
Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 3 September, 2021 

 

The Unwholesome Contemporary Migratory Trend in the South-South Region of Nigeria              33 

The Unwholesome Contemporary Migratory Trend in the South-South Region of 

Nigeria 

By 

 

Oshodi, P. O. 

Department of History & Diplomatic Studies 

University of Port Harcourt,  

Port Harcourt, Nigeria 

 

 S. I. Okoroafor 

Department of History & Diplomatic Studies 

University of Port Harcourt,  

Port Harcourt, Nigeria 

 

 &  

E. M. Gbenenye 

Department of History & Diplomatic Studies 

University of Port Harcourt,  

Port Harcourt, Nigeria 

 

Abstract 
The south-south region of Nigeria bears the hub of the oil and gas industry in the 

country. There has been fluctuations in the economy futures of the region which 

have swayed the movement of people in and out of the since about the middle of 

the last century upon the discovery of oil in commercial quality in it. In the present 

time the pendulum has swing irregularly to the left with people especially youths 

moving in and about it and engaging in certain negative socio-economic activities. 

The writer historically evaluated this current development in the region using the 

theory of stages of economic development and explaining the trend as an 

threshold in the development of the region.  This they advocate should be properly 

addressed so to re-oriented the entities negatively impacting on the region’s 

overall well-being.  
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Introduction 

Shaw’s (1975) conventionally described migration as being ‘’the relative permanent 

movement of persons over a significant distance’’. The Oxford’s dictionary defined 

migration as the movement of people to a new area or country in order to find work or 
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better living conditions. Cambridge Dictionary on the hand defined migration as the 

process of a person or people travelling to a new place or country, usually to find work 

and live there temporarily or permanently. Pieter (1999), said of migration nowadays as 

being involved in change in place of abode, which criterion has replaced the notion of time 

(temporary or permanence) as established in both Cambridge’s and Shaw’s definitions of 

migration. 

 

Types of Migration 

Regular Migration: This type of migration consists of the movement of people from one 

state or country with the required authorization and necessary documentation that meets 

immigration regulations in a receiving country. Under this type of migration, migrants 

could show indication to travel by applying for visas for educational, employment, health 

or tourist purposes. Other regular options opened to migrants also include the point-based 

system, as occasioned in Canadian Immigration, Australian and lastly, the American DV 

lottery system. 

 

Regular migration is encouraged by many countries because it is an avenue to narrow skill 

gap in communities struggling with ageing population, while also contributing back to 

destination countries by way of remittances. Several countries have their different 

immigration rules. Developed countries seem to have the most stringent immigration laws. 

However, America, pride itself as a nation of immigrants. Several reforms were recently 

introduced to improve emigration to the US.  In Nigeria for many years its citizens were 

open to the American Diversity migrant visa program. This was as a result of the major 

reforms that took place in the American Immigration system in 1965 and 1990. 

 

Martin (2003), reported that there has been heavy migration flow to the US through its 

various streams of immigration from non-immigrant to immigrant status, which gives 

people opportunity to live and work permanently in the US. After five years, a migrant 

can file to become nationalized citizen in America. The office of immigration in the US 

(2008) stated that asylum seekers and refugees under this program can seek the right to 

live and work in America. Larthy stated that the American immigrant visa program under 

the 1995 immigration Act, gave opportunity to about 500,000 people to enter America from 

underrepresented groups through the American Green Card program. Under this 

program many Nigerians entered the US. Terrazas (2009) stated that between 2000 and 

2017 over half a million Africans gained lawful permanent residence, with Nigeria 

accounting for the highest. However, it was also argued that America has a 35-40 percent 

visa rejection rates.  
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In Schengen member countries, they have different immigration rules, some are subtle, 

while others are restrictive. It is said that Italy is disposed to receiving migrants while 

Netherland is restrictive and selective.  

 

Adepoju and Weil (2010) explained that there are about 8 million irregular migrants in the 

European Union that have overstayed their visits. They argued that this was largely 

responsible for the creation of a single external border and a new set of rules policing the 

European Union. Rising poverty in Nigeria and the increase in the demand for medical 

and educational professionals in developed countries have increased the mobility of 

migrants from the country. Adepoju and Weil (2010) stated that high salaries and better 

working conditions were responsible for the immigration of Nigerian health workers 

abroad, including Doctors and Nurses. It was noted that the mass exodus of medical 

professionals from Nigeria has created a mentoring vacuum. They argued that Nigeria was 

losing its skilled workforce to migration, as about 15,000 doctors and 10,000 nurses of 

Nigerian origin were working abroad. 

