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Abstract 

Agriculture is fundamental to the growth and development of any Nation. In most 

developing economies, agriculture constitutes a major economic activity of the people either 

as producer, seller or marketer. Agriculture serves as the main foreign exchange earnings 

and major source of revenue for the government. It is against this background that this study 

investigates Agricultural policies and rural development in South Western Nigeria, 1945-

1960. It examines the governmental Agricultural Policies adopted in the colonial period 

geared towards achieving increased agricultural production and the various strategies 

employed by the Regional government towards achieving the set goals. The paper went 

further to assess the extent to which the objectives were achieved, and what factors 

impeded the attainment of set goals. The paper adopts historical and descriptive method in 

analysing issues raised. The paper conclusively observed that the greater emphasis placed on 

the production of cash crops at the expense of food crops largely contributed to the food 

insecurity that is now prevalent in Nigeria. The paper made some recommendations on how 

Agricultural production could be improved upon and be made to contribute meaningfully to 

the growth and development of Nigerian economy. 

 

Introduction 

Colonial rule and the exploitation of the economic resources of the colonised territory are 

inextricably intertwinedi. It is against this backdrop that this paper discusses the nature of 

colonial agriculture and the Nigerian economy from 1945 to 1960. With the outbreak of the 

Second World War, the imperial and the colonial government introduced new policies and 

intensified efforts at mobilising the Nigerian farmers for greater productivity of both food 

and export crops. New regulations and laws were introduced to ensure effective control of 

peasant farmers to meet up with the growing demand for export crops. The era therefore marked 

the beginning of a more direct intervention in the colonial economy. This paper argues that the 

drive to expand food and export production during the war marked a new phase in the 
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process of agricultural change and the transformation of the rural economy. 
 

However, this paper examines the trends in the development of agriculture in South 

western Nigeria most especially as it affects the production of such exportable crops as cocoa, 

coffee and rubber palm products, and cotton prior to 1945ii. This is because any analysis of 

agricultural development in Nigeria must essentially take into consideration the colonial 

system in order to understand how policies and practices during that period impacted upon 

subsequent agricultural policies in South western Nigeria in the post-independence period. 

 

Land Policy 

As an agrarian society, the primary occupation of the people of South Western Nigeria is 

farming in which land played a vital role, hence the need to examine the tenure system as it 

was being practised in the pre-colonial period. Land tenure system regulates the duration of 

ownership and utilisation of landiii. It is also the customary system by which people can own, 

use, and dispose of land in any given society. Perhaps, the most important feature of 

agriculture in the region during the pre- colonial period was the land tenure system. Land 

was however not scarce but the organisation of land for economic activities was regulated by 

by-laws and customs enforced by the communities or their leadersiv. This law embodied 

those legal and contractual or customary arrangements whereby people engaged in farming 

gain access to productive opportunities on land.v It constitutes the rules and procedures 

governing the rights, duties, liberties and exposure of individual and groups in the use and 

control over the basic resources of land and water. 

 

While the laws varied from one state to the other, they however had some common features. 

Firstly, land was jointly owned though it was being administered by the community 

leaders or rulers. At the head of each community was the Oba or chiefs- in-Council who 

held the community land in trust for every member.vii Secondly, all descent groups in a 

community had right to land and such right remained inviolate except in cases of external 

conquest. Therefore, an individual possessed right to land for any legitimate economic activity 

only through membership of a descent group. Thirdly, a non-indigene of a particular 

community could also obtain land from a host community on certain conditions which 

included the payment of a token gift such as kola nut. The gift whether in cash or kind was 

never regarded as a payment for the land but rather as an acknowledgement of the fact that the 

stranger recognised the ownership of the host who gave him the land to use. Lastly, the 

descent group, the individual and the non-indigene were all forbidden from alienating the land. 

 

Land belongs to the community, the village or the family, but never to the individual. All the 

members of the community, village or family have an equal right to the land, but in most 

cases, the chief or the headman of the community or village or the head of the family acts as 
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the trustee, and as such holds the land for the use of the community or the family and any 

member who requires any piece of land to cultivate or erect a structure goes to him for 

permission to use such land.ix However, the land so given still remains the property of the 

community or the family. He cannot make any personal disposal of the land without consulting 

the elders of the community or the family; and their consent must, in all cases be granted 

before any portion of the land can be given to a stranger. 

