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Abstract 
 
This paper examines the impact of railway transport on the society and the economy of Idogo and 
the villages situated along the Ifo/Idogo railway corridor in present day Ogun State in South-western 
Nigeria from 1930 to 1990. The paper highlights the factors that led to the extension of the railway 
to Idogo by the British colonial government. It also examines the factors responsible for the decline 
of the railway transport services and its impact on the communities along this railway corridor. The 
study adopts a historical methodology. Primary data such as oral information, archival records and 
periodicals were consulted. In addition, information was obtained from secondary sources such as 
books, journal articles and other unpublished works. The study notes that the railway system had 
tremendous impact on the economic and social life of the agrarian communities situated along this 
axis. At the same time, the decline of the railway transport services contributed to the economic 
setback of the communities located along the railway route.  
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Introduction 
The history of railway transportation in Nigeria dates back to the closing years of 
the nineteenth century, when the construction of the Lagos/Ibadan railway line 
commenced from Iddo in 1886. It was acknowledged by Olufemi Omosini that "the 
railway project had been an important element of colonial economic policies [in 
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Nigeria] since 1895 during the nascent stage of colonial rule."1 In fact, the British 
government began to pursue the railway project with priority since March 1896, 
when it commenced the construction of the Western Line initially from Iddo in 
Lagos to Ota. This section of the Western Line from Iddo to Ota was completed in 
September 18972. Without mincing words, the 711-mile Lagos-Kano line that 
linked the Northern and Southern Protectorates of colonial Nigeria was 
accomplished in 19113. Certainly, the railway project, according to Wale 
Oyemakinde," was "the single greatest enterprise of the British in Nigeria.”4 The 
cost of the Iddo-Minna section of the Lagos railway was estimated to be about 
£4,299,170.00 at the end of December 1912.5  
 
Meanwhile, other lines were later constructed between 1912 and 1962. One of these 
other lines was the Ifo-Idogo (otherwise known as the Ifaw-Idogo line) railway line 
(Tamuno, 1964). In spite of the considerable attention that scholars have devoted 
to the historical development of railway transportation in Nigeria and its 
contributions to the economy, a conscious historical study on the Idogo railway line 
remained elusive. Indeed, prominent historians like Tamuno, Wale Oyemakinde 
and Olufemi Omosini have conducted several studies on the history and 

                                                
1. Olufemi Omosini, ‘Background to Railway Policy in Nigeria, 1877-1901’, Akinjogbin, Adeagbo 
Isaac. and Osoba, S. O. (eds), Topics of Nigerian Economic and Social History, (Ile-Ife: University 
of Ife Press, 1980), 146. See also Olufemi Omosini, O. ‘Railway Projects and British Attitudes 
Towards the Development of West Africa, 1892-1903’, Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, 
(JHSN) 5, no. 4 (1971): 491-507. 

2.Tekena Nitonye Tamuno, ‘Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-I,’ Nigerian Magazine, No. 83, 1964, 
279- 292. 

3. The railway line was subsequently extended to Abeokuta a distance of about 60 miles from Lagos 
in April 1899. By December 1900 the line had reached Ibadan a distance of 125 miles from Lagos. 
The extension of the line to Jebba was accomplished in 1909 before it was eventually linked with 
Minna in 1911. See alao T Tekena Nitonye Tamuno, “Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-I’ Nigeria 
Magazine, No. 83, December, 1964, 281 

4. Wale Oyemakinde, ‘Railway Construction and Operations in Nigeria: Labour Problems and 
Socio-Economic Impact’, Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, (JHSN) 7, no. 2 (1974): 303-
324. 

5. Tekena Nitonye Tamuno, ‘Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-I’, Nigerian Magazine, No. 83, 1964: 
279-292. 
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development of railway transportation in the country.6 These existing studies have 
been very instructive in developing a model upon which the present discussion is 
built. For example, Tamuno, in sequel articles in two separate volumes of the 
Nigeria Magazine, examines “the Genesis of the Nigerian Railway.” In other 
words, Tamuno set the pace for a discussion on the development of railway 
transportation in the country. For this present discussion, however, Tamuno only 
made scanty reference to the completion of the Ifo-Idogo line in June 1930. Apart 
from the scanty reference to the Ifo-Idogo line, Tamuno agrees that “though the 
railway... was a white elephant project... it served a major need by assisting the 
country’s general development."7 
 
Other studies on the Nigerian railway by Olufemi Omosini,8 Wale Oyemakinde,9 
also provide insights into how the railway came into being in Nigeria as well as its 
                                                
