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I n t n K l i i c t i o i i 

This |iapei' deals wi lh ihe conlnnersy surrounding Ihe intervention o f government in 
iiuluslrial relaiions in Nigeria. Industrial relalions is a concept lhal has dilTerenl defini-
lions. I lacketi cl al delinc indusii 'ial relalions as the whole web of human interaction at 
work which is predicated upon and arises out of ihc cmiiloymentcoturact. ' Thisderinil ion 
looks al industrial relalions ;is being concerned with the lelalionship between people at 
work based on ihe spccilicalions o f the lerms ol ' employment. This dellnit ion is left 
hanging, really, the lost senlence notwithstanding. j 

Cardova sees industrial rel;ilit)n as the process o f interest ticcommodation by w h i c h | 
condilitMis o f work are fixed, relations arc regulated and power is shtircd in ihc field o f 
labour.- Cordova bcliescs lhal induslritil relations as a concept is concerned wi lh the way 
in which the di \crgenl interests of the parlies in the work place, lhal is, woi'kcrs and 
managcmcnl is accommodtited. Such accomodation o f divei'gent interests may lake the 
form o f sharing and regulation o f interest ihrough a system o f institutionalised negotiation. 
Dun lop in his holistic view of industrial relations as a system, defined i l as a web of rules 
which hound the behaviour olThe actors in the work p l a c e . H e is olThc view that the actors 
in the W'oik place aregoNcrned by a scl o f substantive and procedural rules. The substantive 
rules arc ct)ncerned wi lh the Iciins ;ind conditions o f employment while the procedural 
rules incltule the pi-occdurc for grievance settlement and the employment and non-
emplo) incut o f cerlain |-)ersons in Ihe work place. 

The above ilefinitions show lhal industiitil i-elalions is concerned with the varit)us ways 
groups in an industrial relations system interact. I 'orlhcpurposcolThisptipcr, tisyslcmcan 
be defined as it group of elements dynamically related in lime according lo some coherent 
pallerns. A system can Iherelorc be said lo be cttmposed o f distinguishable parls or 
elements whose relationship U) one another is defined and whose behaviour is mutually 
supportive towards the tichicvcmcnt o f a common objective. This definition o\' ; i system 
w i l l hcl|i to chirify the pt)inl lhal the actors in tin industrial relalions system can be likened 
lo elements whose ivlationship to one tinotlier is tiefined and whose behaviour Is mutually 
supportive towards the achie\emeniofaconimon objective. Hence, an induslritil relalions 
system can be said lo be composed of the vtuious actors, namely, workers, employer and 
governmcnl and whose inicraclit)n is geared lowtirds the achievement o f certain gotils in 
the society. 

The actors in an industrial rehilions system have dilTerenl goals to achieve. The goal ofthe 
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worker in the work place is to get a good salary and other remuiieralions lhal w i l l enable 
him satisfy his needs. On the other hand, the goal of Ihc employer is to make profit and 
ensure Ihc si i ivivt i l o f the organisalion. while the goal o f Ihc government is lo ensure 
industrial peace in ihc society. I l is this goal of ensuring industrial peace in society lhal has 
necessitated ihc intervention of govcrnmcnl in industrial rclalitms. 
Lecturer, Depart ment of Liberal Studies, School of Business Studies, Nigeria 
Govcinnic i i l Intcivcnlion in Indnstrlnl Relations: 
A VoluMlarislic Versos Inlcrventionistic Dilemma 

•fhcre have been different views on the intcrvenlion of government in industrial relalions. 
One school o f thought is ofthc view lhat government should nol intorfcr in Ihc relationship 
between workcis and management in the work place. To this school o f though, workers and 
maiKigcmcnt should be allowed lo formulate the terms guiding their iclalionship without 
any fomi o f exicinal interference. I'eople in this school, ate said lo be voluntarislic in (heir 
view. The volunltirislic philost)phy which finds ils expression in Ihe Anglo-Saxon model 
of indti.stiial relations is based on \hc'hiis.sez I'/iiic doctrine which permits employers and 
workers it rciisonable timotint of latitude in detemiing theirown alfaiis wi lh in a framework 
established by tho slate. Voluntarism assumes lhat the economy is belter oigani.sed Ihrough 
j ir i vale individuals acling freely on their ow n ;ind devoid o f any govcrnmenliil interference 
in iho economic ticlivilics of llic country. 
/ \  o|)posing pcispcclivc is the inlcrvcniionislic view. This school is madeupofthose who 
believe llial government should intervene in industrial relations for the purpose of ensuring 
induslritil peace and iranguili ly. Those in Ibis school o f thought are of llic view lhat for 
socio-polilical-cconomic reasons, govcrnmcnl should regulate Ihc relationship between 
workers and employers. H i l l points oul that intci ventionisirulevcloped its ;t icsi'onse lo the 
new economic |-)toblcms of late ctijiilalism and as a product of soci.'il problems (bat arc 
generic lo capitalism which have assumed particular serious forms in modern dcmocralic 
political svstem.'' Thus, he attributes intcrvenli(mism lo the growth o f monopoly oapitnl-
ism and class connic i , and the need for mainlaining social c(|uilibrium. 