 

Worried by the health crises associated with the medical skill gap in developing countries, 

like Nigeria, the United Kingdom in 2001 published a guideline under the code of practice 

for employers to halt the active recruitment of doctors and nurses from these countries. 

The large exodus of doctors and nurses from the medical sector has negatively impacted 

on the quality and professionalism of Nigerian trained doctors, even nurses. Similarly, the 

internationalization of education has also added to the exodus of people from poor 

countries. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development countries 

(OECD) accounts for about 85 percent of the total number of African students. “Six 

countries are the destination of two-third of the world’s migrant students.” United States 

(23 percent) followed by the United Kingdom (12 percent) Germany (10 percent), France 

(9 percent) Australia (6 percent) and Japan (5 percent). African students in the OECD are 

average at 12 percent of the total foreign students.”  Krits (2011) noted that Nigeria only 

came second to South Africa with the highest number of African students studying abroad 

in 2005-2007. 

 

It has however, been argued that the lack of university entrance opportunities by 

university education boards like the Joint Matriculation and Admission Board (JAMB) in 

Nigeria and the falling standards of education have been the major reasons increasing the 

appetite for foreign education by parents from developing countries. Thus, leading to 

student mobility, which has been criticized for the cause of brain drain in the continent, as 

most of them after graduation do not come back home.  
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The British Council (2007) noted that about 25,000 Nigerians were studying in the UK. 

Nigerian student population in many of the OECD ranks third after China and India.  

Many Nigerian students are also located in South Africa, apparently, 12,000 to 54,000 (Mac 

Gregor 2007), because of the country’s accessibility, and affordability. Ghana is also a 

popular destination for Nigerian students, attracted by the visa free entry status and 

cultural affinity with the people of Ghana being both Anglophone countries.  

 

Consequently, foreign education has serious economic implication since the nation loses 

foreign exchange in the payment of school fees. Business World Intelligence (May 24, 2009) 

revealed that Nigerians paid N42 billion for university education in Britain for 10,090 

students, with about 18.5 billion naira spent on accommodation, feeding and sundry 

allowances. The UK High Commission received N626 million from 27,500 for ancillary 

services, such as visa issuance. Why the excesses of migration may have become a subject 

of public scrutiny by many Nigerians back home, there are some positives, such as the 

inflow of remittances from migrants, which has continued to encourage growth in the 

economy and support families back home. Interestingly inflow of remittances has greatly 

outperformed all other traditional financial flows. It is believed that the remittance is under 

reported because there are several informal means through which Nigerians send monies 

back home. USAID (2005) stated that total inflows are not measured accurately, which 

include hand deliveries and from third parties. World Bank (2006) showed that Nigeria 

was the largest recipient of remittances in sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

Irregular Migration: The International Organization for Migration (IOM: 2011) reported 

that there are no standard definitions for irregular migration. However, it is described as 

a “movement that takes place outside the regular norms of the sending, transit and 

receiving country.” Migrants under this condition include those who enter a country 

irregularly with false documents or crossing into the receiving country from non-official 

designated point. Migrants end up becoming irregular if they have overstayed or violated 

their terms of visa entry/residence permit in the country of residence. Many may also 

become irregular when they contravene the use of their valid documents, as some migrants 

maybe issued right of residence, but not to work. 

 

There seems to be however, a misunderstanding about the word irregular migration. 

Vespe, et al. (2017:26-38) opined that people tend to confuse the terminology, as they tend 

to focus on the individual and not status of the migrant because migrant facing conflict, 

seeking political asylum and protection may change their status once asylum is granted. 

 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 3 September, 2021 

 

The Unwholesome Contemporary Migratory Trend in the South-South Region of Nigeria              37 

Causes of Migration 

There are several reasons why people move from one location to another. Often, 

unemployment, search for arable land, security, conflict, education, and better medical 

services are the basic  reasons behind their movement. 

