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Introduction

Almost all institutions at different 

levels have been captured by the State 

and ruling class:

• Political parties - individuals

• The legislature -executive 

• The judiciary - executive

• Electoral management body – executive and 

politicians 

• The State bureaucracy – politicians and 

individuals

• The executive



Introduction…

• The only institution yet to be captured is the 

labour movement, because the:

• Contending forces within the movement and 

indeed the balance of  forces has made it difficult

• Therefore, a discussion of  the only organization that 

remains uncaptured, is compelling. We need to 

therefore understand:

• Its strengths

• The challenges confronting it

• What drives the challenges

• Strategies for revitalizing the movement

• How the Left and other progressive forces should  

engage it



The position of  the 
Nigeria Labour
Movement in 
Africa

• The labour movement is used to include the 

national trade union centres: the NLC and TUC, 

of  course with all their affiliates

• To assess the state of  the labour movement, 

effectiveness and impact has been used.

• Effectiveness tells us how good unions are at 

delivering on short-term actions and operational 

objectives (mobilisation, protests, negotiations).

• Impact assesses whether those actions produced 

lasting changes in laws, governance structures, 

social protections, or power relations.

• A movement can be highly effective but low 

impact if  its actions are bold but transient or 

reversible.





Graph 

• 2000 – 2025

• The graph shows Nigeria’s Labour

Movement (NLC/TUC) relative to other 

major African labour movements in terms 

of  effectiveness and impact (on a 0–10 

scale).

• We can see how South Africa’s COSATU 

leads, with Nigeria in the mid-tier cluster 

alongside Ghana and Kenya, reflecting 

Nigeria’s historical influence but recent 

operational challenges.



Analytical 
approach 
employed 

Application of  the 4C Framework

• Cohesion: Examining leadership unity, inter-union 

relations, and organizational discipline.

• Connection: Exploring links to informal, 

precarious, and youth worker constituencies, and 

public legitimacy.

• Capacity: Evaluating financial resources, legal 

strength, organizational tools, and advocacy 

mechanisms.

• Context: Analyzing external factors such as state 

repression, legal restrictions, and socio-economic 

pressures.



Analytical 
approach…

Political Economy Analysis

• Investigating state–labour relations 

under successive governments.

• Tracking the impact of  neoliberal 

reforms (privatization, subsidy 

removal, public sector retrenchment) 

on worker mobilization.

• Exploring how global capital and 

informalization of  labour markets 

undermine union strength.



Analytical 
approach…

Resilience-Capacity-Vulnerability (RCV) 

Mapping

• Resilience factors: Historical legitimacy, 

protest history, international solidarity.

• Capacity gaps: Financial health, digital 

organizing tools, legal advocacy 

mechanisms.

• Vulnerabilities: Leadership factionalism, 

disconnect with informal sector workers, 

public distrust.



Indicator Score Explanation (2000–2024 Events & Patterns)

Cohesion 5

Historically, NLC and TUC coordinated well, especially during the 2003, 

2007, and 2012 mass protests. But severe internal divisions appeared post-2016 

fuel price protests, with splinter factions like the ULC breaking away. Kaduna 

2021 strike briefly revived cohesion.

Connection 4

Labour struggled to connect with Nigeria's growing informal sector and 

younger demographics. Their near-absence during #EndSARS (2020) protests 

highlighted this disconnect. Occasional outreach (like 2023 subsidy protest 

threats) has been largely top-down and ineffective.

Capacity 5

Organizing large-scale nationwide strikes has declined post-2016. Labour

retains formal structures and recognition, but funding, legal, and digital 

mobilizing capacity are weak, especially at the state and grassroots levels.

Context 3

The unions have been weak in responding to Nigeria’s shifting socio-political 

and economic context: neoliberal reforms, informalization, and digital 

activism. Protests against subsidy removal in 2023 fizzled due to poor strategic 

adaptation and government repression.

4C Framework



Indicator Score Explanations 

Resilience (Structures & 

Legitimacy)
6

Labour still benefits from legal recognition, 

international solidarity (ITUC, ILO), and a 

strong protest legacy, especially from 2012’s 

Occupy Nigeria. Kaduna 2021 strike 

reaffirmed this resilience.

Vulnerability (State & Capital 

Pressure)
7

Successive governments have increasingly 

restricted civic space (e.g., clampdowns in 

2016, Kaduna 2021), and economic reforms 

have undermined formal labour markets. 

Labour lacks policy influence as neoliberal 

reforms intensify.