In his study ofthc dynamics of industi ial relations in Nigeria, Yesufii grouped Ihc reasons 
for governmcnl inlcrvcnlion in indusirial relalions into four categories, namely, economic, 
historical ;uul inlernaticunil impcralives, ils status as the domiiiiint employer, and political 
and social r ea sons .The intcrvenlion o f l h e government in industrial lelalions can be 
jusl i l icd by the role which the govcinmcnl plays in the employment o f labour. In most 
developing counlrics of the world , the sate cm|)loys the bulk of the labour force. F'or 
instance, two thirds o f lhe labour wage earning population in Nigeria are in government 
establishments.6 

ITic inlcrvcii l ion ol the govermncnt in indusliitil rclalions in developing couniries litis been 
regarded by some schohus as a nalmal phenomenon. 'To such scholars, the description ol 
government involvcmonl in indusltial rclalions in developing counlrics as i i i lcrvention is 
bound lo be a misnomer, and therefore mislcadj/ig. since indusliial relations developed 
ini l ia l ly as a bilaicial affair between woikcis and govcrnmenl.^ This view can be 
subslanliatcd by the laie development of the private sector in the economy of colonial 
African Slates. In most colonial African Slates, the private sector as wc know il today was 
relatively absent and negotialion over wat:cs and related issues involved only govcrnmenl 
;\ the cmii loyci of labour on the one I K M K I and woi kcrs on Ihc other hand. Il should be noted 
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iliai trade union activities in Nigeria started in the governincnt establishments. Such early 
trade unions like the Nigerian civi l service union (1912), the railway workers union (19.31) 
and the Nigerian union ol teachers (1931) were all in governinent establishments. 

Government Intervention in Industrial Relations in Nigeria 

As poinled out above the indusliial relalions started strictly as union government 
relationship. The private sector o f the economy is a relatively new phenomenon in 
Nigerian industrial rclatiims scene. 

The olTicial policy o f the government since the colonial day has been the philosophy of 
voluntarism.The voluntaristic philosophy wi lh its emphasis on a Lciissez Faire approach 
to industrial relations, can be said to have been in vague before 1938 when the first Trade 
Union Ordinance was promulgated. But since the early 194()s when Ihe department o f 
labour was attttched to the office o f colonial administration, government has continued to 
exercise the inllucncc of f ixing arbitrary wages and salaries o f its own employees. This was 
done by the wtiges commissions established by colonial government to review salaries and 
wages in line with terms provided unilaterally by the government. Some of lhe commis­
sions established by the government in the colonial period include the Bridges committee 
of 1941, Ihc Tudor Davis commission of 194,5. the Harragin commission of 1946, ihe 
Mi l l e r committee o f 1947 and the Gorsuch commission o f 1955. These various commis­
sions were used lo fix .salary and olher conditions of employment for workers. 

Government intervention in free collective bargaining belween the employers and em­
ployees can also be seen in the various pieces of labour legislation passed by the colonial 
government. These pieces olTcgislalion include the Trade Union Ordinance o f 1938 as 
amended in 1939, the workman compensation ordinance of 1941 and Trade Dispute 
(Arbitration and Inquiry) Ordinance o f 1941. In spile of the establishment of these salaries 
and wages commissions and the promulgation oi' labour legislation the colonial govern­
menl sl i l l claimed to have maintained ils commitment to the doctrine of voluntarism. In 
fact, what existed in the colonial period was a systematic intervention ofthe government 
in industrial rclalions and a hypocritical commitment to the doctrine o f voluntarism. 

