06/2025

3 In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the Federal Capital Territory (FCT),
Abuja, Nigeria,” Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning 2, no. 2 (2017): 67-
71;67accessed online18/06/2025

33 D. M. Abeku, C. Salihu & M. A. Kure, “Housing Deficit, Urban Migration and Slum
Development in Abuja, Nigeria,” International Journal of Economic

34 Samson Olayemi Sennuga et al., “Exploring The Economic and Social Impacts of
Rural-Urban Migration of Youths in Abuja, Nigeria,” Global Research in Environment
and Sustainability 1, no. 7 (2023) ;25 accessed online on 18/06/2025
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systems indispensable to daily life.>> Scholars like Adepoju have
emphasized that this “urban informalization” is not simply a by-product
of underdevelopment but a dynamic system that sustains households and
urban survival in African cities. In Abuja, this has meant that migration
contributes not only to economic diversification but also to the resilience
of poorer residents who would otherwise face exclusion.®

However, the socio-economic impacts of migration cannot be assessed
solely in positive terms. Migration has also intensified inequalities within
Abuja, creating a stark contrast between the affluent districts such as
Maitama, Asokoro, and Garki, and the sprawling informal settlements like
Karu, Nyanya, and Gwagwalada.’’” While elite migrants, including
politicians, expatriates, and high-ranking civil servants, enjoy access to
planned housing, quality education, and healthcare, the majority of low-
income migrants are relegated to peripheral settlements with inadequate
infrastructure. The result is what Agboola describes as the “dual city
phenomenon,” where development coexists with deprivation, reflecting
broader patterns of uneven urbanization in Nigeria.>®

Another dimension of socio-economic impact lies in the rising demand
for land and housing. Migration has driven up property prices and rents
in Abuja, making decent accommodation unaffordable for the majority.
Findings revealed that the cost of land in Abuja has escalated far beyond
the reach of low- and middle-income earners, pushing many migrants into
unplanned and unauthorized settlements.*® This trend has fueled recurrent
demolitions by the Federal Capital Development Authority (FCDA),
which sees informal housing as a violation of Abuja’s master plan. For
migrants, however, these informal spaces are not just shelters but socio-
economic ecosystems that allow them to survive in a city otherwise
dominated by elite-driven planning. Thus, migration has exposed the
contradictions between the city’s formal vision and the realities of urban
survival.*’

The impact of migration on social services further underscores Abuja’s
developmental dilemma. The influx of people has overstretched health
facilities, schools, and utilities, creating a demand far beyond what
planners envisioned when Abuja was established in the late 1970s. Public

35 Ismail N. A., Aceska, A. & Adu-Ampong, E.A., “We Closed Down Mpape on the
Judgement Day”: Resistance and Place-Making in Urban Informal Settlements in
Abuja, Nigeria,” Urban Forum 35 (2024): 179-195 accessed online 19/06/2025

36 Adepoju, Aderanti. Patterns of Migration in West Africa. Oxford: African Books
Collective, 2004;25

37 “Painful struggles of working-class and the poor’s housing headache in capital city,”
Punch Newspapers, article accessed April 2025

38 Agbola, Tunde, and Elijah Agunbiade. “Urbanization, Slum Development and
Security of Tenure: The Challenges of Meeting Millennium Development Goal 7 in
Metropolitan Lagos, Nigeria.” In Urban Population, Development and Environment
Dynamics in Developing Countries, edited by C. Martine et al.,Paris: CICRED, 2007.

39 QOral interview with John Bello 52 years,Ccivil Servant interviewed at Federal
Secretariat, Abuja, 14/10/2025

40 Oral interview with Mallam Baba Danjuma 48 years,, Civil Servant, interviewed at
Federal Secretariat, Abuja, 14/10/2025
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hospitals and primary schools, particularly in satellite towns, struggle
with overcrowding, while access to clean water, electricity, and sanitation
remains uneven.*! These deficiencies highlight that, while migration is
essential for growth, it has outpaced state institutions' capacity to provide
equitable services. In this sense, the socio-economic impacts of migration
extend into the sphere of governance, revealing gaps in policy and
planning that have left many migrants vulnerable.*?

