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Abstract 

The economic landscape in Abia State, Nigeria, has been heavily shaped by the financial and administrative practices 

employed by successive state governments. One of the most significant and widely debated economic issues is the 

staggered payment of civil servants' salaries. This practice, which began in the early 2000s, became a central feature 

of governance in Abia State, with its impact reverberating across various socio-economic sectors. Staggered payment, 

where salaries of civil servants are paid at irregular intervals, has been a major concern for both the government and 

the governed. The period between 1999 and 2019 saw this practice becoming an enduring problem, hindering 

economic development, creating dissatisfaction among the workforce, and undermining productivity. This paper 

critically interrogates the economic and social consequences of staggered payment in the Abia State Civil Service, 

analyzing how it became an albatross to the state’s economic pendulum. Through a comprehensive review of historical, 

political, and economic data, this research explores the root causes, effects, and potential solutions to this ongoing 

challenge in Abia State. 

  

Introduction 

The history of Nigeria’s civil service is riddled with challenges relating to administrative inefficiencies, political 

interference, and funding shortfalls. Abia State, established in 1991, has had its share of these challenges, and its civil 

service has faced unique difficulties, particularly regarding the untimely payment of salaries, Onwuka, E. (2007).. The 

issue of staggered payments, where workers are often paid their wages at irregular intervals, is one of the most 

persistent problems that has characterized the state's civil service from 1999 to 2019. The staggered payment of salaries 

in Abia State began to emerge in the early 2000s due to a combination of factors, including a shrinking state revenue 

base, mismanagement of public funds, and a general lack of fiscal discipline, Ajaero, N. (2011). This practice, although 

initially temporary, evolved into a structural issue, exacerbating the state's economic challenges. This paper explores 

the impact of staggered payments on the Abia State economy, focusing on how it has hampered both the productivity 

of civil servants and the broader economic development of the state. 

  

Overview of Abia State Civil Service (1999-2019) 

Abia State’s civil service has played a vital role in the governance of the state, encompassing various sectors such as 

education, healthcare, and local government administration. The state, however, faced significant financial difficulties 

throughout the period from 1999 to 2019. These financial constraints were exacerbated by the continued dependence 

on federal allocations, an insufficient local revenue generation base, and the mismanagement of state resources, 

Onwuka, E. (2007). 

1. Economic Context: Abia State, like many other states in Nigeria, faced fluctuating economic fortunes. While the 

state had a strong economic base driven by agriculture, particularly in areas like Aba, known for its commercial 

activity, the state’s dependence on oil revenues and federal allocations left it vulnerable to national economic 

fluctuations. 

2. Administrative Structure: The Abia State Civil Service was initially structured to provide administrative services 

across a range of sectors. However, persistent financial constraints led to cuts in services, underfunding of key 

departments, and widespread dissatisfaction among civil servants who struggled to get paid regularly. 

3. Governance and Fiscal Policies: Successive administrations, from 1999 to 2019, struggled to balance fiscal 

management. While attempts were made to increase revenue generation, the state's financial management was often 

characterized by inefficiency, with large amounts of public funds diverted or misused. 
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The Emergence of Staggered Payments 

Staggered payment of civil servants’ salaries in Abia State emerged during the military regime and persisted into 

civilian rule after 1999. In the early 2000s, Abia’s then-governor, Dr. Orji Uzor Kalu, initiated a policy of staggered 

payments due to the state’s inability to meet salary obligations on time. These daunting factors included; 

1. Economic Factors: Abia State faced fiscal pressure due to low internally generated revenue (IGR) and the lack of a 

well-diversified economy. The state government, largely dependent on federal allocations, was unable to cope with 

the increasing demands of civil service salaries Onwuka, E. (2007). 

2. Political and Administrative Decisions: Staggered payments became a political tool used by successive 

administrations to placate public sector workers when the government faced cash flow problems. Despite the negative 

effects, the practice continued due to the perceived inability of the government to resolve its fiscal problems. 

3. Consequences of Staggered Payments: As the practice continued, it became institutionalized, leading to a series of 

unintended consequences. Staggered payment policies contributed to a loss of trust in the government, undermined 

public sector efficiency, and perpetuated economic stagnation in the state, Onwuka, E. (2007). 

  

Impact of Staggered Payments on Abia State’s Economy 

The staggered payment of civil servants’ salaries has had far-reaching consequences on both the public sector 

workforce and the state’s economy through the following ways; 

1. Reduced Worker Morale and Productivity: Staggered payments had a direct impact on the morale of civil servants. 

The uncertainty surrounding the payment of salaries created a sense of insecurity, leading to reduced productivity, 

absenteeism, and dissatisfaction within the civil service. 