 

However, it should be noted, that the real unit of land holding is the family, and that the 

ascription of ownership of land to the community or village is only accurate if viewed as a 

social aggregate. For, even within the community or the village, actual occupation and 

control are decentralised, and the family rather than the community or village, in fact 

exercises acts of ownership. The main interest of the community or village is purely to 

maintain group solidarity both socially and politically. 

 

Native Authority Ordinance of 1945 provides that in addition to the subjects enumerated 

in the principal Ordinance, the various Native Authorities may make rules relating to the use 

and alienation of interests in land in their respective Districts. 

 

However, the introduction of permanent crops changed some of the features of the land tenure 

system but the colonial administration made sure that farmers still held rights to land in much 

the same way as they did before the introduction of an exchange economy.xii Changes 

brought about by the introduction of permanent crops were significant to agricultural 

production, as the re allocation of land became modified. On the demise of the family heads, 

farms with permanent crops such as cocoa were passed on to the children of the deceased. 

Such land remained the property of that section of the family as long as it was effectively 

occupied by them. The implication of this new development was that land which had hitherto 

been communally owned now changed as individuals do claim ownership of landed 

property. Therefore, the value of land now appreciated when compared to what was 

obtainable prior to the introduction of permanent crops. 

This new system also had an impact on the traditional loan system in the region. In the 19th 

century, a man who intends to borrow money could “pawn” himself or one of his children to 

the creditor until the loan is repaid.xiv As the cultivation of cocoa and other tree crops spread 

in Western Nigeria, farmers began to pawn their trees instead of themselves or their 

childrenxv. The land so held by the holder however remained family land within the strict 

construction of native law and custom in so far as it could not be transferred to a “stranger” 

without the permission of the original family. In an attempt to guard against any form of 

disruption in the traditional pattern of land tenure system which could have a negative effect on 

the agricultural economy, the colonial administration introduced a policy that favours the 

promotion of agricultural development through the agency of the indigenous peoplexvii. 
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The colonial Government was able to achieve this objective by making provision for laws and 

Ordinances through which the traditional cultivators in Southern Nigeria were protected 

against unlawful transfer of land holdings to foreign concession seekers. The Native land 

Acquisition Proclamation of 1910 forbade any alien from acquiring “any interest or right 

over any land within the protectorate from a native except under an instrument which has 

received the approval in writing of the Governor. In 1900, when the British colonial rule was 

formally established in western Nigeria, various steps were taken by the colonial government, 

to encourage export production. In addition to improving upon the production of palm oil 

which was already in place prior to colonialism, the peasant farmers in South - western Nigeria 

equally experimented with cocoa and coffee.Agricultural expansion during this period was 

achieved by a combination of political and economic regulations and can be distinguished by 

different phases in policy and the responses of the peasant farmers in each period. Prior to 

1900, the agricultural policy of the colonial government could be described as the “Botanical 

garden era”. This was because the colonial officials were more concerned with horticulture 

than with agriculture. During the second phase, that is 1900-1921, there was the establishment 

of the department of agriculture in the Northern and Southern Provinces. During this period, 

the government began to encourage agricultural production. It was due to this encouragement 

that farmers were able to sell large quantities of agricultural products to the British trading 

companies. For instance, in 1903, Nigeria exported 54,257 tons of oil palm and 131,898 ton 

of palm kernels to Europe. 

In 1914, when the protectorates of both Southern and Northern Nigeria were amalgamated, 

the ‘Modern’ agriculture was also entrenched. This period witnessed the introduction of those 

crops that were not indigenous to the entire West African region. These crops included cocoa, 

coffee, groundnut, rubber and other economic crops that were mainly meant to meet the raw 

material requirements of the industries in the Metropolis. In 1921, the department of agriculture 

in the Northern and Southern provinces were merged to form a single department of 

Agriculture. By 1929, the value and volume of export witnessed a tremendous increase 

over what was obtainable in 1921. The increase however represented an annual growth rate of 

7% in value and 5% in volume, as well as 5% and 7% of the Gross Domestic Product. 