Migration has also contributed to Abuja’s cultural and social diversity,
enriching the city’s character while simultaneously straining its cohesion.
Migrants from across Nigeria bring with them languages, cuisines, and
traditions, transforming Abuja into a microcosm of the nation’s pluralism.
This cultural integration has facilitated inter-ethnic relations in
commerce, education, and religious practices. Yet, it has also heightened
competition over scarce resources, contributing to periodic tensions. As
Rufai argues, migration often amplifies both cooperation and conflict,
depending on how socio-economic opportunities are distributed.*’ In
Abuja, the uneven distribution of wealth and services tends to exacerbate
feelings of exclusion among marginalized groups.

Economically, the growth of Abuja’s service sector, including hospitality,
finance, transportation, and retail, has been accelerated by migration.
Migrants have not only filled labor gaps but also expanded consumer
markets, creating demand for goods and services. The proliferation of
small businesses, from food outlets to transport services, reflects the
entrepreneurial spirit of migrants who adapt to the city’s opportunities.
Nonetheless, this entrepreneurial vibrancy is tempered by the challenges
of insecurity and urban crime. Rising unemployment among migrant
youths has been linked to petty crime, drug abuse, and urban violence,
particularly in informal settlements where state presence is weak.**
Migration, therefore, has a dual impact: it invigorates the economy but
also exposes the vulnerabilities of urban governance in addressing crime
and social instability.

The role of migration in shaping Abuja’s labor market is particularly
significant. Migrants dominate the ranks of artisans, domestic workers,
drivers, and security personnel, providing indispensable services to the
city’s middle and upper classes. At the same time, professional migrants,
including doctors, engineers, and academics, have contributed to
knowledge industries, higher education, and specialized services. Abuja
thus benefits from both ends of the migration spectrum: low-skilled labor
that drives everyday survival and high-skilled professionals who enhance
institutional capacities. Yet, the lack of adequate policies to integrate low-
income migrants into sustainable livelihoods remains a glaring challenge.

41 Samson Olayemi Sennuga et al., Global Research in Environment and Sustainability,
op. cit

42 In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the Federal Capital Territory (FCT),
Abuja, Nigeria,” Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning 2, no. 2 (2017): 67-71
accessed online 14/10/2025

3 Mistura Rufai et al., “Migration, Labor Mobility and Household Poverty in Nigeria,”
op. cit.

4 In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the Federal...accessed online
14/10/2025
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Importantly, migration has contributed to Abuja's youthful demographic.
Many migrants are young people seeking opportunities, which has
energized the city with a dynamic labor force. This youth bulge, however,
also poses risks if not productively absorbed into the economy. The
mismatch between youthful energy and limited job opportunities
exacerbates frustration, often manifesting in urban restiveness.

Urban Development Policies and Challenges in Abuja (1991-2022)
Abuja was conceived as an antidote to Lagos's over-congestion, a
purpose-built capital intended to embody modernity, neutrality, and
national coherence. The 1979 Abuja Master Plan, crafted by International
Planning Associates, envisioned a zoned, well-serviced city built on
principles of controlled density and spatial harmony.* Yet, by 1991,
when the capital was officially moved, demographic realities began to
expose the limits of this grand vision. Almost immediately, migration
accelerated beyond projections. By the late 1990s and early 2000s,
satellite towns such as Nyanya, Karu, Lugbe, Jikwoyi, and Mpape had
emerged as urgent housing destinations for low-income migrants priced
out of official estates. A 2003 ministerial survey revealed widespread
deviations: 84 former green areas had been converted into residential
zones; 30 former neighbourhood parks became corner shops; 70 plots
encroached on sewer lines; 166 encroached on water pipelines; and 216
encroached on highway corridors. Educational land parcels were
converted, and even the Minister’s Quarters in Maitama weren’t in the
original plan. This distortion of land use intensified pressure on
infrastructure and services.*