 

Benefits of Migration 

Locally, migration has created a lot of opportunities for skill and educational enhancement 

for migrants, as well as creating a pool for manpower to run the various economies in 

several Nigerian cities such as Lagos and Port Harcourt. It has also deepened our inter-

group relations through socio-cultural relationships like marriages and award of 

chieftaincy titles and the learning of multiple languages by migrants, which has led to 

some level of acculturalization. Thompson observed that the benefits of migration are 

overwhelming considering the huge impacts it has made to the welfare systems of most 

European countries. She stated that OECD data have shown that migrant households 

contribute an average €5,000 per year to host countries, unlike the popular held 

misconception and accusation of migrants stealing their jobs and a burden to the welfare 

system. The data also showed that migrants were less likely to request for government 

support leading to favourable fiscal impact of migration for the UK government. 

Thompson stated that immigrants in the UK are less likely to be in social housing than 

people born in the UK, even when they come from poorer countries.  

 

Subsequently, new findings have shown in Germany that each migrant in Germany 

contributed €3,300 in 2012 on average, showing that they make their resident country a bit 

richer, as stated by a recent study by the Bertelsmann Foundation which shows that each 

migrant in Germany contributed €3,300 in 2012 on average. In other words if anything, 

immigrants make recipient countries slightly richer, never poorer. 

 

Another advantage of migration is that migrants get easy access to acquire more 

qualification, thereby increasing their skill capacities and in turn could be able transfer 

such skills back home when they return. This could be recognized from the development 

of the information technology in India, whose growth is largely attributed to the 

transnational networks between Indians living at home and the ones in Diaspora leading 

to brain circulation. Indians oversaw 9 per cent of the Silicon Valley in the 1990’s. The 

Chinese have done the same with the rise of Huawei with knowledge and support from 

Diaspora Chinese in the United States. 
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Contemporary Migratory Trend in the South-South Region of Nigeria 

The movement of people from place to place for a considerable period is not new to 

humanity, but societies overtime has exploited it for the benefit of their communities. It is 

a two-way process, as the departure and arrival areas benefit from migration. There is a 

cross fertilization of ideas from rural to urban areas. Great countries, such as the United 

States, and Canada are bye-product of migration. Let us come home, take for example 

Lagos which is popularly referred to as “No man’s land” this is because it has become a 

melting pot for migrants from different parts of the country and even abroad. This 

development has influenced the culture and socio-economic capacity of Lagos thereby 

promoting societal inclusion and regenerative culture. 

 

Maroon communities such as Lagos, Calabar, Sapele, Warri and Port Harcourt were born 

out of deliberate British colonial government policy of economic exploitation and 

administrative convenience. Initially, people migrated to these areas for the purposes of 

fishing and trade.  

 

The region under study was not initially referred to as south-south but referenced with the 

Lower Niger area or coastal area of Eastern Nigeria. Alagoa & Kpone-Tonwe (2010) 

outlined the criss-cross movement of the various peoples in the region from its various 

areas such as Ikwerre, Echie, Ogoni, Andoni, Abua, Odua, Bukuma, Abuloma, Delta/ Edo 

groups, of Egenni, Degema, and Obonoma. 

 

Present day Port Harcourt was originally known as Iguocha (sandy beach) Nduka (2013).  

Interestingly, the trends of migration in the south-south region could be classified into four 

phases beginning from the 1940’s to 1960’s. The second phase of the movement of people 

in the region recorded urban-rural and rural-urban migration during the Nigerian civil 

war and after the war till the 1980’s. The third phase witnessed increased labour mobility 

during the 1980’s till 1990’s in the region, greatly influenced by the policies of the erstwhile 

military government and impact on global oil prices. Lastly, the fourth phase of migration 

in the south-south region began in 2000-2015. This period through up a challenge for 

migration because most of the migrants were largely without clear objectives and were 

involved in crime, kidnapping, illegal refining of crude oil, prostitution, and ponzi 

schemes. Resultantly, this has led to a rise in migrant intolerance in the area and 

justification for exclusionist behaviour. 