6. Among these are the publications by Omiuni, Favour Godspower Igho,   ‘The Role of 
Transportation in Nation Building: The Case of the Nigerian Railway’, Nigerian Magazine, No. 
137, 1981, 3-16.; Olufemi Omosini, ‘Background to Railway Policy in Nigeria, 1877-1901’, 
Akinjogbin Adeagbo Isaac and Osoba Segun (eds), Topics of Nigerian Economic and Social History 
(Ile-Ife: University of Ife Press, 1980), 146;  Olufemi Omosini, ‘Railway Projects and British 
Attitudes Towards the Development of West Africa, 1892-1903’, Journal of Historical Society of 
Nigeria (JHSN) 5, no. 4 (1971): 491-507; Wale Oyemakinde, ‘Railway Construction and Operations 
in Nigeria: Labour Problems and Socio-Economic Impact’, Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, 
(JHSN) 7, no. 2 (1974): 303-324; Wale Oyemakinde, ‘The Impact of the Great Depression on the 
Nigerian Railway and its Workers,’ Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, (JHSN) 8, no. 4 (1977): 
143-160; Wale Oyemakinde, ‘The Railway Workers and Modernisation in Colonial Nigeria,’ 
Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, (JHSN) X, no. 1 (1979): 113-124; Tamuno Tekena, 
‘Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-I,’ Nigerian Magazine, no. 83 (1964): 279-292; Tamuno Tekena, 
‘Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-II,’ Nigerian Magazine, no. 84 (1965): 31-43. 

7. Tamuno Tekena, ‘Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-I,’ Nigerian Magazine, no. 83 (1964): 279- 
292. 

8. Olufemi Omosini, ‘Background to Railway Policy in Nigeria, 1877-1901’, Akinjogbin, A. I. and 
Osoba, S. O. (eds), Topics of Nigerian Economic and Social History (Ile-Ife: University of Ife Press, 
1980), 146. See also O. Omosini, ‘Railway Projects and British Attitudes Towards the Development 
of West Africa, 1892-1903’, Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, (JHSN) 5, no. 4 (1971): 491-
507. 

9. Wale Oyemakinde, ‘Railway Construction and Operations in Nigeria: Labour Problems and 
Socio-Economic Impact’, Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria, (JHSN) 7, no. 2 (1974): 303-
324. 
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impact on the economy and the society. Nevertheless, there are still some obvious 
lapses in the socio-economic history of Nigeria in general. One of such lapses is 
the role of the railway in the development of some rural outposts in the country, 
such as Idogo and its adjoining settlements. Part of the objectives of this paper, 
therefore, is to fill this obvious gap in the economic history of Nigeria in general 
and rail transportation in the country in particular. In view of this, the paper 
examines the history of the Idogo railway transport system and its impact on the 
socio-economic transformation of Egba and Egbado Areas of Ogun State, 
Southwestern Nigeria from 1930 – 1990.  
 
Methodology of the Research  
The study was conducted using historical research methodology. The nature of the 
work necessitated the method engaged to collect, analyse, and interpret the data that 
was used in perfecting this paper. Primary source material, such as oral information, 
archival material, government papers and newspaper reports, constituted an 
important source of information used to conduct this research. The data collected 
for the purpose of this study was supplemented with secondary sources such as 
books, journal articles and other unpublished works. In addition to this, the author 
also undertook a personal tour of the Ifo-Idogo rail route and its environs from 
Kajola to Idogo. The tour allowed the author to observe the prevailing situation of 
the Ifo-Idogo railway line, particularly the dilapidated condition of the tracks and 
other facilities. 
 
The Development of the Ifaw/Idogo Railway Corridor 
The Ifaw-Idogo line was a branch line of the Nigerian railway system. The 24-
miles-line was an extension of the Ifaw Junction built in 191010. The Ifaw Junction 
of the Nigeria Rail system extends from Baamu Village in Ososun area of Kajola 
along the Abeokuta Iddo section of the 'Western Line' of the Nigeria railway system 
to Ifo. The series of personal tours undertaken by the author in the course of this 
study confirms that the line was extended further from Ifo to Ishofin, Sojuolu, and 
Abalabi, which was then a frontier settlement between the Egba and Egbado areas 
of the defunct Abeokuta Province. From Abalabi, the line snaked through Afami to 
Bodedo, Wasimi and Ilaro before terminating at Idogo in the Egbado Division of 

                                                
10. National Archives Ibadan, (NAI), CSO 26/2, 12695, Vol. IV, Report for the Year Ended 31st 
March, 1928, 39. 
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Abeokuta Province.11 In other words, it was from Ifaw Junction in Baamu Village 
that the railway line was extended between 1927 and 1930 to Idogo, a sleepy rural 
settlement within the vicinity of Ilaro in the Egbado area of present Ogun State in 
South-western Nigeria. Available evidence obtained from the National Archives 
Ibadan and data from field survey conducted by the author show that the 
construction of Ifaw-Idogo railway line began in 1927.12 The approval for the 
construction of the line was granted by the Secretary of States for the colony in 
1927 after the successful completion of the traffic and engineering survey carried 
out between June 1926 and March 1927.13 During that period, the railway was still 
a Department under the Ministry of Transportation.  
 
