
INTEGRITY AS A PANACEA TO POVERTY SHACKLES IN NIGERIA: THE ROLE OF THE 
NIGERIA CUSTOMS SERVICE

By 
DR. IBRAHIM, Yusuf El-ladan MNIM

yusuf.elladan@umyu.edu.ng
Department of Geography,

Umaru Musa ‘Yar-adua University, Katsina.

Being 

Text of an Invited Paper Presented at the Nigeria Customs Service 2012 Comptroller-General’s Annual Conference 
‘Borders Divide: Customs Connects’ Held at the Main Auditorium, Umaru Musa ‘Yar-adua University, Katsina. 

November 26th – 30th, 2012.  

Introduction:
Around the world, in rich or poor nations, poverty has always been present. In most nations today, inequality, the gap between the 
rich and the poor, is quite high and widening. The causes are numerous, including lack of individual responsibility, bad 
government policies, exploitation by people and businesses with power and influence, or some combination of these and other 
factors. Many feel that a high level of inequality affects social cohesion and lead to problems such as increasing crime and 
violence. Inequality is often a measure of relative poverty. Absolute poverty, however, is also a concern. The latest World Bank 
figures for world poverty reveals a higher number of people live in poverty than previously thought. For example, the new 
poverty line is defined as living on the equivalent of $2:00 a day. World over, various governments have developed varying 
strategies and institutions to arrest social vices, improve the living standards of their citizens, ensure economic growth and reduce 
the piercing pains of poverty, all of these, with the ultimate aim of  maintaining peace and order. One of these institutions in 
Nigeria and indeed most other countries of the world is the Customs Service. 
Generally speaking, the nations’ Customs Services support their countries to among other things, combat illegal commercial 
activities and trades in illicit goods, infraction on intellectual property rights, illegal international trades in endangered species, 
illegal trades in arms and ammunitions, money laundering, trafficking of illicit drugs, illegal trading of cultural artifacts, 
importations of pornographic, toxic, hazardous and such other dangerous materials or substances. Looking at these roles, it would 
not be out of place in asserting that the Customs, as an institution is the key to solving global myriads of social crisis, turning 
around the entire global economy and thus, disentangling the Human race from the shackles of poverty.  

The Concept of Integrity:
Integrity is a concept of consistency of actions, values, methods, measures, principles, expectations, and outcomes. In ethics, 
integrity is regarded as the honesty and truthfulness or accuracy of one's actions. It can be regarded as the opposite of hypocrisy, 
in that it regards internal consistency as a virtue, and suggests that parties holding apparently conflicting values should account for 
the discrepancy or alter their beliefs. The word "integrity" stems from the Latin adjective integer (whole, complete). In this 
context, integrity is the inner sense of "wholeness" deriving from qualities such as honesty and consistency of character. As such, 
one may judge that others "have integrity" to the extent that they act according to the values, beliefs and principles they claim to 
hold.     
The Nigerian Customs Service (NCS):
The Nigeria Customs Service, NCS came into being in 1891 and was saddled with the responsibility of revenue collection, 
accounting for the revenue collected and anti-smuggling activities. Today, the NCS has such other functions as implementation of 



government fiscal measures, generation of statistical data for planning purposes, trade facilitation, implementation of bilateral and 
multilateral agreements entered into by government, collection of levies and charges and collaborative functions with government 
agencies such as the CBN, Nigeria Police, NDLEA, SON, NAFDAC, FIRS etc. These are further to the roles of combating illegal 
commercial activities and trades in illicit goods, infraction on intellectual property rights, illegal international trades in endangered 
species, illegal trades in arms and ammunitions, money laundering, trafficking of illicit drugs, illegal trading of cultural artifacts, 
importations of pornographic, toxic, hazardous and such other dangerous materials or substances. 
Authentic records have shown that the Nigeria Customs Service of today is more than capable of delivering its statutory mandates. 
These records have revealed the strengths of the Service, which are comparable to those of any of its contemporaries. Among the 
Service’s strengths is Corps of trained Professionals, a well articulated mission and vision statements, a very efficient and effective 
risk management system, exchange of information and intelligence as well as collaborations with the World Customs 
Organization, and above all its adoption of international best practices. 
Integrity in the Nigerian Customs Service:
The second item of the CGC Abdullahi Dikko Inde’s six point agenda is ‘Moral Rebirth for Discipline and Integrity in the 
Nigeria Customs Service’. This item, and indeed, the other five items in the CGC’s six point agenda are in tandem with the 
current national drives that are aimed at behavioral and institutional reforms. A significant awareness on the Nigeria Customs 
Service’s behavioral reform by the whole world is obviously on the increase since the inception of CGC Inde and his management 
Team. Nigeria Customs Officers and Men now display high sense of responsibility and diligence more than ever before. Among 
the feats recorded since the introduction of the CGC’s six point agenda that pertains to integrity are:

• Impressive punctuality and neatness among Officers and Men of the Service;
• Enforcement of respect and discipline among Officers and Men of the Service;
• Reduced unnecessary administrative bureaucracies towards ensuring that official assignments and files are treated with 

dispatch;
• Introduction of the CGC Task Force on Anti-smuggling Activities, Rapid Response Squad, Anti-Corruption and 

Transparency Unit and the Customs Duty Investigation Team.   
Furthermore, the last, but by no means the least, of the CGS’s six point agenda which focuses on ‘Fostering mutual 
understanding between the Service and the general public through a well coordinated public relations activities’, and 
which has received first-class recognition and attention is also relevant to this topic. Salient points worthy of note in the sixth 
agenda are:

• Introduction and the constant use of prints and electronic media to spotlight and create awareness on the activities and 
reforms of the NCS; 

• The CGC’s open door policy with stakeholders and a listening session approach;
• Laudable rapport between the NCS stakeholders and their Service providers.

It takes courage, integrity, transparency and will power to institute all these initiatives, and the resultant outcomes being 
manifested consequent to the introduction of the CGS’s six point agenda are enough evidences to the fact that integrity is a very 
powerful tool in institutional transformations.
The Role of the Nigerian Customs Service in Poverty Alleviation:
Historically, poverty reduction has been largely a result of overall economic growth. Poverty had been mostly accepted as 
inevitable and economies produced very little before the industrial revolution, which led to high economic growth and eliminated 
mass poverty in what is now considered the developed world. In 1820, 75% of humanity lived on less than a dollar a day, while in 
2001, only about 20% do. Economic growth in agriculture is, on average, at least twice as effective in benefiting the poorest half 
of a country’s population as growth generated in nonagricultural sectors. Long run economic growth per person is achieved 
through increases in human and physical capital, and technologies as well as the institutions that help provide them. In general, the 
following strategies have been recognized as imperative in alleviating poverty:

• Economic Liberalization 

• Investments in Capital and Technology 

• Aids 

• Transparent Institutions

The Nigeria Customs Service has direct significant roles to play in at least 3 out of these 4 strategies. 

•  Economic liberalization: Extending property rights protection to the poor is one of the most important poverty reduction 
strategies a nation could take. Securing property rights to land, the largest asset for most societies, is vital to their economic 
freedom. Most of the poor lack access to financial services. For those in poverty, overwhelming importance is placed on 
having a safe place to save money, much more so than receiving loans. Trade liberalization increases total surplus of trading 
nations and foreign investments and, export industries helped fuel the economic expansion of fast growing nations. The 
Nigeria Customs Service has a role to play here since it has such other functions as ‘implementation of government fiscal 



measures, generation of statistical data for planning purposes, trade facilitation, implementation of bilateral and multilateral 
agreements entered into by government, collection of levies and charges and collaborative functions with government 
agencies’.