2. Increased Poverty and Socio-Economic Challenges: Many civil servants in Abia State live paycheck to paycheck, 

and the irregularity of salary payments pushed many into poverty. This affected the purchasing power of civil servants, 

leading to a decrease in consumer spending, which, in turn, impacted local businesses and the general economy. 

3. Impact on Private Sector Growth: The economic strain on civil servants had a ripple effect on the private sector. 

Reduced spending power led to decreased demand for goods and services, affecting local businesses, particularly in 

Aba, a commercial hub for the southeastern region. The inability of government workers to pay for services affected 

all sectors, from retail to housing. 

4. Social Unrest and Protests: The delayed and staggered payments led to frequent strikes, protests, and civil unrest. 

Civil servants and unions, such as the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC), regularly held demonstrations, demanding 

timely payment of salaries. These protests often disrupted public services and added to the economic instability in the 

state. 

  

Staggered Payments and Public Sector Reform 

The staggered payment system has highlighted systemic inefficiencies in Abia State’s public administration. Several 

reforms have been proposed to address these challenges, but their implementation has often been slow and ineffective. 

1. Financial Management Reforms: Some attempts were made by the state government to improve financial 

management, including increasing revenue collection from internal sources. However, these efforts were often 

impeded by corruption, poor record-keeping, and ineffective fiscal policies, Onwuka, E. (2007). 

2. Public Service Efficiency: Efforts to improve the efficiency of the civil service were also stymied by the continued 

issue of salary arrears. With workers demotivated and uncertain about the regularity of their pay, the state’s public 

administration struggled to meet the developmental needs of the state. 

3. Debt Management and Budgeting: The state government’s approach to debt management and budgeting was also a 

key factor in the persistence of staggered payments, Okwara, J. (2016). The government relied heavily on loans, which 

further strained the state's financial position, making it more difficult to pay salaries on time. 

  

Political Implications of Staggered Payments 

The issue of staggered payments also had significant political implications for the state government. The inability to 

pay civil servants regularly became a key issue in political discourse, affecting the relationship between the 

government and the electorate. 

1. Electoral Impacts: The payment of salaries has often been a critical issue during elections. Politicians have used the 

promise of improved salary payments and better welfare for civil servants as a key campaign strategy. However, once 

in power, many administrations have struggled to fulfill these promises. 
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2. Governance and Accountability: Staggered payments also exposed the lack of accountability in the management of 

public funds. Successive governments in Abia State were often criticized for their inability to address the root causes 

of the financial crisis, despite receiving substantial federal allocations. 

 

Impact on Social Services and Public Welfare 

The economic burden caused by the staggered payment of salaries in Abia State has not only affected the state’s civil 

service but also had a cascading effect on social services and public welfare. This chapter delves deeper into the impact 

of irregular salary payments on critical sectors such as education, healthcare, and public infrastructure, which are 

foundational for the development of any state. 

1. Education Sector: Education in Abia State, like many other states in Nigeria, is primarily administered by the state 

government. However, the irregular payment of civil servants' salaries created a ripple effect on the education sector. 

Teachers, who are a crucial part of the civil service, faced delays in their pay, leading to lower morale, absenteeism, 

and strikes, Nwachukwu, D. (2014). In turn, this negatively affected the students, who experienced inconsistent school 

schedules, as teacher absenteeism became a significant problem. As a result, students' learning outcomes were 

compromised, with some schools seeing a decline in performance as a result of teacher disengagement. 

Moreover, delayed salary payments led to a shortage of learning materials and school infrastructure in many schools. 

The government struggled to fund the construction and maintenance of schools, and there were constant shortages in 

textbooks, teaching aids, and other essential resources that are vital for the proper functioning of the education system. 

2. Healthcare Sector: The healthcare system in Abia State, which is already underfunded, also suffered due to the 

staggered payment of salaries. Healthcare workers, including doctors, nurses, and support staff, who were part of the 

civil service, had their productivity affected by the delayed payment of salaries, Okwara, J. (2016). The lack of 

consistent income forced many healthcare workers to seek other means of supplementing their income, such as 

opening private clinics, which further reduced their commitment to the public sector. 