Furthermore, the evidence sustained by Tamuno14 and Jaekel,15 confirm that the 
line was completed and opened to traffic on June 1, 1930.16 The completion of the 
Ifaw-Idogo line marked the beginning of railway transport services, popularly 
called Oko-Idogo in local parlance, from Idogo, a town on the outskirt of Ilaro in 
Yewa South area of Abeokuta Province of the defunct Western Region and later 
Western State of Nigeria to Iddo in Lagos. The railway services along the Ifaw-
                                                
11. This information was made available to the researcher by one Chief Aro, a native of Baamu 
Village Ifo, during the personal tours embarked upon by the author to some of these villages and 
settlements in August 2014. The tour availed the author the opportunity to have an on the spot 
assessment of the situation of the railway tracks and the facilities.  

12. Chief Aro maintained that the railway line to Idogo was constructed several years before he was 
born. He did not dispute the fact that the Ifo Idogo line commenced operations in 1930. His fair and 
candid response was that he was born and grew up to see the services flourished until the time of 
the soldiers when some railway workers he knew were asked to stop coming to work, apparently 
referring to the mass sack of 1985. 

13. National Archives Ibadan, (NAI), CSO 26/2, 12695, Vol. IV, Nigerian railway and Colliery, 
Annual Reports, 1926 – 27. 

14. Tetena Tamuno, ‘Genesis of the Nigerian Railway-I,’ Nigerian Magazine, no. 83 (1964): 279- 
292. 

15. Francis Jaekel, The History of Nigeria Railway: Network and Infrastructure, (Ibadan: Spectrum 
Books, 1997). 

16. National Archives Ibadan, (NAI), CSO 26/2, 12695, Vol. IV, Report for the year ending, 31st 
March 1951, 414. 
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Idogo route flourished for decades until its services began to dwindle towards the 
end of the 1970s.17 Indeed, the Idogo train became popular since the 1930s such 
that the railway derived its popular name Oko-Idogo among the Yoruba people of 
south-western Nigeria from the fame of the Idogo locomotive and its wagons (train) 
and perhaps more importantly for its drudgery and the peculiar slow speed.18 In 
fact, the sly reference to a slow and clumsy person or an individual as “oni iranu 
bi oko idogo” among the Yoruba was derived fashionably from the drudgery nature 
of Idogo train.  
 
The aforementioned areas along this railway corridor became parts of Ogun State 
in South-western Nigeria when the state was created on 3rd February 1976. The 
founders and inhabitants of the area were largely the Yoruba-speaking people. 
These communities, except for Ifo and Ilaro, were predominantly rural before 
1930.19 Like any other community in colonial Nigeria, agriculture was the mainstay 
of the economy of these hamlets and pockets of villages. To supplement their 
income, the inhabitants of these areas also engaged in other productive activities 
such as mat and cloth weaving, iron smelting, and hunting for game for their 
livelihood. Towards the middle of the nineteenth century, the missionaries and 
other European entrepreneurs introduced plantation agriculture into Southern 
Nigeria generally, and these areas in particular, to encourage and sustain the 
abolition of the Atlantic Slave Trade. This development was actively embraced by 
the people. By and large, reputable cash crops, including but not limited to oil palm 
produce, cocoa and kolanut, were extensively cultivated in addition to roots, yams, 
tubers and other vegetables. It was the thriving agricultural fortunes of these areas 
that transformed and sustained the domestic economies of these areas, which in turn 
attracted and made the areas lucrative for the patronage of European traders.  
 
