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POPULATION GLUT AS IMPEDIMENT TO FOOD SECURITY IN NIGERIA: THE 

WAY OUT* 

 

Abstract 

Nigeria which used to have food surplus - enough for total domestic consumption and a 

remarkable excess for export – is now facing food insecurity to the point of depending more on 

importation than local production. Apart from the myriad of factors militating against domestic 

food production, one of the major extraneous challenges is the rapid population growth in the 

nation which has defied all strategies applied to strike an equilibrium between them over the 

years. The aim of this study was to analyse the factors underlying population explosion in 

Nigeria with a view to ascertain the strength of their impact on sustainable food consumption 

in this age. It also focused on the forces decelerating progress in food production to overcome 

the recurring insecurity. The research found that, principally, the massive demographic rise in 

the country is caused by lack of an effective population policy, excessive births, reduced death 

rate and inclination to beliefs. The situation is aggravated by continuous neglect of the 

agriculture sector. The study therefore recommended, among others, that stern measures be 

taken to stop further explosion of the population including influx of illegal immigrants, a 

procreation enlightenment campaign programme be launched to cover the entire country, and 

a religious education be carried out by blending the natural child-bearing right with divine 

obligation to cater for the children. In addition, during this interval, food production should 

be improved to cover the gap. 

 

Key words: Population glut, Food insecurity, Domestic food production, Sustainable food 

consumption. 

 

1.  Introduction 
As a formula to secure posterity, humanity is as passionate about the availability of food for 

the sustenance of the present population as it is committed to the earth’s perpetual fertility to 

satisfy the food needs of future generations. Due to the fundamental importance of food to 

human life, global attention is concentrated on the perennial cultivation of the land for ceaseless 

supply of quality food.  An imperative of this objective is to keep the human population within 

the planet’s carrying capacity at any given time.1 It also makes society’s investment in food 

security an essential domestic and international responsibility.   

 

In keeping with global values, Nigeria initially made food production a priority.2  Its record 

showed abundance of food, relative to the population up to the first two decades after 

independence in 1960, when it had about 45.1m people.  Thereafter, the quest for accelerated 

industrialisation and the dividends of oil boom distracted it to the point of utter neglect for 

agriculture, resulting in her relegation to a food-importing nation. From that era, food 

production began to decline while the population grew exponentially, thereby creating an 

unmanageable gap between them in the country.  As at 2005, the situation was so critical that 

the food deficit degenerated to a food crisis leaving over 40 % of the population unable to 
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afford two “bare” meals daily.3 This study addressed the factors responsible for this uneven 

rise in population alongside the possible solutions to food inadequacy. 

 

2.  Concept of Population 

Population, also known as population size, refers to the number of individual’s resident within 

a subjectively designated geographic area during a material period.4 It is the most important 

parameter in the demographic evaluation, but other factors like density, age distribution or 

structure, fecundity, mortality, and sex ratio are also relevant.5 Their correlation, driven by 

dynamic tendencies, has a significant effect on the overall population. For instance, peak 

fecundity is normally a constant for populations, but actual fecundity changes with time based 

on the size, density, and structure of the population, as well as food availability.6 

 

2.1 World Population Trend Since 1900 
In general, the twentieth century was a period which combined scientific and technological 

advancement as well as economic growth with an explosive increase in world population.  

Accordingly, the global population of 950 million in 1800 grew to 1.65 billion in 1900.  During 

the initial half of the 1900s, the average yearly population growth rate increased to about 1%, 

making the world population 2.51 billion in 1950. In the second half of the century, the average 

annual population growth rate from 1950 to 1955 was 1.79%; it rose to 2.04% in the period 

from 1965 to 1970.  In 1987 the number rose beyond 5 billion and reached 6 billion in 1999.7  

There have also been some unexpected declines in the growth rate but UN World Population 

Projections in June 2019 estimated the population to hit about 9.8 billion by 2050,8 having 

exceeded 7.9 billion in November 2021. 