The delayed payments led to an exodus of healthcare professionals from the state’s public healthcare facilities. This 

was compounded by inadequate funding for hospitals and health centers, leading to poor healthcare infrastructure, 

lack of essential drugs, and inadequate medical supplies. Patients, particularly those in rural areas, were forced to rely 

on underfunded and understaffed public health facilities, while the wealthy sought care in private hospitals or even 

traveled to neighboring states or abroad for treatment, Nwachukwu, D. (2014). 

3. Public Infrastructure and Social Welfare: Infrastructure development, particularly in urban centers like Umuahia 

and Aba, was another sector that suffered as a result of staggered payments. The delayed payment of civil servants’ 

wages meant that there were no funds available to maintain or develop vital public infrastructure. Road construction, 

public transportation, electricity, and water supply were severely affected, leading to poor quality of life for the 

residents. 

 

Abia State’s lack of infrastructure investment also led to urban congestion, dilapidated roads, and inefficient 

transportation networks. Public workers in sectors like sanitation, road maintenance, and public utilities were 

demotivated, which meant that the government failed to maintain essential services, Nwachukwu, D. (2014). 

Additionally, the state's social welfare programs, which were designed to assist the most vulnerable members of the 

population, including children, the elderly, and disabled persons, were poorly funded, leaving many without the 

support they needed. 

  

The Effects of Staggered Payment on Political Stability and Governance 

The issue of staggered payments also had significant effects on the political stability and governance in Abia State. 

Public discontent resulting from delayed payments became a major political issue and directly influenced the 

relationship between the people and their elected officials. This chapter assesses the political ramifications of 

staggered payments in Abia State, focusing on how this financial mismanagement impacted governance, political 

accountability, and trust in the state government. 

1. Political Unrest and Protests: The delayed payment of salaries caused significant unrest within Abia State's civil 

service, as workers often went months without their salaries. This situation led to numerous protests and strikes 

organized by the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC) and other worker unions Okwara, J. (2016). These protests often 

crippled public service delivery and further strained the state's economy. The constant strikes and disruptions hindered 

the administration’s ability to focus on developmental policies, as the government spent much of its time managing 

labor unrest. 
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2. Trust in Government: The inability of successive state governments to meet the salary obligations of civil servants 

eroded trust in the state’s leadership. Citizens, particularly civil servants, became increasingly disillusioned with the 

political leadership, seeing the government as inept and disconnected from their needs. In many cases, the failure to 

pay civil servants on time became a major factor in the public’s growing apathy towards the government, which in 

turn affected political participation, including voter turnout during elections, Nwachukwu, D. (2014). 

3. Electoral Consequences: Staggered salary payments became a key issue in political campaigns during election 

periods. Political opponents used the issue to undermine the credibility of sitting administrations, promising to address 

salary issues if elected. However, once in power, new governors often found themselves unable to break the cycle of 

delayed payments due to the entrenched financial mismanagement and poor revenue generation. 

4. Corruption and Mismanagement: The continued problem of staggered payments was partly a result of systemic 

corruption and mismanagement in the state’s treasury. Public officials, who were in charge of allocating and managing 

funds, often misappropriated resources, diverting funds that were meant for salaries to other areas or personal gain. 

The failure to put in place a robust financial management system made it difficult for the state to recover from this 

cycle of mismanagement, and the situation continued to worsen over time, Okwara, J. (2016). 

  

Exploring the Causes of Staggered Payments in Abia State 

This chapter provides an in-depth analysis of the causes that led to the introduction and perpetuation of staggered 

salary payments in Abia State. These causes are multifaceted and include both external and internal factors that 

contributed to the financial difficulties of the state government. 

 

1. Declining Federal Allocations: A primary cause of staggered payments in Abia State was the declining federal 

revenue allocations to the state. Since the military era, Abia, like many other states in Nigeria, relied heavily on federal 

allocations to meet its budgetary needs. With fluctuating oil prices and declining oil revenues, the state’s financial 

situation worsened, making it difficult to meet salary obligations. 

2. Poor Internal Revenue Generation: Abia State, despite its commercial activity in Aba and other urban areas, has 

historically struggled with generating revenue internally. Tax collection has been inefficient, and the state has lacked 

a diversified revenue base. As a result, the state relied heavily on federal allocations, which, as mentioned earlier, 

became increasingly insufficient. 

3. Political Instability and Governance Challenges: Political instability, mismanagement, and a lack of continuity in 

governance also contributed to the staggered payment problem. Governments often faced challenges with the 

allocation and management of resources, and public funds were frequently diverted or misappropriated for political 

or personal purposes. This created a situation where workers were left without their salaries for extended periods, 

Okwara, J. (2016). 