Development of Ifo-Idogo Railway Line: The Colonial Phase, 1927 to 1960 
The construction of the Ifo-Idogo railway line commenced in 1927, and it was 
completed in June 1930. The Ifaw-Idogo railway was completed and equipped the 

                                                
17. Interview with Mr Wale Ogunpola, Ajegunle Town via Abalabi, August 18, 2014. 

18. Interview with Mr Wale Ogunpola … 

19. Interview with Mr Wale Ogunpola … 
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project with four halts and railway stations at Ifo, Abalabi, Ilaro and Idogo. 20 Each 
of the stations provided avenues for various trades to thrive. Several factors 
motivated the extension of railway services to Idogo, a remote rural outpost within 
the vicinity of Ilaro in the Yewa/Egbado axis of Abeokuta Province, by the colonial 
government between 1927 and 1930. In the main, economic considerations were 
the primary purpose that influenced the construction of the railway in Nigeria by 
the colonial government. In fact, Lord Lugard, one of the architects of British 
colonial administration in Nigeria, was so emphatic when he said that “the material 
development of Africa could be summed up in one word, transport”, of which the 
railway was a major component.21 But contrary to this, the motive for the extension 
of the railway line to Idogo was also to exploit the economic potential of the area. 
During the colonial era, railway lines were constructed by the colonial government 
to link the major economic zones in the country for the main purpose of evacuating 
agricultural produce and other raw materials to the seaports for onward shipment 
abroad. The Ifaw-Idogo railway line was built for a similar purpose and primarily 
to facilitate the evacuation of agricultural produce from the Egba and Egbado areas 
to the Lagos ports for the purpose of exporting them abroad. It is important to note 
that the introduction of plantation agriculture in Yorubaland was particularly 
favourable and successful in the Egba and Egbado areas.  
 
Cash crops such as cocoa, coffee, kolanut, and rice were cultivated extensively by 
the people, and the yields of these crops proved sufficient to support an export 
economy. It was the thriving harvest in palm oil, cocoa and kolanut in this region 
that partly encouraged and influenced the construction of the Ifaw-Idogo railway 
line during the period. It is therefore safe to agree with Oyemakinde that "the 
introduction of railway transportation in Nigeria was part of the efforts of the 
British colonial government to exploit the economy of its colonies in Africa."22 

                                                
20. National Archives Ibadan,(NAI), CSO 26/2, 12695, Vol. V, Nigerian railway and Coliery Annual 
Reports, 31st March, 1931. 

21. Hopkins, Anthony Gerard, An Economic History of West Africa (London: Longman, 1973). 

22. Wale Oyemakinde, ‘The Railway Workers and Modernisation in Colonial Nigeria,’ Journal of 
Historical Society of Nigeria, (JHSN) X, no. 1 (1979): 113-124. 
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Closely associated with this was the aggressive presence of French traders and 
officials around the fringes of British enclaves in that part of West Africa. The 
closeness of Ilaro and its adjoining towns to French Territories compelled the 
British authorities to extend the railway line to the area. Evidence of trade moving 
from the Egba and Egbado areas towards the direction of the French of Dahomey 
during the early period of the colonial era clearly illustrates the seriousness of the 
threat posed by French traders to British interests in the area.  
 
In addition to the aforementioned motives, the construction of the Idogo railway 
line was facilitated by the cooperation and support received from the local 
communities. Available evidence shows that the people of the affected areas where 
the railway line traversed were enthusiastic about the project. It was a welcome 
development which impressed the people to freely allow the railway to traverse 
their land. For instance, it was reported that the people of Abalabi gave tremendous 
support for the project by allowing the railway line to pass through their farmland.  
The railway authority encountered several challenges during the execution of the 
Ifo-Idogo project. The first of these problems was financial constraints. It would be 
recalled that there was a global economic depression in the years preceding the 
Second World War. The depression, also known as the “Great Crash”, affected the 
colonial economy as well as the operations of the Nigerian railway. Although the 
depression had set in since 1925, the Nigerian economy and the railway began to 
feel its impact by 1929. Available evidence shows that the financial position of the 
Nigerian railway, as far back as 1927, was inadequate to support major capital 
projects.23 For instance, the surplus revenue of the Nigerian Railway dropped from 
£288,602 in 1927/28 to £38,210 in 1828/29 financial year. The surplus of £75,029 
recorded in the 1929/20 financial year was eroded by the £134,405 loss recorded in 
the 1930/31 financial year.24  
 
As a result of its precarious financial position, the Nigerian railway was forced to 
find alternative means to execute the Idogo project. In view of the paucity of funds, 
therefore, the Ifaw or Ifo-Idogo line was constructed from improvised second-hand 
55 lbs permanent way material. The material included the slippers and tracts lifted 

                                                
23. Wale Oyemakinde, (1977), ‘The Impact of the Great Depression on the Nigerian Railway and its 

Workers,’ Journal of Historical Society of Nigeria (JHSN) 8, no. 4 (1977): 145. 

