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Abstract 
This paper investigates the strategic and diplomatic relationships between 
Nigeria and EU following the return of the Nigerian state to the civilian rule 
in 1999. However, Nigeria’s foreign relations with the EU dated to 1970s when it 
led a group of forty-six African, Caribbean and Pacific states (ACP) during 
the negotiation between the European Economic Community (EEC), which 
led to the formation of the Lomé Convention of 1975. Nigeria’s leadership 
role towards the creation of the Lomé Convention of 1975 was a significant 
marker in its efforts to promote and advance economic ingratiation between 
the ACP and EEC (now the EU). Given the historical antecedents of the Ni-
gerian-EU relations from the 1970s till the late 1990s, however, this paper argues 
that, following the return to democracy in 1999, new multilateral diplomacy 
had to be embarked upon to engage constructively with the international com-
munity in respect to challenges of peace, security, development, and democracy. 
To achieve these strategic objectives, Nigeria has constructively partnered with 
the European Union (EU) in five areas—good governance, developmental 
co-operation, regional security, energy, and trade. Nonetheless, Nigerian rela-
tions with EU had improved following its return to civil rule in 1999. But the 
relationship has always been asymmetrical and predicated on the motivation 
of the European Union to advance its strategic interests in Nigeria. 
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1. Introduction 

The European Union (EU) is a supranational, intergovernmental decision-making 
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institution established to foster deep economic co-operation and political inte-
gration between European countries [1]. Nigeria’s relations with the EU dated to 
the 1970s when it led a group of forty-six African, Caribbean and Pacific states 
(ACP) during the negotiation between the European Economic Community 
(EEC) (now EU), which culminated in the formation of the ACP-EEC Lomé 
Convention on 28 February 1975, in Lomé, Togo [2]. The Lomé Convention of 
1975 created an institutional platform of a very significant North-South solidar-
ity and dialogue that could be explored through an effective leadership, facilitate 
economic cooperation and development between the EEC and the EU, though 
the partnership agreement was only partially completed in 2011 and remained a 
subject of controversy and contradiction [3]. However, the most far-reaching 
and recent agreement signed between the EU and Nigeria was the 2000 Cotonou 
Agreement. It represents the most comprehensive regional and partnership agree-
ment between developing countries and the European Union. Since 2000, the 
agreement has been a policy framework for the EU’s partnership with 79 coun-
tries from African, Caribbean and Pacific countries (ACP), Asia and Latin 
America, Mediterranean countries and the Middle East and Eastern neighboring 
countries [4], to facilitate socio-economic and political integrations. Although, 
Nigerian relations with the EU had improved following its return to civil rule in 
1999, the relationship has always been asymmetrical and predicated on the mo-
tivation of the European Union to advance its strategic interests in Nigeria.  

The main reason for embarking on this research is to investigate Nigerian 
diplomatic relations with the EU and the EU’s strategic interest in Nigeria fol-
lowing its return to democracy in 1999. For example, Istifanus Zabadi noted that 
“when military rule was replaced with democratic rule in May 1999, a new mul-
tilateral diplomacy had to be embarked upon’’ [5]. After Nigeria’s return to de-
mocracy in 1999, the international context required the country to engage con-
structively with the global community in respect to challenges of peace, security, 
development and democratization at home and across Africa [5].  

However, the literature review of studies on Nigeria-EU relations after the re-
turn to democracy in 1999, rarely offers a comprehensive study on the EU’s in-
terests in Nigeria since 1999. Most of these scholarly works are of a limited, pre-
scriptive and descriptive nature. Many are monographs, articles, and textbooks 
published by governmental bodies, authors and scholars. Scholars and authors 
tend to focus on a gamut of peripherals about the Nigerian strategic environ-
ment, relating to its foreign and security policy, corroborating and reflecting 
different national, theoretical and analytical perspectives, yet few of these works 
are analytical and theoretical: they explain little about the implications of Nige-
ria’s strategic security and foreign policy behavior in reference to the EU’s stra-
tegic interests in the country. Also, fewer consider the question of interest in this 
paper, namely what constitutes the character and degree of change in the prac-
tice of Nigeria’s foreign policy and related security behavior with the EU since 
democratization (1999). This paper is, therefore, seeking to address this gap. 
This dichotomy (Nigeria-EU relations) is discussed below from four main pers-
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pectives—good governance, developmental co-operation, regional security, 
energy, and trade. The objective of this paper is to investigate the strategic rela-
tionships between Nigeria and EU since 1999. 