  

However, there were three main interests involved in the production and supply of cash crops. 

These were the Metropolitan interest which served as the main consumer of the export crops; 

the large trading companies which organised the collection and purchase and the export of the 

cash crops through their accredited agents; and the colonial State whose interest was to 

increase its revenue from taxation in order to meet the cost of administration and contribute to 

imperial investment fund. The colonial authority was motivated by the need to generate 

revenue from within to meet British industrial raw material needs and expand the market for 

British manufacturersxxiv.Throughout the colonial period therefore, the industrial interests, 

the trading companies, and the colonial State combined to regulate the quality and quantity 

of the agricultural cash crops through the establishment of pricing and marketing 
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arrangements. Most of the encouragements given to farmers were however centred on the 

development of cash crops at the expense of food crops. O.T Faulkner, the Director of the 

department of Agriculture admitted this fact when he said “……in reviewing the appearance 

of work on which the department has embarked, it may appear that it deals too largely with 

products which are or might be exported… but it must be remembered that it is much easier 

for us to help the farmer to take advantage of the changed conditions resulting from opening 

to him of the world’s market, than to teach him how to improve his method of growing his 

food” Faulkner’s view seems to suggest that an increase in the income of the farmer would 

guarantee general progress and facilitate economic development. However, these objectives 

could not be achieved without political and administrative mechanism to exercise effective 

control over local and foreign trade. In an address delivered by Hugh Clifford, the second 

colonial Governor of Nigeria, it was made emphatically clear that the task of 

administration would be to maintain the conditions upon which the success or failure of 

commercial enterprises depended. 

 

Although the immediate production of export crops remained in the hands of the peasant 

farmers, it was highly influenced by state policy. There were series of by-laws and agricultural 

regulations and ordinances, credit and extension schemes which tied the producers more 

closely to particular kinds of production authority created conditions that made it inevitable for 

the peasant farmers to produce for the market, especially when prices were high. The 

colonial government also implemented structural reforms and gave material assistance such 

as improved seedlings, extension services and loan facilities to farmers. The structural reform 

was more noticeable in their promoting the cultivation of a number of exportable crops to meet 

the raw material needs of the British government. One of the cash crops that would attract 

greater attention in this study however is cocoa. The reason for this is because of the central 

place it occupies in the revenue generation of the south western region during this period, and 

its socio economic implication it has on the life of the rural farmers. 

 

The Origin of Colonial Agriculture 

The origin of colonialism could be traced to the Berlin West African Conference of 1884-

1885 which stipulated the principle of effective occupation as the necessary condition for 

exercising European authority over African territories. This resulted in the treaty called ‘The 

Berlin Act’. Under this Act, it was stipulated that “any European country which could produce 

evidence of her interest in any part of Africa would be accepted by others as the 

administering power in that region” The establishment of colonial authority was borne out of 

the need for cheap source of raw materials and the search for lucrative markets for European 

manufactured goods. A critical look at the nature of the relationship that existed between the 

European colonialists and the colonised territories bring to fore some fundamental 

assumptions which seem to have acted as guideline for both the framers and the 

implementers of colonial economic policies. The colonies were expected to provide raw 
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materials to feed the machines of the imperial power. Secondly, the colonies had to import 

manufactured goods from the metropolis. These two assumptions divided the Empire into two 

distinct economic camps, - the colonies and the metropolis. The foundation of this lopsided 

relationship had been laid during the long period of the Atlantic slave trade which span over 

a period of almost four Centuries.The end of Atlantic slave trade did not immediately put an 

end to slavery. Rather, domestic slavery increased as legitimate trade in agricultural exports 

requires several hands for higher productivity. Apart from the labour required for the 

production of those agricultural products meant for legitimate commerce, a clandestine trade in 

slave still persisted along the coast of West Africa until the 1870s.xxxiii As the production 

of those articles of legitimate commerce such as palm oil and palm kernel increased, so also 

did the illegal export of slaves from West Africa until the trade was finally abolished at the 

end of 19th Century.  