24 Wale Oyemakinde, ‘The Impact of the Great Depression’ … 145. 
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in 1922 as part of the repair work on the Ibadan-Jebba section of the western line 
that was initially laid in 1902.25 
 
Apart from financial problems, the Nigerian Railway also encountered labour and 
land problems during the construction of the Ifaw/Idogo railway line. To be 
specific, lack of local labourers and the difficulty of obtaining qualified engineers 
affected the execution of the project at the initial stage.26 As a result of this, the 
pace of work on the project was slow at the early stage of the construction process. 
The problem was eventually resolved when the railway authorities deployed more 
men from the Public Works Department (PWD) to work on the project.27 By the 
middle of May 1930, the construction was almost completed. On June 1, 1930, 
railway transport services to Idogo commenced with the commissioning of the Ifo-
Idogo line.28  
 
The third major problem that was encountered during the construction of the Ifo-
Idogo railway line was the acquisition of land for the project. The problem 
associated with the acquisition of land for the project manifested in two ways. The 
first was the acquisition of the right-of-way through the affected communities along 
the area to be traversed by the proposed project. The second aspect of this problem 
concerned the acquisition of quarry sites for the procurement of lateritic sand for 
the earthworks. These problems were resolved in some ways. The first was partly 
through the application of extant aspects of the Crown Land Ordinance, which 
vested the right to acquire and make use of any private land on the colonial 
government for any purpose suitable for the public. This provision was applied 
instead of compensation to the acknowledged owner. Documentary evidence 
obtained from the National Archives, Abeokuta, shows that the railway authority 
indeed applied for and used the land in accordance with existing legal provisions.   
Apart from this, the project received support from the people in the communities 
around the vicinity of the proposed line when the idea was mooted by the 

                                                
25. NAI, AR 5/RIA, Nigerian Railway Annual reports for the year 1934-1935; 112 

26. NAI, AR 5/RIA, Nigerian Railway Annual Report…112 

27. NAI, AR 5/RIA, Nigerian Railway Annual Report…112 

28. NAI, AR 5/RIA, Nigerian Railway Annual Report…112 
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government. Some of these communities, with particular reference to Abalabi, for 
instance, as noted earlier, willingly allowed the railway line to pass through their 
land. This was in addition to the ‘right of way’ that was acquired for the purpose of 
constructing the line as part of crown land for public use.29  
 
The operations of Oko-Idogo had a tremendous impact on the socio-economic life 
of the communities within the vicinity of the railway corridor. The extension of the 
railway line in the area opened up the agrarian economy of the villages lying along 
the railway line. Before 1930, only Ifo and Ilaro could be regarded as urban centres. 
The Other communities along the Ifo-Idogo railway line, such as Ishofin, Abalabi, 
Olorunda, Bodedo, Afami, Olute and Idogo, were rural areas. The socio-economic 
transformation of these communities from rural enclaves to thriving urban centres 
was partly as a result of the extension of railway transportation service into Idogo 
since 1930. Agricultural and commercial activities in the area expanded and 
flourished for decades between 1930 and the 1990s. The collapse of the railway 
transport system also brought about a decline in the economic fortunes of these 
communities. For example, Abalabi, one of the towns in the area, became 
prominent as a result of the trade in export commodities that flourished in the town 
since 1930.  
 
To start with, the extension of the railway line to Idogo in 1930 facilitated the 
linking of the various communities along the axis traversed by the railway line to 
the rest of Nigeria. Before this period, Idogo and other communities within Ilaro 
were linked to Abeokuta and other parts of Nigeria by road. According to 
information made available to the researcher in the course of this study, it takes 
about two days to accomplish the journey to Abeokuta by road before the 
construction of the Idogo railway. Alternatively, travellers had to move their ware 
to the nearest railway station at Wasimi, or to Ifaw Juction in Baamu Village before 
linking the railway either to Abeokuta and the hinterland or to Lagos respectively.  
Consequently, the economic fortune of the various communities was enhanced 
through the massive increase in production and exchange of goods as a result of the 
introduction of railway transportation services to the area. More importantly, the 
economy of the communities in this axis thrived primarily on agriculture benefited 
tremendously from the services provided by the railway. This is because the railway 
transportation made the evacuation of agricultural produce possible. As a result, the 
economy of the area improved since farmers could afford to move their produce 
                                                
29. National Archives Abeokuta, NAA… 
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such as vegetables and fruits to cities like as Ibadan, Abeokuta, Agege, Mushin and 
Iddo in Lagos. The table below illustrates the level of activities along the 
Ifaw/Idogo railway area. For example, the Ifo/Idogo railway recorded the 
movement of a total of 181, 936 in 1932/33 financial year. The figure increased to 
226,467 in 1933/1934 financial year. Likewise, there was an increase in the volume 
of goods that was moved by the Ifo/Idogo railway from 4,048.65 tons in 1932/1933 
to 7,248.00 tons in 1933/1934. For the same period, the revenue of the railway 
increased from £2,640.00 in 1932/22 to £6,174.00 in 1933/1934.  