2. Nigeria-EU Relations: Democracy and Good Governance 

Following the return of Nigeria to civilian government in 1999, Nigeria has con-
sistently repositioned itself in the EU to advance its national interests. For exam-
ple, in 2009, the two parties signed the Nigeria-EU Joint Way Forward which 
highlights guidelines for developmental co-operation; focusing on certain prior-
ity areas: peace and security, good governance and human rights, trade and 
energy [1], although the logic of the EU partnership and interests in Nigeria 
since 1999 seems to be based on purely strategic objectives of the EU interests in 
Nigeria.  

The most far reaching and recent treaty on democracy and good government 
was the Cotonou Agreement signed in 2000 between the EU and the ACP. Ar-
ticle 9(1) of the Cotonou Agreement affirms that respect for human rights, de-
mocracy and good governance are anchored on the rule of law; “transparent and 
accountable governance is an integral part of sustainable development” [6]. Si-
milarly, the EU Africa Strategy 2005, which aims to provide a comprehensive 
integrated approach for EU-African relations, also emphasizes “good and effec-
tive governance” as a “central prerequisite for sustainable development” [7]. In 
contrast to this, however, previous analysis of the EU’s commitment to the pro-
motion of democracy and good governance in ACP has suggested an inconsis-
tent engagement with this principle by the EU [8]. In fact, the EU tends to 
prioritize its strategic interests when democratization processes and good go-
vernance in Member States seem to clash and be asymmetrical with its own pol-
icy objectives. The EU’s continued relations, at various points, with several 
countries in Africa, including Ethiopia, Rwanda, Nigeria, Kenya and Chad, 
where dubious elections have taken place, demonstrates the EU’s inability, or 
disinterest, in upholding article 9, which specifies respect for the rule of law and 
good government [8]. In respect to Nigeria, Anna Khakee noted that promotion 
of democracy and good governance tended not to be the top priority of 
EU-Nigerian relations, but rather oil and trade relations [9].  

Political problems including migration, Nigeria’s status as a regional power, 
the country’s weak internal political system and the EU’s own economic and po-
litical interests have also compromised the EU’s engagement in the promotion of 
Nigerian democracy. For example, the 2007 general election, which was consi-
dered by the international community as the most fraudulent election conducted 
in Nigeria, did not attract any suspension of aid or invocation of the Cotonou 
Agreement either by the European Commission, European Council or EU 
Member States [7]. The constitutional amendment of the third term bid of for-
mer Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo in 2005-2007 and the compromised 
position of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) cast doubt 
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on how the EU treats undemocratic states [9].  

3. Nigeria-EU Relations: Developmental and Economic Aid 

In the past decade, several events and actions have characterized EU-Nigerian 
(EU-African) relations beyond the consideration of the promotion of democracy 
and good governance in Nigeria. At the international level, global inequality and 
the need to improve basic livelihoods became the key focus of the international 
community, as encapsulated in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and 
the creation of the Doha Development Agenda (DDA). In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
emergence of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the 
African Union (AU) and ECOWAS created a constructive platform for interna-
tional donors to render economic development aid to Africa [10]. Following the 
return of Nigeria to democracy in 1999, which also coincided with the creation 
of the economic strategies of NEPAD, championed by Thabo Mbeki, the quest 
for developmental economic aid from the international donors within the EU 
became the top priority of African leaders as an integral part of the AU’s aim to 
reduce poverty in Africa [10]. Consequently, the first assistance package of €100 
million from 1999-2000 was accompanied with the signing of the Cotonou 
Agreement in 2000 and EU-Nigerian strategic assistance to Nigeria worth €600 
million in 2002. The EU, through the European Development Fund (EDF), 
granted Nigeria the sum of €650 million over the period of 2002-2007 (European 
Union Commission, 2010) [6]. Between 2008 and 2013, €580 million was allo-
cated to Nigeria from the EU [7]. The EU development assistance to Nigeria is 
derived from its regional status as the most populous country in Africa and as an 
important regional actor in regional security and economic development in 
West African sub-region [5]. 

The EU and its Member States remain the largest aid donors to Africa. This 
policy is to aid the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and other develop-
ment initiatives with their African partners. In 2009, the EU donated EUR 20.5 
billion to the African continent [6]. Since 2000, however, development policy 
and programmes have undergone significant reforms, with the creation of the 
Europe Aid external co-operation office in 2001, targeting African, Caribbean 
and Pacific countries (ACP), Asia and Latin America, Mediterranean countries 
and the Middle East and Eastern neighboring countries continent [6]. Nigeria 
has the highest concentration of poverty in Africa, and ranks third in the world 
[11], with the majority of the population living on less than $1.90 a day [12]. The 
level of poverty, hunger and underdevelopment in Nigeria thus underlined the 
EU’s developmental interest in Nigeria. It must be stressed that this interest in 
Nigeria is not unconnected with Nigeria’s resource-based economy. The level 
and pattern of the EU’s actions as a strategic and regional partner in Nigeria 
tends to be as a “developmental strategy and development enabler”, however 
[13]. The EU’s development initiatives in Nigeria contrasts with its prominent 
donor role in neighboring nations, however. Nigeria represents Africa’s most 
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under-funded country in terms of its ODA/GNP ratio from the EU.  
The European Commission and the British government stand as the only two 