Demolition campaigns between 2003 and 2008 further exposed the fault
lines in policy enforcement. Over 800,000 residents — many living in
Mpape, Dantata, Old Karimo, Jabi/Kado, Chika, Idu Karimo, Kubwa, and
Dei-Dei were evicted without adequate compensation or alternative
accommodation. These forced evictions highlighted the impossibility of
enforcing a rigid master plan in a rapidly growing city, and many of those
displaced settled in even more precarious locations.*’ The institutional
framework responsible for safeguarding the city’s design has also
faltered. A study reviewing institutional performance found that
Development Control, which is critical to aligning urban growth to policy,
was severely ineffective due to political interference, administrative
weakness, and conflicting mandates. Illegal developments flourished in
Wuse I and Garki I, among other areas, illustrating the breakdown of
enforcement.*®

Further compounding planning challenges was the misapplication of
technology. In 2023, the Nigerian Institute of Town Planners (NITP)
criticized the misuse of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in the
FCT, not as a tool to assist planning but as a mechanism that enabled

% In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the Federal ...accessed online
14/10/2025

%6 In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the Federal ...accessed online
14/10/2025

47 Oral interview with Bala Musa, 47 years, Abuja resident, interviewed at Mpape
Junction on 22/06/2025

8 Oral interview with Bala Musa, 47 years, Abuja resident...22/06/2025
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distortions of the master plan.*” Once designed for a population of about
3.5 million, Abuja has ballooned to over six million inhabitants in its
metropolitan areas, far outstripping original capacity estimates. This
exponential growth has rendered many of the master plan's foundational
assumptions obsolete.>

The resulting infrastructure gap is glaring. Roads built to accommodate
modest traffic loads are now gridlocked daily. Areas like Nyanya and
Jikwoyi experience peak-hour congestion stretching several kilometers.
The city’s emergency traffic radio station (107.1 FM), inaugurated in
2021, underscores just how deeply embedded congestion has become
(though its presence sometimes feels symbolic rather than
transformational).’! Satellite towns also face recurring insecurity. The
Abuja—Kaduna Expressway, a vital link between the capital and northern
regions, has long been plagued by armed robbery and kidnappings. Even
after military and police interventions, incidents of abductions continue.
The highway remains a risky stretch, with commuters and motorcyclists,
many of them serving satellite towns, caught in its cross-hairs.’? Within
the city and satellite towns, especially Nyanya and Karu, criminal activity
is elevated. Night-time robberies on clogged commuter routes have
become commonplace. Residents frequently report theft during traffic
jams, when petty thieves wait for congestion to build. While severe in
many cases, these crimes disproportionately affect those in informal
settlements with little law enforcement presence.>

The housing burden in Abuja remains staggering. Inflation and the rising
cost of living compound the difficulties faced by the poor. Nigeria
recorded a 32.7% inflation rate in September 2024, with housing costs as
the second-largest contributor behind food. Many families in slums
endure deplorable living conditions, broken roads, limited water access,
and frequent illness. In Kabusa, for example, one tenant pays }250,000
annually for a substandard one-bedroom flat with a dysfunctional water
supply, forcing community members to carry gallons from distant
boreholes.>*

Urban expansion has not been inclusive because the master plan's estates,
such as Maitama, Asokoro, and Wuse, have remained enclaves of the
privileged few, while the urban poor are pushed to the peripheries,
characterized by overcrowding, inadequate healthcare, and poor roads.
Over 70% of Abuja’s workforce lives in satellite towns, cut off physically
and economically from central amenities.’® In light of these mounting
challenges, calls for a new planning framework are growing. In 2025,

4 Oral interview with Anzaku Fimba, 40 years, Abuja resident, interviewed at Mpape
Junction on 22/06/2025

0 Oral interview with Anzaku Fimba, 40 years... 22/06/2025

51 Oral interview with Anzaku Fimba, 40 years... 22/06/2025

52 Oral interview with Anzaku Fimba, 40 years... 22/06/2025

>3 Isimi B.; “The Fringe Cities: Abuja’s Informal Settlements and the Urban Security
Crisis,” Nigerian Institute of Architects (NIA) blog article, 22 January 2024.