 

2.2 Nigeria Population Growth Pattern 

In 2021, Nigeria had an estimated population of 213 million.  Between 1965 and 2021 the 

number of people living in the country increased at a rate above 2%, the highest being 2.58% 

in 2020.  Since 1950 it has been having a steady rise in population – 1950 (37,859,748); 1955 

(41,086,100); 1960 (45,138,458); 1965 (50,127,921); 1970 (55,982,144); 1975 (63,374,298); 

1980 (73,423,633); 1985 (83,562,785); 1990 (95,212,450); 1995 (107,948,335); 2000 

(122,283,850); 2005 (138,865,016); 2010 (158,503,197); 9 2020 (206,140,000).10 

 

2.3 Over-Population 
Over-population means the condition of having more people than can live a comfortable, happy 

and healthy life without exhausting any part of the earth’s resources meant for the enjoyment 
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of future generations.11 It has become a subject of global importance because of its potential to 

trigger environmental degradation and deflate natural resources to the detriment of the vast 

biodiversity.12 

 

3. Causes of Rapid Population Growth in Nigeria 

In Nigeria there are numerous causes of rapid population growth.  The leading ones are 

examined below – 

a. Lack of Birth Control Law 

There is no law regulating births in the country. As a result, child-bearing is loose since 

there is no minimum age for a girl to have children. In addition, restrictions are not 

observed in terms of maximum children a mother can have. The freedom makes every 

family, especially the Nigerian woman or girl, assume an unlimited right to procreate to 

the peak of fertility.13 

 

b. High Birth Rate 

Statistics show that the birth rate in the country is high.  For instance, a report from the 

Population Reference Bureau indicated that the rate of natural increase in the country 

was 2.5%, meaning that the population would rise to 261.7 million in 2030 and 396.5 

million in mid-2050.14 What compounds this is the common traditional practice of early 

marriage of girls in numerous tribes and clans in the country.15 

 

c. Reduced Death 

Due, largely, to improved health care for mothers and infants, in addition to advances in 

medical provisions, the rate of deaths in the country has reduced relatively in recent 

times. This has led to the survival and longevity of an overwhelming majority of 

inhabitants of all ages.16 

 

d. Religious Beliefs 

Another cause of this problem is the religious belief of the nationals and residents.  

Generally, Nigerians practise Christianity, Islam and African traditional religion.  

Christians regard abortion as murder as it is equated to shedding of blood of the foetus – 

another being.  The effect is to compel every pregnancy to mature and produce a baby, 
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wanted or otherwise.17 Moslem men are inclined to obey a religious injunction of having 

four wives each. Complemented by the other belief that the woman’s duty is to keep the 

home, child-bearing is a competition among the wives and a determinant of their 

relevance in the family. With the advantages of early marriage, some wives are able to 

make babies from about age 15 until they clock 40 years, in quick succession.18 For the 

practitioners of African Traditional Religion, abortion is a taboo. Consequently, every 

pregnancy produces a child.19 

 

3.1 Consequences of Over-population on Food Security in Nigeria 

It is only natural for a nation’s population growth to affect the inhabitants’ access to food, but 

the gravity of the impact was postulated by Thomas Malthus.20 He argued that a population 

will outgrow its resources unless it is checked through the preventive method like the moral 

restraint of postponing marriage, and positive means such as famine, disease and warfare.21 

There are projections that global population growth will make it imperative to raise food 

production needs by about 70% in 2050 as a result of pressure on food quality standards.22 

Across the world unsustainable population growth has been the main threat to food security23 

as it is responsible for the malnourishment and unhealthy living condition of a significant 

proportion of the population.24 

 

Food security was initially interpreted as the practical provision of food produced locally to 

feed all or a substantial majority of the inhabitants of any nation. The meaning has now been 

modified by the evolution of trade and international specialty to cover worldwide food 

production for the access of nations with disadvantageous conditions.25 Availability of food is 

now determined more by income than local production, thereby altering the dynamics of food 

self-sufficiency.  For instance, the United Kingdom which does not have any serious threat of 

food insecurity has been depending on food import to meet the needs of its population for more 

than a century.26 There are several other nations which also augment their local food demand 

by importing, aided by economic advantage and superior gross domestic product.27 Impacts of 

rapid population growth on the Nigerian populace with regard to food security are visible as 
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the nation, battling with poverty, is unable to cover the demand gap with imports.28 The 

following are the major effects population growth has on food security in Nigeria. 