European donors of any significant measure. In 2003, Britain allocated $43 mil-
lion compared to $10 million donated by the commission for the period 2001-07 
[14]. UK development initiatives are therefore the largest of the EU, at a pro-
jected EUR400 million for 2001-11 [7]. Corroborating such figures in perspec-
tive, however, Nigeria’s annual GDP was reported to be $568.5 billion in 2014 
[12]. Member States overseas development aid to Nigeria in fact surpasses that 
of the Commission, with the largest percentage of the contributions coming 
from Britain, and a small fraction emanating from Germany, France and Den-
mark, among others [15]. The EU’s scanty attention in Nigeria over the years has 
been attributed to lack of progress in combating corruption, especially in the 
energy sector [14]. Apart from the prevailing corruption which has impacted 
negatively on the EU aid to Nigeria, it must be affirmed Nigeria’s aid dependen-
cy on the EU is low when compared with some African countries that also bene-
fit from EU aid. For example, in 2007, official development assistance from the 
EU to Nigeria was 1.7 per cent behind other countries in Africa [7]. Conse-
quently, donors cannot set policy priorities in Nigeria, but rather abide by and 
accept whatever policy actions the Nigerian government decides [7]. It must also 
be stressed that lack of leverage, oil wealth and corruption on the part of the Ni-
gerian government are responsible for the EU’s scanty and poor developmental 
aid to Nigeria [7].   

4. Nigeria-EU: Military Co-Operation  

The 2016 European Union Strategy for Security and Development in the Sahel 
emphasized security as an essential factor to strengthen African countries econo-
mies and to reduce poverty on the continent [16]. The key nexus between de-
velopment and security is also predicated on support for good democratic go-
vernance which is couched as “fundamental for poverty reduction” and whose 
absence is part of the “root causes of violence conflicts and development” [17]. 
Instability and conflicts in Africa thus pose a range of threats and security chal-
lenges for Europe. Africa’s extremism, terrorism and vastly increasing migration 
through the Mediterranean Sea, as well as cross-border crimes, all have diver-
gent implications for security in Europe. By demographic trends, Africa has the 
world’s fast-growing population and lack of economic fortune in many African 
nations ensures that the urge to travel in search of better prospects in Europe 
will persist. The European Union (EU) has an inherent and considerable interest 
in a stable Africa [18] and especially in Nigerian stability [15].  

European Union interests in the Nigerian security architecture describe Nige-
ria as an important regional economic partner for the European Union’s eco-
nomic investments in Africa. The European Union (EU) is a major importer of 
Nigerian oil and gas exports (around 20% of crude oil and 80% of gas) and a 
major current and potential investor in Nigeria [19]. The need to protect the 
Gulf of Guinea (the volatile oil region) and to encourage stable regional partners 
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for its own wellbeing is imperative for the EU and its member states. Threats 
to peace and development such as extreme poverty, climate change, frequent 
food crises, rapid population growth, fragile governance, corruption, unre-
solved internal tensions, violent extremism and radicalization, illicit trafficking 
[20], and illegal cross-border movements originating from Nigeria are poten-
tially destabilizing for European security [15]. The EU security interest in Nige-
ria further focuses on terrorist threats, including Boko Haram [15].  

Given the above, two areas of co-operation have been crucial in the EU-Nigerian 
security relationship since 1999. The first focuses on sales of arms and the second 
focuses on the regional security architecture between Nigeria and the EU. Arms 
exports to Nigeria from the EU were improved following the end of military rule 
in the country in 1999. The UK became the largest arms exporter, followed by 
Italy and Germany. In 2004, Nigeria was licensed to import aircraft, ground ve-
hicles, and other categories of military equipment worth €82 million [9].  

On regional security co-operation, the EU seeks to work with key emerging 
African regional powers such as Nigeria, South Africa and Ethiopia to promote 
security in the Sahel [21]. For example, on 25 October 2011, the EU Foreign Af-
fairs created a European Strategy for Security and Development in the Sahel. The 
European Sector Social Dialogue (ESSD) was the first regional security approach 
designed by the European Union Commission (EUC) in Africa. The security 
approach also involves developing effective security strategies with regional 
organisations such as ECOWAS and the AU in the fight against terrorism and 
trafficking [22]. 