 

Peopling in the 1940’s showed that people lived in autonomous areas with extensive inter-

group and external trading relations even before the coming of the colonial masters. It was 

believed that migration was a common feature in the social relationship of the various 
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ethnic groups in the region. Derefaka & Okoroafor (2009) explained further Alagoa’s 

migration of the Ijo people. They stated that the states of Nembe, Elem Kalabari, and Bonny 

migratory pattern of Delta West to the East and Central Delta leading to the Ogobiri-Igbedi 

Creek region. (Alagoa, 1972:158). It was noted that places such as Ahoada, Degema, 

Igwocha, Oguta, Owerri, Bonny, Opobo, Eket, Abak, and Itu were significantly populated. 

The mobility of people was greatly influenced by water movement along the Nembe/Brass, 

western fringes, Imo, and Cross rivers, especially among fishing towns. The quest to claim 

land for fishing, lagoons and estuaries prompted migration in the south-south region. 

Okoroafor (2017) stated that the migration of the Oguta people cut across the present day 

Edo and Delta states till they finally settled at Oguta. 

 

Trade has been one of the motivating factors for migration for many groups, especially 

with the boom in oil palm. The south-south region became the hub of palm oil trading and 

people from the nearby communities of the Efik, Ibibio, Edo, Iboland, Urhobo and Ishan 

areas of Benin. They were involved in the process and marketing of palm oil, kernels, 

brooms, ropes for making canoes. People moved through water channels and road tracks. 

Some Ijo groups went into areas as far as Bende, Uzuakoli and Uyo to buy land where 

palm trees were grown.  There is a particular set of Hausa people called Hausa Elele. They 

were said to have been invited about this period to help hunt wild elephants disturbing 

the community and they are still there today. Tasie (1998).  

 

Port Harcourt became the centre stage as the economic interest of Britain which began to 

grow in leaps in the region attributed to the rapidity of migration, especially with the 

acquisition of Port Harcourt in 1913 (Hargrove Agreement) which initially started with 25 

square miles of land belonging to the Rebisi people cutting across their ancestral land, 

Diobu and Okrika areas, Nduka (2013). The exploitation of the area by British military and 

commercial interests gave the colonial governments the opportunity to exploit the 

transportation of coal from the Udi hills in Enugu to Port Harcourt for evacuation to 

Europe. The city became a fully functional terminus on 1st January 1916, Briggs & Ndimele 

(2013). Port Harcourt blossomed as the new African town attracting manpower from 

adjoining communities. They were also employed to serve the colonial administration. 

People came from Etche, Nkwere and Abia State areas of Igboland to fill the manpower 

gap in Port Harcourt. Port Harcourt played a major role in the legitimate trade of palm 

produce. Major trading in the Oil Rivers took place in Port Harcourt as the table below 

indicates. 
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Exports of principal products, 1946-60, Value in Pounds Sterling 

Period Palm oil Palm Kernels Coal Timber 

sawn 

Timber logs 

1946 101 tons 

#4,160  

277 tons 

#4,160 

188,382 tons 

#248 

720 tons 

#155 

2,262 tons 

#203 

1947 126 tons 

#5,038 

316 tons 

#9,491 

156,636 tons 

#224 

749 tons 

#246 

2,723 tons 

#462 

 

1948 139 tons 

#9,048 

 

327 tons 

#11,451 

97,306 tons 

#168 

521 tons 

#158 

3,212 tons 

#625 

1949 170 tons 

#11,910 

376 tons 

#16,913 

63,332 tons 

#119 

593 tons 

#205 

4,201tons 

#846 

 

1950 173 tons 

#12,072 

410 tons 

#16,694 

2,718 tons 

#5 

 