The indcpendcnl civil ian government also inherited a hypocritical commitment to the 
doctrine o f voluntarism. In ihe first year after independence, the Federal Ministry o f 
Labour, in its annual reporl, staled the policy o f government as follows: 

' ' ' The principle of collective bargaining between employers association and trade 
" ' tinions have been widely accepted in this country as a normal way of settling 

wages and other conditions of employment.'^ 

Official Govcrnmenl policy in this period was perhaps firsl made known by the firsl Prime 
Minister o f Nigeria, the late Sir AbubakarTal'awa Balewa. A l a n inlernaUonal conference 
in 1955. he .said: 

Government re-affirms its confidence in ihe effectiveness of voluntary negotia-
••" • ' ' tions and collective bargaining for the negotialion of wages. The long term 
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interest oflhe government, employers and trade unions alike would seem to rest 
on the process of consultation and discussion which is the foundation of 
democracy in industry.'-* 

Shortly after this pronouncement of governmenl policy on the relationship between the 
workers and employers, the Minister o f Finance in the First Republic, Chief Fcstus Okoiie-
eboh, at another international conference, reiterated the government policy thus: 

Can the various types of collective bargaining familiar to other industrial 
societies thrive in the diD'ereni condition of under developed couniries today? 
This is an important question which in the viewof any government permits only 
one answer. We have followctl in Nigeria, the voluntary principles which are .so 
imporlant an clement in industrial relations in the United Kingdom. Compul­
sory method might occasionally produce a better economic or political results, 
but labour management must I think find greater possibilities of mutual 
harmony where results have been voluntarily arrived at by the free discussion 
between the two parties. We in Nigeria al any rate are pinning our faith on 
voluntary methods. 

The official policy ofthe first civilian governmenl was also spelt out in section 26 ofthe 
Republican Conslilulion of 1963, which staled lhal every person shall be entitled to 
assemble and associate wi lh other persons, and in particular he may form or belong to li-ade 
unions and olher associations for ihe protection of his inleresl. 

The various pronouncements by governmenl officials in the First Republic showed that the 
government favoured the voluntary approach to industrial relations. Though the firsl 
civil ian governmenl had an inleresl in voluntarism, i l also intervened in the i-elalionship 
belween the employers and the workers. The government, like its predecessor, that is, the 
colonial government, made use or ad hoc wage commissions to fix salaries and conditions 
ofemployment for workers. A n important dimension in the usage of wage commissions 
in ihis period, was their use in scoring political advantage by the different regional 
governmenls. This was as a resull of the domination ofthe regions by political parties that 
were regionally or ethnically based. The northern region ol'lhe country was dominated by 
Ihe Northern People Congress (NPC), the eastern region by the National Council o f 
Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) and the Western region by the Action Group ( A G ) . The 
domination o f a region by or ethnically based part brought intense rivalry among the 
regions in the country. This rivalry led lo the situation in which wage commissions were 
used by one region to score political ad vantage over the olher regions. For instance in 1954 
when the colonial governmcnl granted some degree o f internal self government to the 
regions, the Western Region governmenl established a five-shilling minimum wage, a 
move that was matched by both the Eastern and Northern regional governmenls in 1955. 
The various allempts by regional governments to fix wages in this period have been dubbed 
by Yesufu as political wage fixing.'' The net result o f this was that the establishment o f 
wage commissions to fix salaries and conditions of employtnenl for workers were mainly 
motivated by political factors rather than economic considerations. 
A close analysis o f government policy is the Firsl Republic wi l l show that despite 
government's pronouncement on voluntary industrial relations as its official policy, the 
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uoNcninienl also icsorlcd lo ilic use o f wage commissions in fixing salaries and conditions 
o lemploymenl for workers. Since Ihe use of wage commissions in Ihe Firsl Republic was 
essentially motivated by political faclors, one can conclude lhat Ihe activities o f Ihe 
governmenl in the First f^cpublic, was a negotiation o f ils avowed policy o f volunlaristic 
industrial relations philosophy. 

The policy oflhe goveriunent on indusirial relalions underwent a radical change wilh the advent o f 
military rule in 1966. The tense political situation in the country led lo the overthrow of 
the civi l ian government, on January \5 1966. by a group o f young mil i lary officers. The 
regional rivalry which dominated the polilics o f the Firsl Republic resurfaced in the 
succeeding mili lary adminislralion and plunged the country into 30 months o f c iv i l war, 
from July 1967 to Janutiry 1970. In order lo successfully iiro.secuie the war The Federal 
Governmenl embtirkcd on various measures aimed al protecting the nation tigainst any 
diversionary inleresl. I l was in the attempt lo prevent diversionary interests I'rom thwarting 
the effort o f ihe Federal Government the goverr.ment decided lo check Ihe incessant 
industrial dispules that were almost militating against the prosecution ofthe war. It was in 
view of this lhal the governmcnl promulgated Ihe Trade Dispule (Emergency provision) 
Degree No. 21 o f 1968. 