Political Economy Framework



Indicator Score Explanation
Resilience (Protest 

Culture, Legal Status)

6 Labour’s protest culture, formal recognition, and 

public. memory of 2012 mass actions endure. 

Occasional mass actions (Kaduna 2021) and solidarity 

with Kenyan unions in 2024 sustain resilience

Capacity (Mobilizing, 

Legal Advocacy)

4 Capacity has eroded due to funding constraints, weak 

legal advocacy, and limited digital organizing tools. 

Inability to sustain 2023 subsidy protests exposed these 

limitations.

Vulnerability 

(Factionalism, Informality, 

Public Distrust)

7 Labour faces severe vulnerabilities: leadership disunity 

post-2016, failure to organize informal sector and 

youth workers, and declining public trust post-

#EndSARS. The lack of traction in 2023–2024 protest 

threats confirmed this vulnerability

Resilence, Capacity & Vulnerability (RCV) Framework 



Year/Event Impact on Scores

2000–2007 Fuel Protests & Strikes High cohesion, capacity, resilience.

2012 Occupy Nigeria Movement Peak resilience, connection, public legitimacy.

2016 Fuel Price Protests

Sharp drop in cohesion - United Labour

Congress (ULC) split, and capacity (weak 

strike).

2020 #EndSARS Protests
Noticeable connection gap with youth and 

informal economy.

2021 Kaduna State Strike Temporary boost in resilience and capacity.

2023 Subsidy Removal Strike Threat
Showed low context awareness, poor capacity, 

and growing vulnerability.

2024 Kenya Solidarity Actions
Symbolic resilience factor but negligible 

domestic capacity recovery

Events underpinning the scores (2000–2024)



Weak 
connection 
with the 
Political Left

• Historical Context

• In the 1970s–80s, socialist parties (PRP, NEPU 

traditions) had direct influence within 

NLC/TUC leadership.

• During anti-SAP protests (1989–1994), radical 

intellectuals like Eskor Toyo, Bade Onimode, 

and Ola Oni built organic alliances with trade 

unions.

• Since the 2000s, labour’s connection to left-wing 

movements weakened, as unions became more 

bureaucratic and less ideologically driven, and 

leftist groups turned inward or NGO-centric.



Why is the 
relationship 
between the Labour
Movement and the 
Left critical now?

• Trade unions remain the largest organised, formally 

recognised mass-based institutions in Nigeria, with 

infrastructure, legal status, national presence, and 

historical legitimacy.

• The political left retains critical ideological tools, policy 

ideas, and moral voice but lacks mass structures, 

resources, and strategic access to the state.

• Combining these assets would:

• Strengthen workers' bargaining and protest power.

• Offer the left a credible platform for mass-based, 

issue-driven politics in addition to their platforms.

• Reframe national discourse around social justice, 

economic rights, and democratic accountability.



Summary 

• The tables visualizes a labour movement trapped 

between its protest legacy and a declining ability 

to engage effectively in today’s economic, 

political, and social terrain. 

• While historical resilience remains, 

fragmentation, disconnect with grassroots 

demographics, and weak adaptation to neoliberal 

restructuring have left Nigerian labour vulnerable.

• This aligns with trends in other African countries, 

though COSATU (South Africa) and TUC 

Ghana maintain comparatively higher resilience 

and capacity, but weak connection



S/n Recommendations Justifications Timeline

1
Strengthen inter-union cohesion 

through a labour unity accord

Heal NLC–TUC–ULC divisions by agreeing on 

joint protocols for protests, leadership succession, 

and negotiations.

Short-

term

2
Launch a national labour reconnection 

campaign

Build legitimacy by reconnecting with youth, 

informal workers, artisans, gig economy, and 

student unions.

Short-

term

3
Create a digital organising & rapid 

mobilisation taskforce

Invest in social media teams, data-driven 

campaign tools, SMS platforms for rapid 

response.

Short-

term

4
Develop a labour–informal sector 

alliance charter

Formalize collaboration with informal worker 

associations (e.g., drivers, traders, gig workers) to 

widen base.

Medium-

term

5 Establish a labour political education & 

leadership school

Build new cadre of union leaders, organisers, and 

policy advocates across states and sectors.

