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Abstract 
This paper examined the menace of smuggling on the Nigerian economy in the 

21st century. This development has now become a threat to the Nigerian state and 

the economy, thus, a called on the Nigeria Custom Service and other relevant 

security agencies to step up intelligence and surveillance against smugglers. In this 

direction, this paper examined strategies to curb smuggling in Nigeria in the 21st 

Century. The last aspect of the paper consisted of conclusion and 

recommendations to ensure a tight control on smugglers to deter others to engage 

in smuggling. This paper adopted the descriptive methodology; it drew upon 

primary and secondary sources, primary sources include oral information and 

testimonies. Newspapers and magazine reports were also used in conjunction 

with official records in government publications. Secondary sources include 

relevant books. The researcher also made use of direct observation method. All the 

information gathered were subjected to historical evaluation.   
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1.1. Introduction 

Smuggling is the act of importing or exporting goods illegally without paying custom 

duty. Smuggling is a vice to convey goods secretly across borders by land, sea and air. The 

act of smuggling can be operated through a smuggler, a vessel, a camel, a horse, a donkey, 

air transport and railway. Smuggling is a vice abhorred by decent societies and nations. 

Thus, societies, cultures and nations do not expect their members to participate in 

smuggling. Smugglers are dubious Nigerians business merchants who like to engage in 

contraband goods that are banned, forbidden and prohibited by the government as 

unlawful and illicit items. These are illegal goods that are proscribed by government as 
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evil, but they are secretly imported or exported by dubious business men through the black 

market and porous borders across Nigeria in the North, East and West of the country. 

Some of these illicit wares, merchandise and belonging are secretly put into bags as 

disguise commodities and possessions to trick custom officials. 

 

Since independence, the Nigeria Customs Service (NCS) has declared that one of the major 

challenges killing indigenous factories in Nigeria is smuggling. In the recent history of 

Nigeria, the National Council of Licensed Custom Agents according to Nyam (2017) aptly 

pointed out that 70 percent of indigenous industries were no longer functional because of 

the activities of smuggling. 

 

Controller-General of Custom Nigeria, Hameed Ali (2017) explains that some border 

communities attacked officials of Nigeria Custom Service (NCS) for intercepting 

smugglers. Ali lamented that Nigerians in border communities do not see smuggling as 

economic crime against the interest of the nation. The border communities in the North, 

West and East see smuggling as a right to make ill gotten money. Although smuggling is 

evil to mankind and the nation, Ignorant Nigerians see it as a lucrative and well paid 

business. Today, many border communities have agents who assist smuggling as informer, 

intermediary, middle men and spies. They secretly spy custom officers for smugglers as 

they are secret service men who monitor the trade route of smugglers day and night to 

give them the latest update of Nigeria custom check points; such spies are in the pay rolls 

of the wealthy smugglers. 

 

According to Ali (2017) “Nigerians don’t see smuggling as an economic crime, rather the 

border communities see it as a right.” But the government, the Nigeria Custom Service and 

patriotic Nigerians see smuggling as atrocity, corruption, illegality, law-breaking, 

misdeed, transgression, sin and wrong-doing against the Nigerian State. At is the collective 

responsibility of every patriotic Nigerian in the 21st century to rise up to the challenge to 

fight the vice, offence and outrage of this economic misconduct and sabotage that is 

gradually cropping, disrupting, incapacitating and wrecking the indigenous enfant 

industries in Nigeria; especially now that Nigeria has slide into economic depression 

because the price of crude oil in the world market has fallen. If smuggling continues in 

Nigeria unabated by the Nigeria Custom Service (NCS) it will disrupt and undermine the 

creative effort of the home industries as they would be unable to market their products 

and this may result to unemployment in the country as many of the Local factories would 

close-shops. If the Nigerian Custom Service (NCS) is allowed to play its role judiciously it 

will protect our home industries to grow from strength to strength and it would also enable 

importers and exporter to pay their duties. It would also enable the custom to generate 
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revenue for the state. For example, in 2016 the customs generated N720 billion for Nigerian 

(Ali, 2017). 

 

This paper also tries to examine how associated killer weapons are also imported into 

Nigeria by smugglers who have put the nation on gun powder. This has made Nigeria to 

be a nation shuddered by crime and criminals. For example, the re-current seizure of arms 

and ammunition by custom officials (2017) in the recent history of Nigeria appears to have 

heightened the sense of insecurity in the country. Deceptively, some of the arms imported 

illegally by smugglers are packaged on lethal items, were they are concealed and declared 

as goods. The ploy was meant to cause confusion and aid clearing of the prohibited goods. 