Wi th the Trade Di.spute Decree o f 1968, ihei'c v/as a I'ornuil shi ft in the government's policy 
of voluntarism lo lhat ol ' inlcrvenlionism. This Decree was a watershed in the history o f the 
country's industrial relations in that it led lo a formal change of government policy on 
indusirial relalions ;uid increased the inlcrvenlion oflhc govcrnmenl in indusirial rclalions. 
The idea o f voluntarism in the .settlement o f disputes and other indusirial relalions issues 
was replaced by another, which banned strikes ;uid lock outs and made arbilralion 
compulsory. 

Throughout the period of lhe first military administration, I'rom 1966 lo 1979, there was 
an increased use o f wage and conditions o f employment. Among such commissions were 
Ihe Adebo commission o f 1971. the Udoji Commission o f 197.5 and Ihc Wil l iams 
committee o f 1975. This period also witnessed an increase in labour legislation some o f 
which was punitive and anti-labour. For instance, the legislation banning some Unionists 
from participating and holding office in trade unions for life was promulgated on the 
February, 1977. " 

In spile ol'lhe increased intervention oflhc mil i l i i ry government in the country's indusirial 
rclalions, i l s l i l l maintained a false adherence lo the philosophy of voluntarism as. I'or 
instance, enunciated in ihe variotis development plans. In the second National Develop­
ment Plan (1970 - 1974). government policy on indusirial relalions was staled thus: 

Indusirial relalions are however, es.sentially huinan problems and no law 
• ' ' however perfect, can be expected lo resolve all indusiriai conflicts effcclivcly 

' It is, therelbre. the objective ot policy during the plan period to encourage the 
'• • fullest developmenl ofthc spirit o!' indusiiial co-operaiion between labour and 

management.'^ 
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In the third National Development Plan (1975-80), it was siateil that: 

'fhe government continues to pursue its policy of industrial sell government 
whereby it encourages cinpio vers and workers lo try to settle questions of wages 
and conditions of employ mem by collective bargaining anti only intci vene in Ihe 
last resort or in the public interest as an impartial conciliator or arbiter.' 

I 'rom the above, one can say lhal the mililtiry governmcnl in the later part o f its 
adminislralion, adopted a hypocritical and lip-service adherence lo the doctrine o f 
x'olunlarisms i tsoff ici t i l indusirial rclalions policy. 

Allhough the civil ian adminislralion of Shagari (19798-1983) and mili lary regime of 
Babangida. proclaimed adherence lo the iloctrine of voluntarism, they tilso in praclice 
negated this philosophy. Like their prcdccessoi-s. they also made use of wage and salary 
commissions in the dctcitiiination of salaries and the conditions of service for workers. 
Among such commissions are the Cookcy Commission o f 1988, the Onosode Commis­
sion o f 1981 the Adamolekun Commission of 1988 the Ltuigc Commission of l'-)80. The 
pi-cscnl mili lary regime ol 'Ibrahim Btibangida has alsoaliempied lo infiltrate the activities 
o f trade unions. For instttnce, in 1988 when llie Nigerian Labour Congress ( N L C ) 
tincc|tiivocally opposed the subsidy lemoval on petroleum pioducl.s. the govcrnmenl 
Ciiuscd dis.sension in the N L C and subsequently dissolved i l . W i l h Ihe dissolution o f lhe 
NI .C . a sole administrator was appointed by the government to run the affairs of the 
organisalion unlil it w;is reconstituted agtiin. 

The foregoing review of government iiilervenlioii in imliistri.il rclalions. shows lluii the 
various governmenls in ihe couniry. I'rtnn the colonial period to the presenl, only paid l ip-
service to the doclrinc of vtiluniarism in the country's indusirial relalions despite their 
iicccpiancc o f the doctrine ;is their official industrial relalions policy. 

Assessment oflhe intervention of (Jovernment in Industiial 

Relations in Nigeria 

In tissessing the inlcrvcnlion t)l' government in the counliy 's industrial rclatitms. the 

fol lowing areas are stressed, namely, trade uiiio:is. ct)llecti\ bargtiining, irtidc disputes 

ami enhancement o f workers rights. 

Trade Unions 

T'hc intervention of the governmenl in industrial rclalions can he regarded as a mixed 
blessing to the de\elopmenl of trade unionism in the country. Government intervention 
in industrial rclalions especially in ihescvcnlies hcl|K'd to i i i ipr tne the structure and power 
of trade unions. Employers of hibour were compelled by the legislative action of llic 
governmenl lo rcct)gnise the exislence of trade unions in their organisations. Fhis 
pros'ision providetl a sound basis I'or the operation of trade unions in the country. Bel't)re 
Ihe i"iromulgation of this decree, some employers used a non-recognition stralegy to render 
trade unions in their organisations ineffective. 