 

Origin of the introduction of cocoa to Yoruba communities of Western 

Nigeria 

 

Agriculture in South western Nigeria just like any other West African country had passed 

through several phases of development. These among others include independent approaches 

to several indigenous seed crops in the forest area after many centuries of trial and error. Each 

community specialises in the production of particular food crop which could be made available 

to others at a price. Those food crops were consisted of mainly tubers like yams, cassava etc. 

The output was mainly foodstuff which also dominated the intra-regional economy.xl The 

pre-colonial economy was thus a collection of communities engaged in agriculture 

primarily as an economic activity necessary for their subsistence, producing and processing 

food for their family needs and for the localised markets. At the onset, the primary purpose of 

agricultural activities was purely subsistence, but as time went on, the needs and tasks 

broadened, the Nigerian farmers began to produce to meet the domestic needs of their 

immediate families and to reserve the surplus for exchange. The exchange was initially 

hampered by lack of the means of exchange- money. In an attempt to proffer solution to 

the problem of exchange, the people made recourse to the barter system. Cocoa was one of 

the major export crops that were introduced to Western Nigeria from Europe in the late 19th 

century. Sara Berry noted that the earliest cocoa farms in the Region were established by Lagos 

merchants and traders who took up farming when their trading and commercial activities 

were no more yielding the desired dividends. Most of these cocoa farms were established near 

Agege and Otta in the present Ogun State. However, a few Ijeshas and Ondos planted farms 

near their trading communities in Southern Ondo. They combined farming with their 

trading activities and some of these farms were established at various points along the routes 

from Lagos to the interior, such as Aiyesan, Atijere, Ajebandele. Available sources such as J.B 

Webster corroborated by Sara, S. Berry suggested that it was from these early farms 
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established at Agege and Southern Egba land that the knowledge and required information 

about cocoa farming were disseminated to other parts of Western Nigeria. The agencies 

involved in the dissemination of the information about the knowledge of the new crop among 

others include the Merchants and the missionaries. As they travelled inwards carrying out 

their commercial and missionary activities, the traders and the clergy men equally 

disseminated information about the opportunities that abound in the cultivation of the 

newly introduced cocoa seed. The missionaries were however highly instrumental to the 

introduction and promotion of cash crop production in Nigeria, and most especially in the 

defunct Western Region. One of the most enthusiastic advocates of this vision was Rev. 

Charles Philips. Perhaps, the major source that wielded the greatest influence on the 

missionaries in their encouragement of agriculture was the Buxton theory of “The Bible 

and the Plough”. Buxton stated that “Let Missionaries and school masters, the plough and the 

spade go together, and agriculture will flourish: the avenue to legitimate commerce will be 

opened, confidence between man and man will advance as natural effect and Christianity 

operate as the proximate cause of that happy change.” When Henry Venn assumed the 

position of the General Secretary of the Christian Missionary Society, He held the view that 

the adoption of this doctrine by the Anglican Mission would usher in a new social and economic 

order which would produce educated elites that would render tremendous benefits to Africa in 

Church, commerce and politics. The Missionary enterprise under the leadership of Bishop 

Charles Philips introduced cocoa seedlings to the people of the area. Bishop Philips 

vigorously pursued Henry Venn’s policy of economic self sufficiency. He knew that if the 

missionary enterprise was to succeed, he must help to promote the improvement of the material 

well being of the congregation. No wonder in Jan. 1895, the Bishop admonished converts in 

Ondo and its environs to take up cocoa production. In 1896, the Bishop himself, in an 

attempt to show leadership by example planted coffee on his personal farm. This was 

followed two years later by an initiative by the leadership of the church who voted to secure 

coffee and cocoa plantation for the church future support. Towards the end of the 1890s, the 

Bishop played a crucial role in the establishment of Ajebandele, a farm settlement located 

South of Ondo town. The settlement was a demonstration farm designed to experiment with 

cash crops such as coffee, cocoa, kolanut and to also serve as centre of trade. 