54 Oral interview with Udodi Ralph 42 years, Commercial cyclists, interviewed at
Kabursa Village 18/09/2025

%5 Samson Olayemi Sennuga et al., “Exploring The Economic and Social Impacts of
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stakeholders, including urban scholars and development experts,
cautioned that the 1979 master plan is increasingly irrelevant. They
advocated for a “Strategic Urban Development Plan” grounded in
participatory communication, citizen involvement, and adaptability to
current realities.>®

The evidence is clear: Abuja’s initial policy vision has been outpaced by
demographic dynamics and governance failings. The institutions tasked
with safeguarding the city’s design have struggled under the weight of
rapid migration, political instability, and resource constraints. The city’s
satellite towns, magnets for the underserved, bear most of the brunt.
Roads clog, homes languish without running water, crime proliferates,
and evictions continue without alternatives.>’

Abuja’s story is not unique to Nigeria, as it mirrors broader African urban
trajectories in which planning ideals collide with urban pressures. The
lesson is urgent: rigid master plans fail when detached from evolving
urban conditions. What Abuja needs now is not nostalgia for a lost
blueprint, but a responsive, inclusive, and participatory vision that
recognizes the scale and complexity of its growth.>®

Policy Response, Governance and Planning: Lessons from Abuja
Urban Migration

The rapid urban migration into Abuja has necessitated a series of policy
responses to manage population pressures, ensure effective urban
governance, and address socio-economic challenges. Since the 1990s,
successive administrations have oscillated between regulatory
enforcement, developmental planning, and public-private collaborations,
reflecting both the complexities of a fast-growing city and the limitations
of institutional capacity.>

One of the most visible policy responses has been the enforcement of the
Abuja Master Plan, initially drafted by the International Planning
Associates in 1979. While the plan laid out zoning regulations, green
areas, and population density guidelines, its practical application has been
uneven. The Federal Capital Development Authority (FCDA) has
consistently sought to regulate urban growth through the demolition of
unauthorized structures, particularly in satellite towns such as Nyanya,
Karu, and Lugbe.®® These interventions are often reported in national
media outlets like The Punch and Daily Trust, highlighting the persistent
tension between formal planning and migrant realities. The enforcement

6 Abuh P. O. & Oyatayo K. T., “In-Migration and Type of Accommodation in the
Federal Capital Territory (FCT), Abuja, Nigeria,” Landscape Architecture and
Regional Planning vol. 2 no. 2 (2017): 67-71

57 Adebukola O. Dagunduro & Joseph Jiboku, “Social Policy Gaps and the Welfare
Burden of Informal Sector Workers in Nigeria,” Pan-African Journal of Education and
Social Sciences vol. 6 no. 2 (2025): 1-12.

%8 Olurinola I. O., Fadayomi T. O., Amoo E. O. & Ola-David O., “Internal Migration
and Welfare of Street Traders in the Urban Informal Economy of Nigeria,” (2014)
IBIMA Publishing.;10-12

%9 Oral Interview with Jibrin Ibrahim, 62 years, Abuja Urban Planning Expert, July 10,
2025 at FCDA.

80 The Punch, “FCDA Demolishes Illegal Structures in Satellite Towns,” April 12,2023,
https://punchng.com/fcda-demolishes-illegal-structures-in-satellite-towns/.
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measures, while intended to maintain order, have frequently led to social
discontent among low-income migrant populations who rely on these
settlements for survival.®!

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) have emerged as a significant
mechanism in the urban development strategy. From 2010 onward, the
government encouraged private developers to provide housing,
infrastructure, and commercial spaces. Luxury estates in Maitama,
Asokoro, and Wuse, developed through these partnerships, illustrate both
the opportunities and contradictions of this approach.®> While they
address housing shortages for high-income residents and contribute to
economic activity, they also exacerbate socio-spatial inequality by
leaving low-income migrants in informal settlements without access to
affordable housing. Nigerian real estate reports, such as those published
by BusinessDay and Nigerian Tribune, confirm the proliferation of such
estates as a visible marker of Abuja’s socio-economic duality.®
Transportation and traffic management policies have also been central to
governance responses. Migration-induced population growth has
intensified traffic congestion, particularly along the Abuja-Kaduna
highway corridor and in commuter-heavy satellite towns. Government
initiatives, such as the introduction of the Abuja Bus Rapid Transit (BRT)
system and road expansion projects, have attempted to mitigate
congestion. However, the persistence of gridlock, especially during the
morning and evening peak hours in Nyanya and Karu, underscores the
gap between policy intentions and infrastructure capacity.®* Reports by
The Guardian Nigeria (2021) document that daily commuters spend an
average of two to three hours in traffic, illustrating the scale of urban
mobility challenges.®