 
Table 1: Table showing the Volume of Haulage Activities on the Ifaw/Idogo Route, 
1932-1934 
 1932/33 1933/34 
 Passengers Ton £ Passengers Tons £ 
Ifo Junction 46,592 521.65 714.00 81,979 465.00 805.00 
Abalabi 51,641 1,490.45 848.00 43,017 2,067.00 1,263.00 
Ilaro 53,408 1,303.70 796.00 53,527 3,607.00 2,785.00 
Idogo 30,295 732.85 282.00 47,934 1,109.00 1,321.00 
Total 181,936 4048.65 2,640.00 226,467 7248.00 6174.00 

Source: NAI, Annual Report. 
 
The population of Ifo, Abalabi, Ilaro and Idogo also grew with the commencement 
of railway transportation services in the area since 1930. The resultant effect of the 
population growth was that the hitherto rural communities, such as Abalabi and 
Idogo became urban centres within a couple of years. The presence of railway 
stations in this area led to the extension of electricity to Abalabi. The same facility 
was subsequently extended to Ilaro and Idogo. Furthermore, feeder roads such as 
the Iwoye/Igbogun, Olaogu/Abalabu and Sojuolu roads were also built to link these 
communities with the nearby railway stations. 
 
Additionally, several European trading firms began to move into Abalabi, Ilaro and 
Idogo. These firms set up their trading stores and companies in the area to facilitate 
trade and, more importantly, to procure cash crops for export to Europe through the 
Lagos port.  Companies like G.B. Olivant, Leventis and U.A.C. were among the 
first sets of trading companies to establish trading posts in the area. Their presence 
in the area provided new forms of economic opportunities for the inhabitants of the 
area. They provided white collar jobs for educated young men and women in 
society.  
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Apart from these, new settlements developed along the railway route. Towns and 
settlements like Wasimi and Afami owed their emergence and growth to the regular 
movement of the train along the area they occupy. Wasimi (come and rest), being 
an important halt along the Ifaw/Idogo route, became an important market, while 
Afami (draw water) derived its importance from the regular stoppage embarked by 
the train to fill its water reservoir for cooling purpose. It was reported that the people 
of Abalabi moved from their previous abode to their present location as a result of 
the extension of the railway line through their farmland in 1930. 
 
The commencement of railway transport services to Idogo also accelerated 
domestic trade in some of these communities. High Chief Olusegun Akinrinade, in 
an interview granted to Kunle Akinrinade in March 2011, recalled that “when [they] 
were younger, [they] used to harvest a lot of fruits and stay at the station to sell to 
passengers, and ... make money as school boys.”    
 
The Decline and Eclipse of Idogo Railway Service: Post-Colonial Phase, 1960 
to 1990 
In the opinion of some of the passengers who patronised the Idogo train, it was not 
a pleasant means of transportation. This is because Oko-Idogo was designed and 
particularly meant for the haulage of goods such as farm produce rather than 
commuters. In view of this, some travellers who had no choice but to commute in 
the train considered it rather too slow and drudgery. The passengers attributed the 
drudgery nature of the train to the fact that most of the passengers who patronised 
the Idogo train were villagers and traders who had come to trade in the rural 
communities. Their general attitudes and conduct during loading and off-loading 
of their wares at various stations accounted for the serious delays that characterised 
the train’s movement. Apart from this, the train also had to stop at various stations 
and halts before getting to Iddo in Lagos. Moreover, the train was often 
overcrowded with various items including animals and travellers. In view of all 
these, Oko-Idogo was not particularly convenient for some of the ordinary 
passengers that patronised it as means of transportation to their various destinations. 
The operations of Oko-Idogo began slow down and became erratic and epileptic 
since the early 1970s. The obvious evidence of this was that the daily services from 
Idogo to Iddo in Lagos which was the hallmark of Oko-Idogo train had reduced 
considerably by the middle of that decade. By 1975 to be precise, it was difficult to 
predict the exact movement of the train weekly from Lagos to Idogo. It was obvious 
at that point that the train services to Idogo may at one-point cease to function. One 
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might pause at this juncture to examine why the Idogo railway services began to 
fail and cease to function after it commenced operations in 1930. 
  