548 tons 

#224 

9,218 tons 

#2,227 

1951 150 tons 

#12,949 

347 tons 

#20,059 

98,605 tons 

#186 

956 tons 

#478 

16,845 tons 

#5,078 

1952 167 tons 

#17,091 

374 tons 

#22,767 

1472 tons 

#3 

949 tons 

#507 

7,706 tons 

#2,153 

1953 201 tons 

#13,020 

403 tons 

#22,185 

5,071tons 

#13 

1,138 tons 

#627 

11,821 tons 

#3,223 

1954 208 tons 

#13,431 

464 tons 

#22,791 

25,596 tons 

#52 

1,282 tons 

#728 

10,254 tons 

#2,781 

1955 182 tons 

#13,151 

433 tons 

#19,196 

99,976 tons 

#261 

1,517 

#881 

14,504 tons 

#3,728 

1956 185 tons 

#14,866 

451 tons 

#20,440 

98,393 tons 

#277 

1,744 tons 

#987 

10,616 tons 

#2,551 

1957 166 tons 

#13,801 

406 tons 

#17,959 

101,760 tons 

#472 

1875 tons 

#919 

12,970 tons 

#3,326 

1958 171 tons 

#12,663 

441 tons 

#20,450 

98,248 tons 

#466 

2,223 tons 

#1,211 

15,335 tons 

#4,141 

1959 184 tons 

#13,808 

430 tons 

#25,971 

74,561 tons 

#353 

2,241 tons 

#1,182 

19,316 tons 

#4,877 

1960 183 tons 

#13,982 

418 tons 

#26,062 

26,780 

#127 

2098 tons 

#1,111 

22,211 tons 

#5,928 
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Source: Nigeria Annual Abstract of Statistics (1963) adapted from Briggs & Ndimele (2013). 

Palm produce, timber and rubber exports were also prevalent in other areas of the region 

in Benin, Sapele, and Calabar. 

 

Port Harcourt city was developed with the North-western part as the Government 

Reserved Area GRA, the neutral zone covering recreational areas and colonial interests. 

Commercial areas were designated around the railway terminus so businessmen could 

have easy access to the railways. Popular streets were named after British colonies and 

migrant communities, Briggs & Ndimele (2013). The city was officially recognised in 1949 

as Nigeria’s second town after Lagos, Tamuno (2013). Nduka (2013) noted that Port 

Harcourt was created with the advice of Colonial Administrative Officer Lewis V. 

Harcourt to develop a railway terminus and a port for the purpose of evacuating coal 

coming from Udi hills in Enugu State. This was realized with the inaugural transportation 

of coal from Enugu to Port Harcourt in May 1916. The area consists of Okrika and Ikwerre 

lands, which form is presently known as Port Harcourt. 

 

Libya’s Samer Daw “said that the fragile and vulnerable state of the country is impacting 

on the migrant crisis. The office of migration in the country has intensified rescue efforts 

of migrants in Libyan cities like Az Zawiyah, Zuwara and Tripoli. 

 

According to Reuters, over 300,000 migrants have crossed the desert and sea to Europe in 

the past one year. However treacherous, the journey is, but some have ended up stranded 

in Libya. A major setback for many of the returnee migrants is the fall of Libyan Leader 

Muammar Gaddafi which has made the former African beauty enveloped in chaos and 

sectarian violence, with the various warlords competing for land and resources. So much 

weapons in the hands of the militias after the fall of the Libyan leader. 

 

In most parts of the country, people smuggling networks operates with impunity, leaving 

scars in the heart of migrants. 

 

In places like Sabha, it is terrible, as migrants are caught up in gun fights between rival 

tribes. In Libya, Sabha is a run-down tow, though it accommodates about 200,000 people, 

with bullet stridden cars and dilapidated health facilitates. Power supply is short with no 

functioning police or structures dispensing justice. Residents are seen parading with guns. 

Migrants are faced with the task of going through Sabha before reaching the coaster city 

of Tripoli. 
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Most of them end up trapped in Sabha relying on a day’s work, making cement bricks for 

10 dinars. The insecurity in Sabha is unlimited, you can be robbed why walking and most 

walk bow low because of sniper fire. Many migrants have been kidnapped for ransom 

according to Reuters. Some are sold from smuggler to smuggler. The Head of Department 

of countering illegal migration in Libya, Colonel Khaled told the news agency that urgent 

support was needed to stop the influx of migrants coming from Niger. The officer denied 

that migrants were been beaten or sold or held for ransom, that migrants tell such stories 

so that they can claim asylum abroad. However, Guiseppe Loprete of the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) in Niger said that Sabha is like a black hole that most 

migrants end up there.  

 

Dealing Wisely with the Current Migratory Trend in the Area 

As a result of this problem, many European nations are putting effort together to stem the 

tide of migration from Niger and Libya. An EU Mission has been proposed by German 

and Italian Interior Ministers to install a barrier on the border between Niger and Libya to 

reduce crossings to Europe. 