Security policy responses have become increasingly prominent in light of
migration-driven vulnerabilities. Informal settlements and peri-urban
areas have experienced spikes in crime, including armed robbery and
kidnapping, which are often linked to unemployment among migrant
youth. For example, a 2020 report in Vanguard highlighted armed
robberies targeting commuters along the Nyanya-Karu axis, reflecting
how rapid population growth, limited policing, and inadequate urban
planning can intersect to produce insecurity.®® In response, the Abuja

51 Daily Trust, “Residents Protest Demolition in Nyanya and Lugbe,” May 5, 2022,
https://dailytrust.com/residents-protest-demolition-nyanya-lugbe/.

62 BusinessDay, “Private Developers Dominate Abuja Housing Market,” July 2021,
https://businessday.ng/real-estate/article/private-developers-dominate-abuja-housing-
market/.

®3 Nigerian Tribune, “Luxury Estates in Abuja Highlight Socio-Economic Divide,”
October 2022, https://tribuneonlineng.com/luxury-estates-in-abuja-highlight-socio-
economic-divide/.

54 Oral Interview with James Oche, 30 years, Abuja Commuter, interviewed at Nyanya
motor park, 18/07/2025.

® The Guardian Nigeria, “Abuja Traffic Gridlocks Peak,” November 2021,
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Environmental Protection Board (AEPB) and local policing units have
intensified patrols and community engagement programs, although
systemic weaknesses in law enforcement continue to pose challenges.®’
Urban governance lessons from Abuja’s experience emphasize the
importance of flexible planning that accounts for migration dynamics.
The city’s strict adherence to zoning and formal master plans has often
clashed with the reality of migrant settlements. Scholars such as
Mabogunje (1992) and Adepoju (2004) argue that urban centers in West
Africa invariably attract diverse populations whose livelihoods and
spatial practices cannot be entirely constrained by rigid planning
frameworks.®® Abuja’s experience demonstrates that planning must
integrate social realities, including informal housing, labor mobility, and
migrants' economic activities, to ensure both compliance and inclusivity.
The role of participatory governance has also become evident. Policies
that involve community input in infrastructure development, land
allocation, and security have been more effective at mitigating tensions.
For instance, local councils in Gwagwalada and Lugbe have initiated
dialogue forums to address settlement grievances, prevent evictions
without compensation, and improve access to utilities.® Such initiatives,
documented in municipal reports and local media, provide a blueprint for
reconciling top-down urban planning with grassroots realities.
Environmental management policies further illustrate the lessons of urban
migration. Unregulated settlements have contributed to waste
accumulation, erosion, and flooding, particularly during the rainy season.
The AEPB’s programs in sanitation, tree planting, and flood mitigation
underscore the need to integrate environmental considerations into
migration-aware urban planning.”’ This approach ensures that rapid
population growth does not translate into unsustainable environmental
degradation, a lesson reinforced by Okonkwo (2013) in studies of
informal settlements.

In economic terms, migration-driven urbanization has necessitated
policies to foster entrepreneurship and labor integration. Programs
supporting small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in informal sectors,
such as roadside vending, artisan services, and transport services, have
provided migrants with pathways to sustainable livelihoods. While
regulatory frameworks exist to formalize these activities, effective
enforcement remains uneven.’! Nevertheless, such interventions highlight
the importance of economic policy as a complement to spatial planning
in managing migration impacts.

Ultimately, Abuja’s experience offers several key lessons in planning and
governance. First, rigid master plans must be complemented by adaptive

57 Oral Interview Terzungwe Terwange 34 years, , Abuja Environmental Protection
Board Officer, 18/07/2025
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strategies that recognize informal settlements as integral to the urban
economy. Second, security planning must account for migration-related
vulnerabilities and link security planning to social and economic
inclusion. Third, public-private partnerships should balance investment
incentives with equitable access to housing and services. Finally,
participatory governance and community engagement are indispensable
for policy legitimacy and effectiveness, ensuring that migration is
managed as a developmental asset rather than a source of social tension.”?
Recommendations

Flowing from the foregoing analysis, the study recommends the following
measures to ensure that Abuja’s urban growth aligns with the aspirations
of inclusive development and sustainable planning.