 

3.1.1 Malnutrition 

In recent history there has been an unusual rate of undernourishment or malnutrition in Nigeria, 

even though there was a drop from 19.3% in 1990 to 8.5% in 2010 to 2012.  For instance, the 

number of victims increased from approximately 10 million people in 2010 to about 14 million 

in 2016.29 The condition in the conflict-prone north-eastern zone of the country is even more 

severe.30 Annually about 1 million Nigerian children die before they reach age 5.31 About half 

of these deaths are caused by malnutrition.32 Secondly, it causes varying rates of stunting 

among children in the country.33 Significantly, stunting, a main indicator of malnutrition, 

makes children too short for their age.  Stunted children have poor physical growth and 

impaired brain development which prevent them from thriving and attaining full potential. 

Nigeria, with over 11 million stunted children, has the second highest number in the world, 

behind India.34 Thirdly, nearly 30% of Nigerian children are underweight: their weight is not 

enough for their age, an irregular proportion35 compared to Ghana.36  

 

3.1.2  Mental Impairment 

On the long run, poor nutrition during the early formative years has been linked to impairments 

of intellectual performance, work capacity, reproductive outcomes, and overall health.37 For 

the adult category, the major impact is the prevalence of overweight mothers.38 In adults, the 

effect of malnutrition is measured by the body mass index (BMI) data.39 It revealed prevalence 

of thinness among women of reproductive age (of between 15 – 49 years) a BMI less than 

18.5kg/m2, and among adolescent girls (15 – 19 years) a BMI less than 18.5 kg/m2.40 

Malnutrition has also been traced to anaemia among some adult Nigerians.41 The impact on 
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children also has grave consequences for the nation.  For instance, scholars have discovered 

that childhood mental and developmental disorders are an accumulation of 

neurodevelopmental, emotional, and behavioural disorders which have numerous adverse 

effects on psychological and social composition.  In most cases, unless intensively handled, the 

disorders persist into adulthood.42 There are ample chances for these children to experience a 

compromised developmental trajectory with high need for medical and disability attention.43 

Childhood mental and behavioural disorders commonly manifest as anxiety ailments which are 

characterised by excessive or inappropriate fear connected to behavioural disturbances that 

impair functioning.  Such children exhibit anxiety and avoidance of dreaded objects.44  

 

3.1.3 Hunger 
Overpopulation contributes to the deterioration of the quality of life of Nigerians in all spheres, 

6especially through hunger.45 Going by the 2021 Global Hunger Index (GHI), Nigeria is the 

103rd out of the 116 nations.  With a score of 28.3, it has a critical level of hunger.46 The 

outcome is linked to the inevitable impact of overpopulation which causes widespread hunger 

in addition to over-use of resources, erosion of land, shortages of water, exhaustion of fuel 

supplies and destruction of forests.47 Due to the fact that the present pace of food production is 

unable to meet the rate of population growth, hunger among the populace is escalating.48 It 

corroborates the finding that increased population at a rate beyond agricultural production 

impedes productivity and triggers hunger.49 

 

3.1.4 Reproductive dysfunction 

Studies have revealed that improved nutritional status in childhood normally results in higher 

fertility and earlier pregnancy via accelerated maturation in adolescence.  Prompt maturation 

and first birth subsequently lengthen child-bearing time for a woman and affords her discretion 

to plan and space out childbearing.50 Childhood micronutrient and macronutrient deficiencies 

often result in a net negative association with cumulative fertility.51 On the other hand, male 

reproductive disorders from malnutrition in childhood could lead to testicular cancer, disorders 

of sex development, cryptorchidism (a condition in which one or both of the testes fail to 
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(2019) 11 (2) Croatian Journal of Food Science and Technology, 230-236. 
49 K F Omotesho and others, ‘The Potential of Moringa Tree for Poverty Alleviation and Rural Development: 

Review of Evidences on Usage and Efficacy’, (2013) 2 (2) International Journal of Development and 

Sustainability, 799-813. 
50 M Graff and others, ‘Childhood Nutrition and Later Fertility: Pathways through Education and Pre-pregnant 