 

The missionaries were not the only source of information about the new crops introduced to 

farmers in the interior. Merchants and traders were equally very instrumental at enlightening 

the rural populace in the interior about the opportunities that abound in the cultivation of 

export crops such as cocoa, coffee, and cotton. For instance, some Merchants and traders who 

resided in Lagos, and who were interested in the development of their home communities in 

the interior took positive steps at encouraging their people to take up the production of cocoa, 

and other cash crops. Many traders and migrant labourers from the interior also came in contact 

with cocoa, coffee, and cotton around Lagosl. Some of these men went home with the 

knowledge and did plant the new crops for themselves as a way of boosting their income. The 
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activities of the migrant labourers who now engaged in cocoa farming served as an impetus 

to the other farmers than the advice earlier given by some clergymen who merely 

encouraged them to plant cocoa but who never grow cocoa by themselves. 

 

What was the attitude of the people to this new initiative? 

However, not every community began to engage in the cultivation of cocoa immediately 

they heard about it. Cocoa was known in most part of the Western Region before 1900, but 

the degree of acceptability of the new crop differs from one community to the other. 

Farmers in some communities adopted it much earlier than in others. Sara Berry pointed out 

that “Farmers began to experiment with cocoa in Ibadan and Egba around 1890; in Ilesha by 

1896. In Ibadan, many new farming hamlets were established in uncultivated forest areas 

well suited to cocoa before 1900.Similarly, a visitor to Egbaland in 1901 found numerous 

cocoa farms between Asha and Ilogbo (near Otta) and also around Okenla on the railway. 

Ilesha developed a little later, but by the early 1920s, she was regarded as one of the main 

cocoa producing areas in Western Nigeria.”li. It however took a fairly long time before 

farmers in Ondo, Ife, and Ekiti began to experiment with cocoa cultivation. In 1917, in one 

of the correspondence written by the District Officer, it was acknowledged that “The Ife people 

are entirely an agricultural people and possess a very rich country. Everything has been done 

to encourage their enthusiasm for cocoa growing which is fast becoming their most important 

industry” 

 

Colonial Intervention In Agriculture. 

 

With the intervention of the colonial government, the agricultural sector in Western 

Nigeria occurred in response to changing political, social and economic conditions. A common 

interpretation of the change was that state intervention became the strongest factor in 

inducing agricultural development.liii Although the colonial state did not adopt a radical 

transformation of the prevailing conditions of production, it began to employ a series of 

political and economic instruments to induce producers to expand their output of 

agricultural commodities. Those strategies employed by the colonial state included forced 

cultivation, imposition of taxation and  expanded  operations  by  European  Merchant  firms.  

Also,  Marketing  Boards  with  their  controlled 

commodity marketing orientation later became the major tools for harmonising agrarian 

economic pattern. The colonial government in the bid to improve upon the efficiency of the 

farmer’s production and its capacity to meet market demands adopted various interventionist 

programs that would enhance increased production. These among others include: Nursery 

and seedling distribution; Agricultural Education; Cooperative farming society; 

Establishment of Provincial farm centres; and the provision of credit facilities. The colonial 

government, having realised the potentialities of agriculture to generating income earning, 
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made frantic effort at inducing agricultural production. This was not only due to the 

importance of agriculture towards economic development of the colonial state, but the fact 

that the industrial sustainability of the Metropolis depended largely on the cash crop 

exported from the colony made it imperative on their part to embark on massive 

production drive. It should equally not be forgotten as mentioned earlier on that the colonial 

state was to be self financing, that is, the resources to finance the colonial state must be gotten 

from the dependant country made it necessary for the colonial administration to introduce 

various regulations and ordinances to achieve this objective. 

 

Nursery and Seedling Distribution 

 

One of the major ways by which the colonial government intervened in the Nigerian 

agricultural practices was the establishment of nursery centres from where seedlings were 

distributed to the farmers at subsidised rates. The colonial government made frantic efforts at 

developing the growth of agricultural products most especially those that were meant to be 

exported such as cocoa, coffee, oil palm, through the establishment of various nursery 

centres. The purpose of this was to raise crop seedling for distribution to farmers. In an 

attempt to meet the demand of farmers in this regard, various nursery centres saddled with 

the development of seedlings meant for distribution to farmers were established. 