In ils bid lo iiiqirovc tlic tictivitics o f the labour movement in Nigeriti the government 
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undertook the restructuring of trade union. Tiiis restructuring, which was carried out in 
1978 by a government appointee, M . O . Abiodun, brought about a radical change in the 
operation o f trade unions in the country. The restructuring o f trade unions along industrial 
lines led to the grouping of trade unions in an industry under one umbrella. This helped to 
improve the strength ofthe unions, which now assumed new powers that made them a force 
to be reckoned with on the Nigerian industrial relations scene. This point becomes more 
significant when it is realised that, before the restructuring exercise, there was a prolifera­
tion o f small ineffective unions in Nigeria. Of these, 503 or 57 percent o f a l l registered 
unions had a membership o f 250 or below. 

I t was because of this proliferation o f trade unions in Nigeria that the Adebor Commission 
recomiTiended the restructuring ofthe trade unions into 35 industrial unions. The commis­
sion observed that: 

The proliferation of trade unions in Nigeria is a crying scandal. Our labour 
movement consist of an untidy assemblage of some 700 unions purporting to 
cater for the interest of under a million wage and salaiy earning population. It 
is hai-dly surprising that there is lack of personnel with suitable background and 
experience to give them the right leadership. The first and most important 
eleinent of a reform is, in our view, the restructuring of Nigeria Labour unions 
into industrial unions. 

The above observation aptly describes the state o f trade unions in Nigeria before the 
restructuring exercise. Tt is because of this that some people regard the restructuring 
exercise as a blessing. In his reaction to the proliferation o f trade unions in Nigeria, Cohen 
asseried that the split in the labour movement had gone beyond the extent that can be 
tackled by anything less than unity enforced by military d e c r e e . T h e restructuring 
exercise led to the restructuring o f the numerous trade unions into 42 industrial unions in 
1978 and this has helped to improve the operational efficiency ofthe reorganized unions. 
In fact, the restructuring o f unions into industrial unions gave them a cohesive organisa­
tional outlook. 

The restructuring exercise aiso improved the financial position ofthe unions. For instance 
the labour (Amendment) Decree No. 21 o f 1978 permitted the compulsory deduction o f 
union dues by the employers from the wages o f their workers. The introduction o f a check­
of f by the decree consolidated the position o f trade unions and enabled them to perform 
some of their traditional functions. 

Wi th the restructuring o f trade unions in 1978, career unionists took upappointinents with 
mdustrial unions on a full-time basis. Before the restructuring exercise, people only took 
up trade union jobs on ad hoc or part time basis. In its bid to improve thequality o f trade 
unions the government also encouraged the education o f trade union officials. In this 
regard, the government established the National Institute for Labour Studies at I l lor in . It 
was believed that the training of workers in trade union matters, could make them more 
responsive to the needs o f responsible industrial relations. 

The government effort in improving the quality of trade unions notwithstanding, some . 
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industrial rclationscxpertshavecrilici.scd the involvement of Ihc government in managing 
the affairs o f l hc unions. To Ihem, such involvement in trade unions' affairs is capable o f 
making unionists dance to the tune o f Ihc government. In Nigeria, the government was 
.solely instrumental in the foimalion o f lhc Nigerian Labour Congress ( N L C ) to which all 
trade unions arc compulsorily affiliated. The mili lary govcrnincnl even appointed the 
leadership o f the Congress in 1978 and gave an initial grant o f one mi l l ion naira for its lake 
off. W i l h these, Ihe government infiltrated and Iricd lo leleguide Ihe affairs ofthe Congress. 
In a reccnl report, (he Intcrnalional Labour Organisalion has cril iciscd the compulsory 
affil iation o f newly ciealcd industrial unions lo the Nigerian Labour Congress by .slalulc 
as a negation o f Art ic le 21 o f l h c I L O convention No. 87 o f 1978. '^ 