The main thrust of this research paper which is to be evaluated and analyzed so that the 

Nigerian Government and custom officials will gain additional knowledge on how to 

intercept smugglers at our land borders, sea and air ports.  

 

1.2. The Negative Effects of Smuggling on the Nigerian State and Economy in the 

21st Century 

If smuggling is not checked properly by the Government and Nigeria Custom Service 

(NCS), the menace and scourge would result in frustrating and destroying our factories 

and this would result to unemployment in the country. Especially, now that Nigeria has 

slide into economic recession as crude oil price has fallen in world market. The Nigerian 

economy that depends on crude oil for sustenance cannot pay workers salary, because of 

over dependence on crude oil wealth from the Niger Delta. 

 

The Federal Government drive to diversify her source of revenue to other alternative 

source of real sector, such as, agriculture, manufacturing, mining and entertainment 

industry, is a welcome development for Nigeria to come out of economic recession. For the 

government to succeed, it has to regulate its import by checking and regulating the 

importation of goods and items they are producing or can produce in the country. The 

custom officials should make sure that goods entering the country should pay custom 

duties. This way, the custom help to generate revenue for budget implementation, for 

example, the controller general of custom, Col Hameed Ali (2017) aptly pointed out that 

the Nigerian Custom Service generated N 720 billion on 2016. He made this know while 

defending the budget of the service before the senate committee on Customs. Excise and 

Tariff, in Abuja, it is unfortunate to note that the porous nature of the nation’s borders 

encourages smuggling activities and this constitutes some reasonable setbacks in the 1916 

revenue collected (Ali, 2017). 

 

Other negative effects and menace of smuggling on the Nigerian State and economy are 

the frequent attacks on customs officials by smugglers. This, hampering and hindering the 
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fight against smuggling, sometimes customs officers are being killed and maimed by 

desperate smugglers aided by members of dubious border communities. 

According to the Controller-General of Custom, Col Hameed Ali (2017) 

 

“Every day, we are in the bush chasing smugglers just as they chase us, we are 

killed, and we are mobbed and maimed. An officer will seize consignment that is 

contraband, and members of the community will pounce on him. This is because 

smuggling is not seen as a crime in this country” 

 

It is also unfortunate to note that most of the Nigeria Custom Officials are not armed with 

sophisticate and superior weapons. When they encounter smugglers with superior, better 

and higher arms and ammunition, as they would always suppress and over power such 

customs officials. On the other hand, other agencies such as the police and the military 

have informal support from the vigilante and Civilian Joint Team of Force (JTF) in the case 

of Boko Haram, but the Nigeria Custom Service (NCS) does not have such support. In this 

direction, Custom Officials are often killed and maimed and some of their dead bodies are 

not seen. It is also sad to notice that when Custom Officials follow smuggled items to their 

locations in the market in order to arrest the smugglers; the smugglers would logically turn 

around to allege that the Custom Officers diverted their seized good, thus, portraying the 

agency as raiding markets whereas custom officers don’t raid innocent business men and 

women. 

 

According Adu (2017) a trader in Ogbete Main Market Enugu, customs sometimes seize 

goods and we still find our market goods in the market. Today in Nigeria, corruption and 

impunity is the bane of the problem between smugglers and the officials of the Nigerian 

Custom Service. 

 

As Nyam (2017) pointed out, it would be recalled that when traders on Sango Ota Market 

in Ogun State protested against alleged invasion of the market by Custom Officials from 

the Federal Operation Unit (FOU), Ikeja. The traders accused the officers of breaking into 

shops on the raid carried out at about 12:00am, alleging that the officials destroyed the 

safes they had in their shops and removed money. This situation and experience 

blackmailed the agency if the case was proofed true. Furthermore, there are many dubious 

Nigerian business merchants and groups that are behind the smuggling of illicit goods and 

arms trade in Nigeria which include Nigerian business men and women who collaborate 

with the foreign partners to smuggle small arms and ammunition in Nigeria through our 

porous land border in the North and porous sea ports and air ports in the South. These 

smugglers also partners with some of the dubious Custom Officers in the anti-smuggling 

unit who declined to check the containers under their custody. Hence, this gives vent to 
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genuine concern that arms and weapons escapes security at the ports. The porous security 

equally contributed to making Nigeria a fertile end points for illegal arms and ammunition 

as well other illegal items. According to Ejiofor (2017) “the inability of the security 

operatives to properly identify and prosecute the arms dealers and other smugglers is the 

brain behind the previous illegal importations that gave a kind of impetus to others to try 

their luck. Many of the arms and ammunition that are imported into Nigeria as master 

minded by arm dealers and smugglers. They are illegal importations, that is, the reason 

most of the seized arms and ammunition in the ports nobody could claim ownership of 

them.  