Nutritional Status’, (2010) 47 (1) Demography, 125-144. 
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descend from the abdomen into the scrotum before birth),52 hypospadias (a birth defect in boys 

in which the opening of the urethra is not located at the tip of the penis),53 low testosterone 

(steroid hormone that stimulates male secondary sexual characteristics)54 levels, poor semen 

quality, among others.55 Nutrition is equally important for the adult male’s reproductive 

function. Intake of a diet rich in carbohydrates, fibre, folate, and lycopene as well as fruits and 

vegetables contributes to improved semen quality.56 Food rich in antioxidants such as citrus 

fruits, tomatoes, paw-paw, and mangoes are potentially beneficial for fertility while 

concentration on high protein and fatty foods impact negatively on fertility.57 

 

3.1.5 Inadequate Infrastructure 

Another major impact of overpopulation in the nation is the depletion of resources meant for 

infrastructure after provision is made for other competing needs, leading to substandard 

infrastructure.58 Furthermore, the pressure of rapid population growth renders the 

infrastructural facilities dilapidated and often obsolete.59 Analysis of three indicators will 

substantiate this conclusion.  The first is the provision of water and sanitation.  Demographic 

pressure has left a constant poor management and utilisation of renewable water resources.  In 

2015, for instance, 69% of Nigeria’s total population enjoyed access to safe drinking water, 

amounting to 85% of urban and 53% rural dwellers.60 While commemorating the World Water 

Day, UNICEF lamented that more than 86% of Nigerians do not have access to safe drinking 

water.61 The projection is that by 2040 when there will be accelerated urbanisation and 

migration to the cities, the water deficit would be much worse.62  

 

The next is energy.  In 2017, only about 54% of the total population had access to electricity, 

consisting of 87% urban and 22% rural populace. The nation’s energy sector is dominated by 

deficient infrastructure.63 As a result, the generation-demand gap is widening in line with 
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population growth. 64Years after the privatisation of the electricity sector, a reasonable fraction 

of the population still cannot access energy. The third is transport infrastructure (roads, rail, 

ports and airports).  Only 16% of roads in the country are paved with a low road density at 

21km per 100km2.65 There is regular deterioration due to rising traffic volumes.  Scholars hold 

the view that high population growth is the main cause of infrastructure dilapidation in this 

sector.66 

 

3.2 Solutions to Population/Food Imbalance in Nigeria 

Despite the perennial duration of the adverse impact of rapid population rise on food security 

in Nigeria and the seeming intractability of the quagmires, experiences of other nations show 

that solutions are available.  This section of the study analyses the possible remedies to this 

problem. 

 

3.2.1 Increased Food Production 

Production of crops, livestock and fish being the major sources of food consumed in the 

country, needs to be increased massively 67 as a first step to cover the population – food gap.  

For, inasmuch as it is desirable to cut down the rate of population increase as time progresses, 

the present population and reduced additions still have to be fed while adjustments are 

implemented.  Furthermore, all analyses of securing food for the growing human population 

have always focused on raising productivity, even though related factors of facilitating access 

to markets, reducing waste and changing diets are also considered.68 This is also a fundamental 

objective because the sustainable development goals and other international commitments to 

attain food security involve modern technologies as an indispensable tool for eradicating 

hunger and food deficiencies.  The strategy covers every component of the food system – from 

farm to market – for potential improvement with the application of science and technology.  

Accordingly the amount of food produced can be increased by applying new and existing 

technologies to combat biotic and abiotic stresses, including the planting of disease – or pest – 

resistant crops, rust resistant wheat varieties, tilling machines, herbicides, and pesticides for 

the biotic, and salt-tolerant crops (like potato, quinoa) and climate resistant crops (like early-

maturing cereal crop varieties, heat-tolerant varieties, drought-tolerant legumes or tuber crops, 

crops or varieties with enhanced salinity tolerance, or rice with submergence tolerance) for the 

abiotic stresses.69  
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3.2.2 Integrating Nutrient-rich Crops into the Food System 

Another clue is the method which combines the improvement of agricultural productivity and 

reduction of malnutrition by way of integrating nutrient-rich crops into the food system. 