Available evidence shows that several clusters of factors contributed to the decline 
and eclipse of railway transportation from Lagos to Idogo. First and foremost, the 
endemic problems of the Nigerian Railway Corporation, which became noticeable 
in the early 1980s, affected the operations of train services to the Idogo. Generally, 
railway transportation in Nigeria was bedevilled with a series of problems 
occasioned by the economic crisis that almost crippled the country since 1981.  
 
By the time that General Muhammadu Buhari led administration assumed office in 
December 1983, the operations of the Nigeria Railway Corporation NRC had been 
experiencing serious hitches. As a result of this, several employees of the 
corporation were retired in 1984. Despite the retrenchment exercise, the railway 
corporation remained in serious financial problems that necessitated emergency 
intervention from the government. Although the Buhari administration pledged the 
sum of N10million to the NRC to purchase locomotive engines and spare parts in 
1984, the money was not made available before the regime was ousted in August 
1985. To stay afloat, the staff strength of the NRC was reduced from about 35,000 
to 30,000 in 1985.30 Despite huge financial intervention by the government, the 
situation of the corporation deteriorated further since 1990.31. For instance, the 
federal government injected the sum of N600million into the NRC to help 
rejuvenate the corporation in 1990. In the following year, a larger sum of 
N898.5million capital outlay was approved for the corporation. Despite all the huge 
financial interventions from the government, the operations of the corporation 
remained epileptic. Its revenue dwindled and dropped below its expenditure. In 
fact, the Sole Administrator of the corporation, Retired General Gabriel 
Ogbemudia, explained that the corporation could only generate about N6 million 
monthly as against its monthly wage-bill of N13.5million during the same period 
in 1990. At the end of that year, the corporation incurred a deficit of about 
N186million.32 Consequently, inadequate revenue resulted in the depletion of the 

                                                
30 . Wale Oladepo, Purge imminent, Newswatch, 1986, 20-21. 

31. Wale Oladepo, ‘Nigeria’s Rail Endemic Ailments’, Newswatch, June 24, 1991, 38-40. 

32. Wale Oladepo, ‘Nigeria’s Rail…’ 38-40. 



14                                   
 
 

assets of the corporation; hence some lines and aspects of the operations of the NRC 
including the Ifo-Idogo line were regarded as ‘uneconomic.’33  
 
But the root of the problems of the Nigeria Railway Corporation goes beyond this. 
Available evidence shows that several years of mismanagement, neglect and lack 
of maintenance coupled with corruption had collectively weakened the railway 
transport system in Nigeria since the attainment of independence in 1960. To be 
sure, repairs and rehabilitation works scheduled for 1960 on rail tracks across the 
country and the Ifo-Idogo line in particular were never carried out. As a result, these 
tracks became old and obsolete and could not carry modern locomotives and 
wagons with heavier and lager capacity. It should be recalled that the 55lbs Idogo 
track was built from old slippers, which were removed in 1922 during rehabilitation 
work on the Ibadan-Jebba section of the western line from Lagos to Kano. Apart 
from this, the Idogo line was a low-gauge track that could only carry lighter wagons 
and locomotives. But the other main lines designed to carry heavier wagons were 
built with 60lbs capacity. The scheduled rehabilitation and upgrading of the Idogo 
line in 1960 were never executed. The failure to execute the rehabilitation work had 
telling effects on the Idogo railway line in later years as was part of the factors that 
contributed to the failure of the project. However, it should be quickly added that 
no new lines were built or added to the rail tracks in Nigeria since 1962.  
 
After independence in 1960, the maintenance of locomotives and wagons also 
became problematic for the railway corporation. Coupled with this, the cost of 
running the corporation increased amidst dwindling revenue. In the face of this, the 
railway corporation, like other public corporations in Nigeria, had to rely on 
subventions and grants from the federal government to stay afloat. Although during 
the period between 1960 and 1980, the corporation operated smoothly without 
showing signs of an impending collapse, the public later discovered that the railway 
system in the country was on the brink of collapse in the wake of the economic 
crisis that plagued Nigeria since the early 1980s as a result of the introduction of 
the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP). From 1990 onward, the problems of 
the railway became endemic. The government intervened financially and injected 
billions of naira to revitalise the ailing corporation. The intervention however, 
failed to revamp the failing organisation. At the end, the mass sack of the staff of 
                                                
33 .  Wale Oladepo, ‘Nigeria’s Rail…’, 38-40. 
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the corporation between 1984 and 1995 did not revive the railway or solve its 
problems. Attempt to privatise the railway that was contemplated by the Babangida 
administration also failed.  
 