• Investments in Capital and Technology: Improving human capital, in the form of health, is needed for economic growth. 
Nations do not necessarily need wealth to gain health. For example, Sri Lanka had a maternal mortality rate of 2% in the 
1930s, higher than any nation today. It reduced it to 0.5 - 0.6% in the 1950s and to <0.05% today. However, it was 
spending less each year on maternal health because it learned what worked and what did not. Human capital, in the form of 
education, is an even more important determinant of economic growth than physical capital. UN economists argue that good 
infrastructure, such as roads and information networks, helps market reforms to work. China claims it is investing in 
railways, roads, ports and rural telephones in African countries as part of its formula for economic development. It was the 
technology of the steam engine that originally began the dramatic decreases in poverty levels. Cell phone technology today 
brings the market to the poor and rural population. With necessary information, remote farmers can produce specific crops 
to sell to the buyers that bring the best price. Again, here, the Nigeria Customs Service support the Nation in combating 
illegal commercial activities and trades in illicit goods, illegal international trades in endangered species, illegal trades in 
arms and ammunitions, money laundering, trafficking of illicit drugs, illegal trading of cultural artifacts, importations of 
pornographic, toxic, hazardous and such other dangerous materials or substances. These ensure safe and robust investments 
in human and physical capitals as well in relevant technology.

• Transparent Institutions: The United Nations Development Program published a report recently which focused on good 
governance in poor countries as a key to economic development and overcoming the selfish interests of wealthy elites often 
behind state actions in developing nations. The report concluded that “Without good governance, reliance on trickle-down 
economic development and a host of other strategies will not work.” Similarly, Researchers at UC Berkeley developed what 
they called a "Weberianness scale" which measures aspects of bureaucracies and governments Max Weber described as most 
important for rational-legal and efficient government over 100 years ago. Comparative research has found that the scale is 
correlated with higher rates of economic development. With their related concept of good governance, World Bank 
Researchers have found much the same: Data from 150 nations have shown several measures of good governance (such as 
accountability, effectiveness, rule of law, low corruption) to be related to higher rates of economic development.

Efficient institutions that are not corrupt and obey the rule of law make and enforce good laws that provide security to 
property and businesses. Efficient and fair governments would work to invest in the long-term interests of the nation 
rather than plunder resources through corruption. 

Examples of countries that have had good governance leading to economic development and poverty reduction include 
Thailand, Taiwan, Malaysia, South Korea, and Vietnam, which tend to have a strong government, called a hard state or 
development state. These “hard states” have the will and authority to create and maintain policies that lead to long-term 
development that helps all their citizens, not just the wealthy. Multinational corporations are regulated so that they 
follow reasonable standards for pay and labor conditions, pay reasonable taxes to help develop the country, and keep 
some of their profits in the countries, reinvesting them to provide further developments. In the late 1950s South Korea 
had a lower per capita GDP than Ghana, but recently, it was 17 times as high as Ghana's. At times, funds from aids and 
natural resources are often diverted into private hands and then sent to banks overseas as a result of graft. If Western 
banks rejected stolen money, says a report by Global Witness, ordinary people would benefit “in a way that aid flows 
will never achieve”. The trade facilitation functions of the Nigeria Customs Service, its functions in the implementation 
of bilateral and multilateral agreements entered into by government, collection of levies and charges and collaborative 
functions with government agencies such as the CBN, Nigeria Police, NDLEA, SON, NAFDAC, FIRS etc keep checks 
on banks and similar financial institutions, for example, in stanching the flow of funds linked to terrorism, money-
laundering or tax evasion.

Conclusion:

The Economic dimension of the Nation’s Vision 20:2020 envisaged that the Nigeria would have ‘a globally competitive economy 
that is resilient and diversified with a globally competitive manufacturing sector that is tightly integrated and contributes no less 
than 25% to Gross Domestic Product’. The Institutional dimension on the other hand foresees a Nigeria in which there is ‘a stable 
and functional democracy, and where the rights of the citizens to determine their leaders are guaranteed, and adequate 
infrastructure exists to support a market-friendly and globally competitive business environment’. These dimensions would remain 
a mirage without a robust, sincere, honest and professional Customs Service. The challenges are enormous as the success or 
otherwise of Nigeria’s Vision 20:2020 in particular and poverty eradication in the country in general lies more or less with the 
Nigeria Customs Service. No wonder therefore, the current CGC and his team are on the alert, revolutionalizing the Service with 
modern-day innovations all with a view to delivering on its mandates of ‘Revenue collection, accounting for the revenue collected 
and anti-smuggling activities’. These mandates cannot be delivered without discipline and integrity among the Officers and Men 
of the Service. What is left for us as responsible citizens and institutions is to give them all the necessary support and 
encouragements to achieve higher feats than they have so far achieved.
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