Nutrient- enrichment of crops or bio fortification is a process of breeding staple crops to boost 

their nutritional quality and profile.  The crops are generally made to assimilate nutrients from 

the environment as a natural course of cultivation.70 There is an improvement of the 

conventional biofortification via plant breeding by way of agronomic biofortification (the 

application of micronutrient-rich fertilizers through soil or leaves) and transgenic techniques.71 

 

3.2.3 Health and Associated Benefits of Biofortification 

Before this time, food fortification, diet diversification, and nutrient supplementation had been 

applied as public health strategies to cut down micronutrient loss-induced morbidity and 

mortality all over the world.72 The target of this agrotechnology includes the immense negative 

socio-economic impact of widespread micronutrient malnutrition at the personal, community 

and national levels.73 The total health benefits are enormous.  For instance, out of the 26 

predominant risk factors of the global burden of disease estimates, iron deficiency ranks 9th, 

zinc deficiency 11th, and vitamin A deficiency 13th.74 Around the world, zinc and iron 

deficiencies have induced micronutrient malnutrition in more than 3 billion people,75 and are 

linked to the death of about 500,000 children below 5 years of age annually.76 In addition, they 

lead to serious physical incapacity, mental impairment, decreased health, and parasitic diseases.  

Accordingly, combating malnutrition is an integral component of three sustainable goals, to 

wit, eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, reduction of child mortality, and improvement 

of maternal health.77 Different studies have confirmed iron and zinc fortification as a therapy 

for hidden hunger.  In Rwanda, for example, constant intake of iron-biofortified beans among 

women of childbearing age led to rise in haemoglobin, ferritin and total body iron in about 5 

months.  Other positive effects were improved memory, increased attentiveness and enhanced 
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performance at work and school in other patients.78 Adolescent children in India who ate iron 

bio-fortified pearl millet had the same experience.79 

 

3.2.4 Biofortification Prospects in Nigeria 

The enrichment of staple foods with micronutrients has prospects of contributing tremendously 

to the eradication of the negative impacts of micronutrient deficiencies in Nigeria.  For instance, 

Vitamin A is an essential mineral involved in vision, immune system, and cell differentiation, 

synthesis of glycoprotein, reproduction and general growth and development of the human 

body.80 Yet in Nigeria over 24.8% of pre-school children and 13% of women of child-bearing 

age are Vitamin A-deficient.81 Furthermore, about 30% of under-5 children and 20% of 

pregnant women in the country suffer the same malnutrition.82 Through the development of 

biofortified crops, several international organisations, national programmes and private seed 

companies are collaborating to solve the hidden hunger problem using nutrient 

supplementation, home food fortification and condiments fortification of staple foods as well 

as biofortification.83 The leading one is Harvest- Plus which undertakes the biofortification of 

cassava and maize as priority.  With persistence, all the staple foods in the country, especially 

cassava, yam, sweet potato, cowpea, maize, rice, wheat, millet, and sorghum84 can be covered 

to enhance availability of vitamins and minerals for majority of the populace whose diets are 

dominated by less dense nutrient food.85 

 

3.2.5 Infrastructure Improvement 

Improvement of infrastructure in the agricultural field, in particular the rural settlements where 

farming is relatively concentrated, is important for increased food production.  Facilities like 

good feeder roads will contribute to the evaluation of output and conveyance of inputs to farm 

sites. On- farm storage facilities are particularly appropriate for specific agricultural enterprises 

suitable for commercialised usage in the rural areas.86 Another role of the road network is to 
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facilitate the distribution of farm produce to various locations wherefrom final supply for 

consumption can be achieved or made feasible.87 It also serves as a motivation for improved 

food production in that through the creation of easy access to the rural agriculture base, demand 

increases. This generates more income for farmers and adds to their net profit and investment88.  