Apart from the foregoing, Idogo railway transport service was also encumbered by 
the peculiar problem of being too slow and uncomfortable for some travellers who 
patronised it as earlier mentioned. However, the emergence and rapid growth of 
road transportation within Ifo, Idogo and Ilaro axis which provided cheaper and 
more convenient alternatives for these categories of travellers compounded the 
problems of Idogo train services. Since 1952, the government of the Western 
Region embarked on a number of development projects which included road 
construction across the region. Part of the roads that were constructed during this 
period and afterwards connected and facilitated access to most of the hitherto rural 
communities along the Ifo-Ilaro-Idogo areas and linked them with the major urban 
centres like Lagos and Abeokuta. As a result of this, the movement of goods and 
farm produce as well as other passengers became easier to and from the area. By 
the year 1960, a number of passenger bus services provided alternative to travellers 
from some of these areas to Lagos and Abeokuta in particular. The implication of 
this was that passenger traffic on the Idogo railway route began to decline steadily 
as people could afford and preferred the faster and more convenient alternative 
offered by road transportation. Consequently, the revenue from the Idogo services 
also declined, and the route became less lucrative.  
 
Another important fact which must be mentioned is that the cash crop economy, 
which was the mainstay of the Nigerian economy generally and the Western Region 
in particular, was already on the decline since the early 1960s. It would be recalled 
that the economy of the regions and more importantly that of Ifo, Ilaro and Idogo 
axis thrived for decades on was sustained by the export-oriented cash crop 
economy. The decline in the fortunes and importance of agriculture in the economy 
affected the patronage of the railway in terms of the haulage of farm and cash crops 
in large quantities. As a result of this, the Idogo services could no longer generate 
sufficient revenue to sustain its operations. This development became apparent with 
the reduction in the trading activities of the European firms that moved into the area 
in the 1930s and 1940s. Some of these firms had by 1975 wound up their activities 
in the area.  
 
The decline and cessation of railway services to Idogo also had some negative 
impact on the socio-economic development of these towns. Available evidence 
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shows that some of the markets that thrived in places such as Abalabi declined in 
fortune as a result of the cessation of railway services to Idogo. This development 
affected the fortunes of the town and its thriving markets. Some communities like 
Baamu Village, Ososun, Opeyeka and Idiaga lacked motor-able roads.34 In these 
communities, the railway line was the only means through which farm produce 
could get to the markets at competitive price with good returns to the farmers. This 
prospect was evidently jeopardised when the Idogo railway services began its 
erratic trend in the mid-1970s.35 The economy of Abalabi, Idogo and other 
communities in the area also suffered setbacks.36 The railway that provided job and 
other economic opportunities was no longer buoyant to support the economy of the 
areas as it used to in the colonial era.  
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the Oko-Idogo contributed to the socio-economic development of 
parts of Egba and Egbado areas, such as Ishofin, Arigbajo, Abalabi, Idogo and Ilaro, 
among others. It was the primary means of transporting bulky agricultural produce 
from these areas to Lagos since 1930. In addition, it facilitated the influx of trading 
firms to some of these localities, which in itself, like the case of Abalabi, ushered 
in modernisation. All the efforts and attempts by the government to reverse the 
dwindling fortunes of the railway in the 1990s had little material effect on the ailing 
corporation. This, by extension, affected the Ifo-Idogo railway services, which went 
moribund afterwards.  By and large, the decline and eclipse of railway 
transportation services in these areas also hurt socio-economic activities in the area. 
The dilapidated and disused facilities that once functioned to transport humans and 
farm produce remained along the railway corridor from Baamu Village in Ishofin 
to Idogo. A critical look at the failure of Idogo railway services may suggest a 
legacy of waste as well as the lack of capacity to maintain and sustain progress on 

                                                
34. Majority of respondents interviewed at Ifo, Abalabi, Ilaro and Idogo suggest that the erratic 
performance of the railway was in the 1970s. Some of them specifically mentioned that it was during 
the time that General Olusegun Obasanjo ruled Nigeria as military Head of State, which was 
between 1976 and 1979. 

35. Interview with Aro Baamu… 

36. K. Akinriade, ‘Our Lost Fortune: Ogun Communities Lament Abandoned Rail Line’, The Nation, 
March 19, 2011, 19-21. 
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the way the railway project was executed and managed in the country since its 
inception.   
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