Perhaps more noticeable was the impact of agricultural schools in the training of personnel. 

The department of agriculture needed both office and field staff and they had to be trained for 

the task before them. Rural science as the study of agriculture was called in schools and 

colleges had to be taught by specialists who would themselves have been prepared in the 

schools of agriculture. As part of efforts geared towards human capital development in the 

area of agriculture, the Oyo farm school was established at Ilora in Oyo division in 1942 as 

an Educational Department Project. Shortly after the imposition of colonial rule in Nigeria, 

the colonial government took steps to re-organise the country for the purposes of easy 

administration into regions, with provinces, divisions and districts as centres of political, 

economic, administrative and social activities. Oyo farm School was established by the 

colonial administration of Oyo Division in collaboration with the Oyo Native Authority in 

1942. This step was taken as an attempt to curb the rural – urban drift of young primary 

school leavers in search of white collar jobs. Another factor that informed the establishment of 

the Farm School was the attempt to modernise agriculture in the bid to make it more 

attractive to the rural dwellers especially the young school leavers who after their educational 

training in the villages were drifting to the urban centres. In January, 1942, out of the first 

twenty applicants that applied for admission into the Farm School, only twelve of them were 

admitted. The trend was repeated throughout the country. In the western Region, farmers were 

selected in 1936 for training in soil fertility maintenance in Ogbomoso area of Oyo Province. 
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Conclusion 

The administrative and economic success of colonialism in the agricultural sector came at a 

high price to the local agrarian economy. The relentless pursuit of cash crop expansion also 

led to the practice of permanent farming. Farmers had neither control over the price of their 

produce nor the power to influence the price of imported food stuff. The official policy, 

though not aimed at taking the peasants off the land, forced them to produce for export with 

negative consequences for the local agrarian environment. Colonial agriculture was successful 

to a very large extent in the production of cash crops but at a very great price on the part of 

the rural agricultural producers. They were many a time induced to produce through coercive 

policies. They produced more to earn more money to meet their tax obligation. The desire to 

avoid penalties for the inability to meet up with their tax obligation made the farmer exert 

more than the usual amount of energy in the traditional economy to provide for his needs and 

those of his family. Farmers living in areas where cash crops did not thrive were forced to 

migrate to cash crop producing areas where they worked as labourers partly because of the 

need to pay tax. 

Furthermore, the colonial agricultural policies also encouraged the production of cash crops at 

the expense of food crops which accounted for the food insecurity as we have it today in 

Nigeria. The colonial policy, rather than alleviating the suffering of the farmers, did upset 

the indigenous economy, and made no attempt at improving the agricultural techniques. 

The system according to Ake “created among other things a shortage in the supply of 

traditional crops, unsatisfied demand for new farming skills, shifts in population and the 

dependence of the economy on a few export crops.” The farmers were put at disadvantage and 

short changed as they did not receive commensurate price for their crops through the agency of 

Marketing Boards. The surplus was repatriated to Europe to develop the western economy. 

The introduction of currency into the Nigerian economy inducted her into the main stream of 

international trade and tied her into the sterling currency area. Through this, the freedom of the 

people were restricted as they could not trade with all prospective buyers on first come first 

served basis. The monetisation of the economy was designed not only to complement the 

British trade in the colony, but also to enable her manipulate the monetary system to her 

economic advantage. This was however to the disadvantage of the producers who bore the 

brunt of the economy. The relentless pursuit of cash crop expansion also led to the practice of 

permanent farming, the reduction of fallow periods and the change in traditional management 

practices that ensured the regeneration of the fertility of the soil. This situation did not only 

lead to having less land for food crop production, it also implied that farming households 

became exposed to greater food insecurity.lxxvii The intensive development of export 

economy led to neglect of food production consequently leading to over dependence on 

imported food items to feed the people. 
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1921) pp.126-30. In Adesina, p.23. 
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