In its bid to 'sanilise' Ihc acliviiics o f trade union the government embarked on .some 
punitive measures lhal were anti-labour in intcni. Some of llicsc measures are found in 
Sec l i o n H o f t h cTradc l Jn ionAc to f 1973, Section 11 of Ihc Trade Union Act No. 31 of 1977 
and Trade Union (Disqualification id Ccriain Persons) Decree No. 15 of 1977. The first 
two pieces o f legislation prohibited pcisons employed in certain establishments l ike 
prisons, the Central Bank of Nigeria, the Nigerian Security, Printing and M i n i n g Com­
pany, the army, and Ihe police from belonging lo trade unions, while Ihc last piece o f 
legislation disqualified .some people from ever holding office in or belonging lo, trade 
unions. Among Ihc people disqualified were such professional trade unionists as Chief 
E.A. Odeycmi, W.O. Goodluck, S. U . Basscy, J.U. Akpan and M . O . Imoudu. A l l Ihesc 
amounted lo the infringement o f individual rights and a negation of thc I L O conventions 
87 and 98 o f 1948 and 1949. This w i l l be given detailed trcalmeni in Ihe section o f this 
appear dealing w i l h the enhancement o f workers right by the government. 
Collect ive Barga in ing 

In the area o f collective bargaining, govcrnmcnl performance has not been encouraging. 
There is no denying Ihe fact lhat Ihe reslriicliiring of trade unions in 1978, has improved 
the level o f colleclivc bargaining in the country. The icslrucluring exercise led lo the 
emergence o f strong national industrial unions and these national indusirial unions have 
crealcd the need foreinployers toorganisc in order to bargain effectively wi th these unions. 
One of lhe results o f Ihc restructuring of trade unions, is lhat it has provided l l icm with the 
power lo relate effeclivcly with Ihc other parlies on the industrial relalions scene. Before 
Ihc restructuring cxcrci.se, workers occupied Ihe weakest position among Ihe indusirial 
rclalions parties in Ihc couniry. This weak position o f Ihe workers, which was caused by 
the proliferation o f Hade unions, was effectively exploited by ihe employers to Iheir own 
advantage. Because o f this, the employers did not .see Ihe need to organise themselves for 
the purpose o f bargaining w i l h the workcis. W i l h the restructuring exercise, the employers 
fell compelled to organise for purpose o f coping effectively wi th the new power acquired 
by Ihc unions. This has improved (he level o f colleclivc bargaining between Ihe workers 
and management. It has also gone a long way in improving the level of indusirial 
democracy in the country. However, il should be noted lhal the impiovcmcnt in the level 
of collccl ive bargaining resulting from the icslrucluring exercise was nol deliberately 
intended by the governmcnl, rather it is an unintended consequence of the exercise. 

Since Ihc colonial days, ihc governmenl has stilled Ibe hcallhy dcvelopmcnl ofcol lect ive 
bargaining through such actions as Ibe cs labl i sh incnl of wage commissions, formulalion 
of income pol icy and promulgation of legislations. In its desire lo fix salaries and 
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coiulilioiis o f eniploynicnt for Ihc workers the government resorted to the use o f wtige 
, commissions. 

The use ofcommissions to fix incomes and conditions ofemployment for workers negates 
government's commitment to the doctrine of voluntarism and free collective bargaining 
between workers and management. The recommendations o f these.eommissions which in 
most cases were for the workers in the public sector, were sometimes extended to those in 
the private sector. The labour disputes that greeted the recommendation o f the Udoji 
commission made the government extend the commission's recommendations to the 

' private sector. This divergence between government's avowed commitment lo lice 
collective bargaining and its interference in collective bargaining through the imposition 
o f the recommendations o f wage commissions on the public sector employees constitutes 

; a historical divide in industrial relations in Nigeria. '* ' The substitution o f collective 
. bargaining with wages commissions has generated industrial disputes in the country. This 

. is usually due to the spiral effects o f the commissions recommendations. For instance, the 
, recommendations of the Udoji commission that were initially meant for the public sector 

employees were later extended to the private sector employers because of thc industrial 
disputes generated in this sector by the commissions recommendations. The usefulness o f 
collective bargaining in ensuring industrial peace was emphasised by Gahenson when he 
asserted that collective agreement reached between management and labour after long and 
fierce bargaining sessions free of coercion by a third party, is more likely to produce 
industrial peace. 

Another way in which government intervention in industrial relations militated against the 
development of collective bargaining in the couniry, is its formulation o f incomes policy. 
Since the mid seventies, government incomes policy guidelines have been a persistent 
feature o f Nigerian indusirial relalions. Though governmenl claims lhat it formulates 
incomes policy guidelines on social grounds, that is, to reduce the gap belween the highest 
income earner and the lowest income earner, they are normally formulated without 
consulting the people affected by the policy. With incomes policy guidelines, a percentage 
norm of pay increase is specified, lo be exceeded only in a defined range o f exceptional 
circumstances. Government incomes policy guidelines in 1978/90 only allowed 10 
percent increa.se on salaries below 3,000 a year. The incomes ofthe lowest paid workers 
in the public sector was increa.scd by 17.7 percent between 1975 and 1979, while that o f 
the highest paid c iv i l servant rose only by 2.4 percent during the period.^O One implication 
ofthe operation o f income policy is that the exercise o f free collective bargaining remains 
circumscribed by limits and restrictions imposed by the policy. 