 

1.3. Strategies to Curb Smuggling in Nigeria in the 21st Century 

The following strategies have been put forward by this paper to curb smuggling in Nigeria 

in the 21st century. 

1. There is the need for the government and Nigeria Custom Service to sensitize the 

public to understand the consequence and danger of smuggling on the economy. 

2. The government should review some of the laws to check corrupt practices in the 

Nigeria Custom Service in order to strengthen the agency to fight smuggling in 

Nigeria. This is because corruption is the major cause of the problem between the 

smugglers and the officials of the Custom Service. (Nwiabu Nuka, 2017). 

3. There is a special need for the ad hoc committee of both the senate and the house of 

representative to tour some of the areas of hot spots where there are alleged killings 

and crisis between Custom Officials and the smugglers. So that a pragmatic 

submission and solution is taken to curb the menace of smuggling in Nigeria in the 21t 

century. 

4. In curbing the menace of smugglers in the Nigeria State and economy, the government 

should be open minded by telling the truth about what happened and to punish the 

offenders and not to push the matter under the carpet; this is because clashes between 

Custom Officials and smugglers are matter of the elites and upper class people in the 

society that are fighting to protect their interest in deity business deals that worth 

billions of naira. Poor people and business men and women cannot engage in high 

profile smuggling deals. It is the very rich people in our society. 

5. Customs officials should go a step further to find out the sources and owners of the 

illicit aims and ammunition imported in Nigeria. They should know who ordered 

them, and then arrest and prosecution should follow immediately to deter others from 

smuggling. 

6. Customs Officials should have data base about previous smugglers of illicit items and 

arms importation, so that investigation about such route of arms and dangerous goods 

importation could be curbed from the root diplomatically through dialogue. 
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1.4. Conclusion 

There is no doubt that in Nigeria today smugglers and their partners abroad have 

accumulated considerable weaponry and connections in the high places, and the Custom 

Officials in our borders by land, sea ports and airports are helpless, and defenseless, it is 

indeed, worrying because any illegality that is not limited by sanctions, certainly it will 

continue and that is the problem we are having in the areas of crisis and conflict in Nigeria. 

Many smugglers of arms are arrested but nothing is heard again after that. Such attitudes 

encourage other desperate Nigerians to engage in the business of smuggling, so there is 

the need for Custom Officials to prosecute these perpetrators. 

 

More so, if smugglers are allowed to operate with impunity our enfant industries would 

be unprotected and hence become impotent and paralyzed, the consequence would be 

unemployment. 

 

1.5. Recommendations  

This paper has come forth with following recommendations to curb the menace of 

smuggling on the Nigerian economy in the 21st century. 

1) The porous nature of the nation’s border from the North, East and West encourages 

smuggling activities. The government therefore need to employ more educated, 

skillful, agile and mobile young men and women into the custom service and promptly 

armed them with modern equipment and ammunition to clamp down on the quick-

witted smugglers on our porous borders. 

2) The government should also use the social media platform to create public awareness 

of the evil of smuggling on the economy, so that border communities would stop 

aiding smugglers rob the economy. 

3) The government should provide an enabling economy that would encourage 

economic self-reliance and entrepreneurial development so that young graduate can 

be gainfully employed rather than engaging themselves into smuggling that is a vice 

and wayward business. 

4) The government should increase its budgetary allocation to equip and armed the 

Nigeria Custom Service at the long porous land borders in the North and scanner 

machines and computer cameras at our seaports and airports to curb the activities of 

smugglers in Nigeria. This is because smuggling activities constitutes some reasonable 

setback, hitches and reverse in the 2016 revenue collection. 

5) All custom officers and other security agencies of government must bear direct 

responsibilities for protecting our border and people; pay particular attention to the 

smuggling or arms into the country by whatever route; it should be taken seriously 

because the fight against crime and criminality could possibly start from the 

prevention of the proliferation of arms into the country.      
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