 

3.2.6 Preservation of Surplus Foods 

Another means by which this goal can be achieved is the improvement of preservation of 

surplus foods.  It is a formula for cutting down post-harvest losses recorded under traditional 

agricultural practices where households have more than required quantities of foods but are not 

conversant with the technology to preserve them for a reasonable duration.  In most cases, 

indigenous storage and preservation strategies are usually short compared to improving modern 

forms.  This causes spoilage, substandard storage and increase in unconsumable foods in the 

country as well as other less developed countries.89 The challenge is that these ancient practices 

which used to serve the people in the past is overwhelmed by the bloated population and the 

complication of reduced food production.90 This formula has become a critical component of 

the food security quest because it seeks to plug the depleting channel in the insufficient overall 

food production.  Related to it is the prevention of destruction by diseases and pests during 

storage and preservation.  The improvement of storage and preservation technology is a 

guarantee for saving the loss through this means.91  

 

3.2.7 Favourable Economy 
Poverty is a major setback to food security.  With food production regularly below demand, 

commodity price is unduly high – and continuously increasing – as a result of the rapid 

population growth.92 The clue here is to improve the general economy and facilitate individual 

financial capacity.93 This is connected to availability of food by way of ready quantity for sale 

to consumers,94 as well as employment opportunities for persons within the labour age. 95 

Another mitigation is to quell the raging insecurity in the country for enterprises to thrive and 
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enable entrepreneurs to freely engage suitable personnel.96 The chain effect of all these 

remedies is an elevation of a reasonable proportion of the population from zero income earners 

to a stratified cadre of income recipients, sufficient to make a significant income in the poverty 

scale of the nation and the financial capacity of the citizens positively. It also regulates inflation 

which ordinarily degrades the quality and quantity of foods families are able to afford 97 to 

ensure constant food affordability. 98 

 

3.2.8 Birth Control 

In order to regulate population growth, births which constitute the predominant source, need to 

be controlled.  Government has expressed determination to apply all reasonable and practicable 

methods to limit the number of children a couple can have. 99 In acknowledgement of this 

objective, President Muhammadu Buhari recently launched the Revised National Policy on 

Population for Sustainable Development where he stressed the need for prompt steps to control 

the nation’s high fertility rate with the aid of contemporary contraceptive methods all over the 

country. 100 

 

3.2.9 Immigration Regulation   

In keeping with global policy, the country allows migration into its territory using local and 

international statutory backing. 101 It has been contributing to the country’s population increase 

over the years.102 However, there is need to check irregular immigration - those who enter the 

country by a legal means but overstay their visa period, and those who enter through unofficial 

routes.  It has been observed that the porosity of the nation’s borders has enabled the creation 

of numerous entry points through which a very high number of irregular immigrants infiltrate 

into the territory. 103  The significance of this addition to the nation’s population can be assessed 

by the recurrence of demand for official deviation from this complacency 
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3.2.10 Family Planning 

Family planning is one of the most effective methods of averting unintended pregnancies and 

reducing rapid population growth. 104In July 2012, Nigeria attended the London Summit on 

Family Planning and endorsed a commitment to increase domestic funding for family 

planning.105 There have been numerous calls by scholars and groups for the Government to 

regulate the hyper fertility rate with family planning strategies in the country.106 

 

4. Conclusion 

Nigeria once passed through a phase when food production was synonymous with the national 

life of its citizenry.  Food was in so much abundance that some had to be exported to 

neighbouring countries without hampering domestic consumption needs.  Due to the 

commitment of the administration to agriculture in general, the gradual growth of the 

population did not have adverse impact on the agricultural output trend.  When, however, 

Government became complacent about the food source and output level, population growth 

fast outpaced quantity of food produced.  Thenceforth, the gap between the population and 

accessible food began to widen – and has become a crisis now.  To prevent aggravation of this 

hardship on present and future generations, urgent action is needed not only to close the gap 

but also to reduce the rate of population growth and accelerate food production for the benefit 

of all. 

 

5. Recommendations 

The study therefore makes the following recommendations – 

There should be a legislation on population control reducing births to 3 children per couple. 

Government should educate women on voluntary family planning and its benefits. 

Government should promote agriculture by quelling the insecurity in farms. There should 

be safety to enhance food distribution. Farmers should be guided to practise nutrient-

enrichment of staple foods. 

The economy has to be revamped to facilitate food accessibility through financial 

empowerment of the people. 

Government needs to implement an aggressive agriculture programme for mass production 

of all local food types. 
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