 

This is in exchange for technical and financial support to Niger and Libyan authorities. 

However, the words on the mouth of many remain that the decision will do little to solve 

the problem. 

 

Though this may have led to a drop in the amount of people taking the Mediterranean 

route to Europe, dead bodies have still been recovered from the sea. In May 2017 alone, at 

least 20 bodies were spotted in the waters. Another rescue effort showed that 31 bodies 

were recovered and mostly toddlers, says group co-founder, Chris Catrambone of Rescue 

Group Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS) in its twitter handle. He said rescue on the 

Mediterranean is always compounding and dangerous. “About 17,000 migrants were 

packed in 15 overcrowded vessels”. According to the NBC news, the Italian Interior 

Ministry rescued 50,000 at sea in 2017 alone from abandoned migrant boats. 

 

Sadly, the perilous journey has refused to deter African migrants. The Economist revealed 

that Libya does not hid itself as a transit route to Europe for African migrants, there is an 

English graffiti on the wall in a Libyan detention camp at the outskirts of Tripoli which 

reinforces the spirit to reach Europe and it reads, “Get free or die trying”. 

 

The crises of migration in Libya have been made worse with the fall of the Libyan leader 

Mumar Gadaffi. Rebels struggle to control lucrative migration routes. Prior to this time, 

many of the African migrants ended up staying in Libya to earn a living. The Economist 
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revealed that under Gadaffi leadership, Libya had a population of 6 million with migrants 

accounting for about 2.5 million of the population. The migrants provided the Libyan 

economy with the much-needed labour to power the various economic sectors. The 

migrants were mostly from sub-Saharan Africa. Gadaffi provided most black migrants 

with economic opportunities which accounted for the drop in illegal migration to Europe. 

At one time he had reached out to Europe to assist him with $5.7 billion yearly to help 

address issues of illegal migration, that Libya was a bulwark to a black Europe. 

 

With the ouster of Gadaffi and vacuum in Libyan leadership migrants are hapless and 

helpless with nowhere to turn to for economic survival. Many migrant’s resident in Libya 

joined the sojourn of those transiting through Libya to Europe. The Global Initiative 

against Transnational Organized Crime says that migrants are willing to pay as much as 

$1000 to get into dinghy boats to Europe out of desperation. As Libya no longer offers any 

hope for survival, owing to the violence and militia attacks that have erupted in the 

country. This has put strain on immigration both at Libya in Malta and Italy which are 

receiving centres. The Geneva lobby group believes that the solution to the migrant crises 

is for Europe to help tackle the problems in Africa. They reported that Agadez is the 

smuggling entry port for migrants, that half of the migrants that get to Lampedusa and 

Melilla in Spain go through the Mediterranean. They further stated that there is some 

money politics with the involvement of ethnic warlords. “Ethnic Tobou dominates the 

trade and charge migrants between $200 and $300 for passage into southern Libya or ask 

them to carry drugs in lieu of payment. The smuggling of migrants thrives under the 

network of Jihadists, jobless desperadoes, corrupt officials and even tribal chiefs”. 

 

It is obvious that conflicts and displacement in Libya’s neighbours have greatly influenced 

the overflow of refugees into the country. 

 

Renowned photographer, Narciso Contreras believes that the world is turning a blind eye 

to the crises of migration that have befalling African migrants. He said many African 

migrants are caught in the complex web of human trafficking. That the activities of human 

traffickers and smugglers have increased because of weak government in the war troubled 

country of Libya. Contreras added that “migrant crisis has reached a boiling point”. He 

said that human right violations need to be addressed by foreign governments. Contreras 

mentioned of the existence of slave market in Libya. He calls it a human marketplace, while 

speaking at the London’s Saatehi Gallery Photo Exhibition. He stated that the militia 

leaders in Libya have transformed into slave owners. Narciso Contreras, 2013 Pulitzer 

Prize winner said that it is a tyrannical story of impunity.  
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In addition, the United Nations Migration Agency, the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) has also confirmed the existence of the slave market in Libya. They stated 

that people are held for ransom and sexually exploited. And that many of the victims are 

from countries, such as Senegal, Gambia, Ghana and Nigeria respectively. Many of them 

are captured by rebels, while trying to cross the Mediterranean to Europe.  
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