The passing of obnoxious legislalion by the government have also militated against the 
operation of free collective bargaining in Nigeria. The various labour legislations banning 
strikes and lockouts in Nigeria, have militated against the development of collective 
bargaining since they have denied the workers and employers the tools they can use to 
achieve their needs. As Emiola has noted, the legal prohibition o f strikes and lockouts 
makes nonsense o f collective bargaining.2' 
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T i a d e Disputes 

Govcrnmenl intervention in industrial relalions in Nigeria Iremendously affected the 
institutionalisation of conflict and the settlement of disputes in the country. In its attempt 
to instilulionalise indusirial conflict and prevent the adverse effect o f labour unrest the 
^overnmcnt promulgated the Trade Disputes Act of 1976. The 1976 Trtide Dispules Act 
laid down the procedure for resolving indusirial dispules in Nigeria. The Act pi-ovided the 
institutional and structural processes of resolving indusirial dispules. Wi th the promulga­
tion of lhc Act, parties to disputes know ihe procetlures to take in resolving iheirdisputes. 
For instance, it is an offence under section 13 o f the Act for any party to a dispule to take 
part in a strike aclion or lockout whilst all the steps for dispute settlement have nol been 
exhausted. An important implication of th isAcl is that it built somedecency into the pattern 
of dispute settlement in Nigeria and prevented the premature use of strikes and lockouts 
by workers and employers as tools of achieving their needs. W i l h the promulgation of lhe 
Trade Dispute Act o f 1976. disputes sclllemenl in Nigeria were no longer done on an ad 
hoc basis. 

Many criticisms have been le\'ellcd against government's interference in the settlement o f 
disputes in the couniry. One such criticism concerns the promulgation of the Trade 
Dispules (Essential Services) Act No. 23 of 1976 as amended in Trade Dispute (Essential 
Services) Act No. 69 of 1977. These Acts completely banned .strikes and lockouts in some 
establishments chissilied as essential services. Despite the anti-strike nature of these Acts, 
they have generated industrial disputes in the country. The net effect of the Trade dispules 
(Essential Services) Acts have largely been to convert the slightest indusirial hiccup into 
a major confrontation wi lh the police, bureaucracy and the governmenl.^2 

The governtnent al limes undermines the institutions it set up to settle trade di.sputcs in 
Nigeria. For instance, before the awards oflhe Industrial Arbitration Panel (1AP) becomes 
binding on the parlies lo the dispute, i l must be subjected to the review of the Minister o f 
Employment. Labour and Productivity. This act o f i-eview, according lo some experts, 
tidverscly affected people's confidence in the l A P as an institution of disiuilc seUlement. 
Govcrnmenl has even helped lo undermine peoples confidence in the l A P by null ifying 
some awards lhal go against its interest. For instance, in the dispute between the 
management o f the Nigerian Airways Limited and the Airlines Pilot Association ot 
Nigerhi in 1975, the government nulli tied the award oflhe I AP by enacting a new Indusirial 
Arbi l ra l ion (Variation of Certain Awards) Act 1979, which declared null and void award 
of thc l A P and substituted them with ils own awards. 

Enhancement of Workers Rights 

In the case of the enhtinccment of workers' rights govcrnmenl has performed below 
expectation. Government instituted various measures that are tantamount lo a negation ol 
the country's conslitution and its commitment lo some oflhe conventions of I L O . In their 
bid lo maintain themselves in power, various governments have promulgated cerlain anli-
labour legislations. Among such legislalion are the Trade Dispules (Essenlial Services) 