Following the establishment of the ESSD, the Sixth Nigeria-EU Ministerial 
Dialogue was held in Brussels on 15 March 2016. The dialogue underlined the 
importance and key role of Nigeria in the promotion of peace and security 
within ECOWAS and the AU Peace and Security Council. The two parties 
agreed to strengthen efforts towards tackling the increasing security challenges 
emanating from Mali and Libya and the continuing instability posed by the Is-
lamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS). The parties expressed commitment to 
tackle security challenges such as terrorism, cross-border crimes, proliferation of 
small and light weapons, and human trafficking [16].  

On the Gulf of Guinea, Nigeria and the EU noted that maritime security is 
crucial for the growth and development of the region. To strengthen maritime 
security, Nigeria expressed its commitment to the established organisational se-
curity architecture and the “operationalization of Inter-Regional Coordinating 
Centre (ICC) and the appointment of a single focal point to address maritime 
security issues” [16]. On the side of the EU, it affirmed its commitment to 
strengthening domestic legislations and facilitating effective synergy and dialo-
gue between Nigeria and the EU [16]. 

5. Energy and Trade 

Another key area of EU strategic relation with the Nigerian state has to do with 
the energy sector and trade. The European Union’s energy interests in Nigeria 
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rest on three fundamental objectives: sustainability, competitiveness and security 
[21]. Nigeria has the second largest oil reserves in Africa after Libya and is the 
second largest primary oil producer in Africa. The country’s 37.2 billion barrels 
of oil reserves rank it among the top 10 countries in terms of oil reserves globally 
[23]. In 2011, Nigeria’s oil production capacity was around 3.23 million bpd 
[23]. In fact, Nigeria’s largest crude oil export destinations include Canada, 
France, China, Italy, Indonesia, India, South Africa, Spain and the United King-
dom. India remains the highest and most consistent buyer of Nigeria’s crude oil 
with 16.2 billion barrels in January 2016 [24]. Despite weak historical links with 
Nigeria, France still has a strong energy interest in Nigeria. On October 20, 2015, 
France donated $170 million which was aimed at improving the power supply 
for the Federal Capital Territory (FCT).  

The French government also signed an agreement with the Federal Govern-
ment of Nigeria to build a 35 million Euro (N$8 billion) 13 megawatts solar 
plant in Osun state, Nigeria [25]. In addition, about 12% of the UK’s crude oil 
imports currently emanate from Nigeria, with the UK Chamber of Commerce 
commenting on the increasing rate of piracy and threats in the region. The UK 
Chamber of Commerce argues that the levels of threats in the Niger Delta region 
of Nigeria heavily expose the UK economy to lawlessness off the coast of Nigeria 
[26]. Equally, German energy interests in Nigeria have been unveiled in Lique-
fied Natural Gas (LNG) [26]. Nigeria’s quest to expand its Liquefied Natural Gas 
market into Europe was underpinned by a German delegation to Nigeria [27]. 

Nigeria will continue to remain a global important producer of oil and natural 
gas for the EU. The oil rich Niger Delta region of Nigeria provides lucrative op-
portunities to the European Community and affects the world economic market, 
thus making Nigeria potentially one of the richest economies in sub-Saharan 
Africa, with lucrative and enticing market opportunities for the private sector in 
telecommunications, manufacturing, pharmaceuticals and defence [28].  

6. Conclusion 

This paper analyzed the relations between Nigeria and the European Union 
(EU) since the return to civilian rule in 1999. These relations cut across the three 
strategic levels—democracy and good governance, developmental cooperation, 
security relations, energy and trade. Accordingly, Nigerian-EU relations since 
1999 placed more strategic emphasis on security and energy, rather than ad-
vancing democracy in the Sahel. EU foreign policy towards Nigeria also focused 
on developmental aid. EU developmental aid to Nigeria was based on the per-
ception that Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa and most of the 
population live in abject poverty, although the EU developmental aid to Nigeria 
has been quite low compared to some other African countries [7]. The govern-
ment of Nigeria has not helped the situation, however. For example, Andrew 
Youngs noted that the scant attention given to Nigeria by the EU in relation to 
developmental aid can be attributed to fears of corruption [14], and guided go-
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vernmental policies which are outside the control and influence of the EU [7]. 
Security relations between the two parties have been improved, however, espe-
cially with a view to securing and protecting the Gulf of Guinea against existen-
tial threats that may impair the EU’s access to the oil in the region. The need to 
protect the interests of the EU in the realization of its strategic goal in Nigeria 
further underscored the improved security relations between the parties. Ulti-
mately, the EU foreign policy objectives in Nigeria have been to enhance devel-
opment and secure the Niger Delta, thereby guaranteeing its continuous access 
to the oil and gas in the region. 
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