1. Formulate a Comprehensive Urban Migration Policy for the FCT

The Federal Government should adopt a pragmatic migration policy that
acknowledges the inevitability of population inflow into Abuja. Such a
policy must incorporate population forecasting, inclusive housing, and
informal-sector integration within the 1979 Master Plan's existing
framework. Rather than resisting demographic realities, planning should
adapt to them.

2. Integrate Informal Settlements into the Planning Framework

The continued growth of informal settlements such as Nyanya, Karu,
Lugbe, and Kubwa demands a shift from the culture of demolition to the
philosophy of upgrading. The government should provide essential
infrastructure, such as roads, electricity, sanitation, and potable water,
through participatory approaches that grant residents secure tenure and
ownership confidence.

3. Diversify the Economic Base Beyond Construction and Civil Service
Employment

Abuja’s economy remains largely dependent on construction and public
administration. There is a need to broaden the base by promoting
manufacturing, technology, and service-oriented enterprises. Incentives
for small and medium enterprises, particularly those driven by youths and
migrants, will stimulate innovation and productivity.

4. Adopt Affordable Housing and Equitable Land-Use Policies

The high cost of land and rent within the Federal Capital Territory
excludes the very workers who sustain its economy. To address this, the
government should create cooperative housing models, strengthen
public—private partnerships in low-cost housing, and reform land
allocation procedures to ensure fairness and transparency.

5. Enhance Transportation and Satellite Connectivity

The city’s population has grown faster than its transport infrastructure.
The government should improve mass transit networks linking the city
centre with satellite towns. Integrated bus and rail systems, along with
improved road corridors, would reduce congestion, improve mobility, and
attract investment to peri-urban areas.

6. Strengthen Social Infrastructure in Peri-Urban Communities

72 Oral Interview with anonymous, female, 32 years, Abuja Urban Planning Scholar,
15/09/2025.
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Rapid migration has imposed pressure on education, healthcare, and water
supply in Abuja’s outskirts. Policy should prioritize social infrastructure
in these zones, with targeted investments in schools, hospitals, and
vocational centres to improve residents' quality of life.

7. Institutional and Governance Reforms

The overlapping responsibilities of FCDA, Development Control, and
Area Councils have often led to administrative inefficiencies. There is an
urgent need for coordination among these agencies and for establishing a
reliable urban information system using GIS technology to monitor
population trends and land use.

8. Address Security and Youth Unemployment Challenges

Rising urban crime and insecurity have become major offshoots of
unemployment and exclusion. Youth empowerment through vocational
training, micro-credit support, and community policing would reduce
vulnerability and promote social stability.

9. Establish a Federal Capital Migration and Urban Research Observatory
The FCDA, in collaboration with universities and research institutions,
should establish a permanent observatory dedicated to urban migration
studies. This body would generate data for planning, monitor settlement
patterns, and serve as a think-tank for long-term development strategies.
10. Encourage Academic—Policy Collaboration

Abuja’s developmental experience should become a research model for
African cities facing similar challenges. Periodic conferences, policy
workshops, and publications between government agencies and
universities, such as the University of Abuja, will strengthen evidence-
based planning and informed decision-making.

Conclusion

Migration has been both the lifeblood and the burden of Abuja’s urban
evolution. From its inception as a planned capital in the 1980s to its
emergence as Nigeria’s administrative and economic hub, the city has
attracted populations seeking opportunity, stability, and modern living.
However, the pressures of unregulated influx, inadequate infrastructure,
and weak policy coordination continue to threaten its sustainability.

For Abuja to fulfill its intended role as a symbol of national unity and
modern governance, its future must be guided by inclusivity, adaptability,
and historical awareness. The challenge is not to halt migration but to
harness it, transforming demographic mobility into a resource for growth,
rather than a cause of disorder. Effective urban governance, responsive
planning, and participatory policy-making remain the keys to achieving
this vision.
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