163 



Act No. 23 o f 1976 as amended in Trade Disputes (Essential Services) Act No. 69 o f 1977, 
the Trade Unions Decree No. 31 of 1973, the Petroleum Production and Distribution (An t i -
sabotage) Act No. 15 o f 1977 and the Trade Unions (Disqualification of Cerlain Persons) 
Decree No. 15 of 1977. The net resull o f these pieces of legislation is lhat they have 
prevented the workers from actively participating in trade union activities. For instance, 
section I ' oflhe Trade disputes (Essenlial Services) Act No. 23 of 1976 completely banned 
strikes and lockouts in some organisations classified as es.sential .services, while .section! 
of the Trade Union Decree No. 31 o f 1973 prohibited certain groups, like the Nigerian 
Army, Navy, A i r Force, Police Prisons Departtnent, Customs Department, Nigeria 
Security the Printing and Min t ing company Ltd. , the Central Bank of Nigeria, the Nigerian 
External Telecommunication Ltd. , and Federal and Slate Government employees bearing 
arms, from forming or jo in ing trade unions. These various legislations infringe on workers 
rights and violate the country's constitution. Section 26 of the 1963 Republican constitu­
tion as amended in .section 37 ofthe 1979 constitution provide that: 

every person shall be entitled to assemble freely and associate with olher 
persons, and in particular he may form or belong to any political party, trade 
imion or any other association for the protection of his interest. 

Thus these various pieces o f legislalion prohibiting the combination o f workers for union 
purposes, can be regarded as a repudiation ofthe couniry's constitution. Through these 
obnoxious pieces o f legislation the government has also violated some ofthe conventions 
of thc I L O . This is mostly true o f Conventions 87 and 98. convention 87 provides that: 

Workers and employers, without distinction whatsoever, shall have the right to 
establish and subject only to the rules of the organisation concerned, to join 
organisation oftheirown choosing without authorisation. Workers and employ­
ers organisation shall have the right to draw up their constitution and rules, to 
elect their representatives and to formulate their programmes. The public 

' ' authority shall refrain IVom any interference which would restrict the right or 
''• impede the lawful exercise thereof. Workers and employers organisalion shall 

not be liable to be dissolved or suspended by administrative authority.2-^ 

A n analysis o f the above convention wi l l show that, government Ihrough the promulgation 
of these restrictive pieces of legislation the government violated the provision o f the 
convention. 

Through the arrest, detention and imprisonment o f union officials the government has also 
infringed on the rights o f workers. Government at times reacts lo workers aclion by 
arresting, detaining and imprisoning some of their leaders. Various governmenls in 
Nigeria have in different ways inliinidated workers. Throughout the tenure o f Buhari 's 
adminislralion from January 1984 lo August 1985, union leaders were routinely inlerogaled 
by intelligence agents o f the government and .some of these union leaders were kept in 
detention. The leaders o f lhe Nigerian Union o f Teachers (NUT) , Rivers Stale Branch, 
were arrested and detained by the government as a reaction to the union's strike action o f 
1984, carried oul due to the government's refusal lo meet ils request.24 The leaders ol'the 
Nigerian Medical Association ( N M A ) were arrested and imprisoned in 1984 for going on 
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strike. On several occasions the government also reacted to workers' action by proscribing 
their unions. A recent case in point is ihe proscription of the Academic Staff Union o f 
Universities by the Federal Mi l i l a ry Government in August, 1992, fol lowing the strike 
action embarked on by university lecturers. The arrest, detention and imprisonment, as 
well as the proscription of unions, are all violations o f the country's constitution and a 
repudiation o f conventions 87 and 98 of lhe I L O 

Conclusion 

This paper has tried lo examine the intervcnlion of governmenl in industrial relalions in 
Nigeria. The paper has shown lhal despite the official commitment of the government to 
the philosophy ofvolunlarism, various administrations in Nigeriasince the colonial period 
have intervened in indusirial relalions. Governmenl inlervention has greatly altered the 
country's indusirial relations scene. The intervcnlion ofthe governmcnl has both posidve 
and negative consequences for the olher parlies lo industrial relations. In Nigeria govern­
tnent inlervention brought about a restructuring of the trade unions and the restructuring 
has greatly improved the effectiveness of trade unions. Wi th the restructuring of trade 
unions, they have become a force lo reckon wi lh on the couniry's indusirial relalions 
scene. 

On the other hand, the inlcrvenlion of government has adversely affected the development 
of coliecli ve bargaining in thecounlry. Governmenl inlervenlion has led to the frequent use 
of wage commissions in Fixing salaries and other conditions ofemployment for workers. 
The use o f wage commissions has greatly eroded the use o f collective bargaining as a 
means of settling terms of employment between employers and workers. The intervention 
of government has led to the infringement o f workers rights. This is a result o f the 
promulgation o f legislations lhat are punitive and anli-labour in content. On the whole, 
government inlervenlion in industrial relations in Nigeria has been dictated by the need to 
protect the inleresls o f the state and the private sector employers, to the detriment o f the 
workers interests. 
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