Medium-

term

Nigerian Labour Movement Revitalization Strategy Matrix (2000–2024)



S/no Recommendations Justifications Timeline

6 Negotiate a national labour–civil society pact 

(with progressive NGOS, lawyers, student 

unions)

Rebuild coalition power last seen during Occupy 

Nigeria by uniting fragmented progressive forces.
Medium-term

7 Push for labour law reforms and right to strike 

protections

Legally entrench union rights, collective bargaining, and 

fair representation in labour courts.
Long-term

8
Reform organisational financial models (dues, 

cooperatives, investments)

Reduce dependency on check-off dues by creating union 

cooperatives, investment funds, and member-based 

income.

Long-term

9 Institutionalise labour's role in economic 

governance

Secure a statutory seat in economic councils, subsidy 

committees, and national budget monitoring platforms.
Long-term

10 Engage ecowas and au labour bodies for 

regional solidarity

Revive African-wide union solidarity for joint action 

against neoliberal policies and repression.
Long-term

11 Lead national demand for a new social contract (i) Convene a Nigeria Labour–Citizens Conference on a 

New Social Contract

(ii) Develop and launch a "Decent Work, Decent Life" 

Campaign

(iii) Lobby for constitutional recognition of  social and 

economic rights

Medium term

Nigerian Labour Movement Revitalization Strategy Matrix (2000–2024)



Principles for a 
constructive 
Labour–Left 
relationship

• Both must retain independent identities but establish 

issue-based alliances. 

• Unions need political education initiatives supported by 

credible left-wing scholars and activists to restore class 

consciousness

• Leftist organisations should support unions with policy 

research, media framing, digital mobilisation tools, and 

grassroots mobilisation training 

• Collaborate on subsidy removal resistance, minimum 

wage demands, social spending advocacy, and anti-

repression campaigns. 

• Labour should reclaim the Labour Party and jointly 

support its growth as a progressive, broad-based 

people’s political party rooted in workers, peasants, 

students, and the informal sector.



For this 
collaboration to 
work, lets keep 
an eye on: 

• Leadership egos and turf  battles.

• Opportunistic alliances with 

captured ruling party structures.

• Politicisation of  unions without clear 

ideological education.

• Sabotage from state security 

apparatus





Sources of  Data

General Labour Protest and Mobilization Records

• Aremu, I. (2013). The Nigerian Labour Movement: Challenges and Prospects. 

• Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) Nigeria.→ Overview of  labour mobilizations, key strikes, 

and union history up to 2012.

• Okafor, O. (2020). Trade Unionism and Industrial Relations in Nigeria: A Historical and 

Contemporary Survey. Lagos: Malthouse Press.→ Detailed record of  post-1999 labour

activities and protests.

• NLC National Communiqués and Press Releases (2000–2024).→ Official records of  strike 

notices, resolutions, and protest outcomes.(NLC website: www.nlcng.org)

• Trade Union Congress (TUC) Archives and Press Statements→ Statements on minimum 

wage demands, fuel price protests, and strike actions.(TUC website: www.tucnigeria.org) 

http://www.nlcng.org/
http://www.tucnigeria.org/


Sources of  Data

Specific Protest Events

Occupy Nigeria (2012):

• Adesina, J. (2013). Labour and the Democratic Struggle in Nigeria. Review of  African Political Economy, 

40(137), 439–451.

• Premium Times Nigeria (January 2012) archives — daily reports of  protests, union statements, and government 

responses.

Kaduna State Strike (2021):

• Vanguard Nigeria (May 2021) reports.

• NLC communiqués and Kaduna State government press releases. 

Minimum Wage Strike (2018–2019):

• The Guardian Nigeria (2018) reports.

• NLC and TUC press statements.



Sources of  Data

Fuel Price Hike Protests (2000, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2015, 2016, 2023)

• :Friedrich Ebert Stiftung Nigeria (2013, 2021 reports).

• BusinessDay Nigeria archives (various years).

#EndSARS Labour Response (2020):

• Sahara Reporters (October 2020)International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) global solidarity 

reports.

2024 Solidarity Actions (with Kenyan Unions):I

• TUC Africa communiqués (April 2024).

• LabourStart Africa solidarity campaign updates.



Sources of  Data

On Resilience, Capacity, and Vulnerability

• Adejumobi, S. (2014). State, Economy and Democratic Consolidation in Nigeria: 

The Limits of  Labour Militancy., Journal of  Contemporary African Studies, 32(2), 

223–240.

• ITUC Global Rights Index (2014–2024). Annual reports on violations of  workers’ 

rights, civic space conditions, and protest crackdowns in Nigeria.

• ILO Nigeria Decent Work Country Programme (2020–2024). Labour market 

informality, union capacity, and informal sector organizing reports.