4. Corruption in Government: Corruption was also a significant contributing factor to the problem of staggered salary 

payments. Funds that should have been used for paying workers were often embezzled by corrupt officials, leaving 

the state in financial turmoil. The lack of transparency in government dealings meant that the civil service was 

consistently neglected, and workers were left to bear the brunt of the financial mismanagement. 

  

Long-Term Consequences for Economic Development 

The long-term effects of staggered payments extend beyond the immediate concerns of civil servants and public 

service delivery. The practice has had profound implications for the broader economic development of Abia State. 

This chapter explores the long-term consequences of staggered salary payments on the economic growth, 

industrialization, and investment climate in the state. 

1. Decline in Private Sector Growth: The inability of the state to pay its civil servants on time created an uncertain 

economic environment. This uncertainty discouraged both local and foreign investment in Abia State. Investors, wary 

of a volatile environment characterized by poor governance and financial instability, were less likely to commit 

resources to the state/ Nwachukwu, D. (2014). The decline in private sector investment further hindered economic 

growth and job creation in the state. 

2. Economic Stagnation: The continued failure to address the staggered payment issue has led to economic stagnation 

in Abia State. Public servants, who are a significant part of the state's workforce, have reduced disposable income, 

which affects their ability to contribute to the local economy. In the absence of strong public sector spending, the 

state’s economic growth has been stunted, leading to stagnation in key sectors such as manufacturing, retail, and 

agriculture. 
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3. Brain Drain and Loss of Skilled Workers: As mentioned earlier, the non-payment of salaries led to a mass exodus 

of skilled workers, including teachers, healthcare professionals, and other civil servants, from Abia State. Many of 

these workers sought employment in other states or in the private sector, further exacerbating the problem of 

underdevelopment. The loss of skilled labor has had long-term consequences for the state’s development, as human 

capital is a key driver of economic growth, Nwachukwu, D. (2014). 

 

Solutions and Recommendations 

To address the issue of staggered payments, several solutions and policy recommendations can be made. 

1. Diversifying the State Economy: Abia State must reduce its dependency on federal allocations and focus on 

diversifying its economy. This can be achieved through the promotion of agriculture, industrialization, and services, 

particularly in areas such as Aba, which is a key economic hub in southeastern Nigeria. 

2. Improved Revenue Generation: The state government needs to invest in improving its internally generated revenue 

(IGR). This could involve increasing tax collection efficiency, introducing modern revenue systems, and ensuring that 

local businesses pay taxes. 

3. Effective Budgeting and Fiscal Management: The state government needs to implement better financial 

management systems, including more efficient budgeting and expenditure tracking, to avoid the misallocation of funds. 

This will help to ensure that salaries are paid promptly and that other essential services are funded adequately. 

4. Public Sector Reforms: Civil service reforms that include regular salary payments, improved working conditions, 

and career development for civil servants would help to restore morale and improve productivity. Additionally, 

reducing the size of the civil service through rationalization could help reduce wage bills and ensure that payments 

are more sustainable, Nwachukwu, D. (2014). 

5. Anti-Corruption Measures: Fighting corruption within the state government and the civil service is crucial. The 

implementation of transparency measures and strengthening of accountability structures would reduce the 

mismanagement of funds, ensuring that resources meant for workers' salaries are not diverted. 

6. To break this cycle and restore economic stability, Abia State must adopt comprehensive financial reforms, diversify 

its economy, and invest in improved public sector management. These reforms must include better fiscal planning, 

increased internal revenue generation, and transparent governance practices that prioritize the well-being of civil 

servants and the broader population. 

  

Conclusion 

Staggered payment of salaries in Abia State has, for two decades, been a major issue that has affected the civil service, 

the economy, and governance in the state. From 1999 to 2019, successive administrations have struggled to address 

the financial challenges that led to the irregular payment of workers' wages Akpan, A. (2005). The consequences of 

this practice are far-reaching, contributing to economic stagnation, reduced worker productivity, and political unrest. 

While some reforms have been attempted, significant structural changes are needed to resolve the issue permanently. 

Addressing the problem of staggered payments requires a multi-faceted approach that includes improving financial 

management, diversifying the economy, and promoting good governance. Only with these efforts will Abia State be 

able to move past the negative legacy of staggered payments and achieve sustainable economic growth and 

development Akpan, A. (2005). 

Staggered payment of civil servants' salaries in Abia State, from 1999 to 2019, has had significant negative effects on 

the state’s economic stability, governance, and social well-being. The practice not only undermined the productivity 

of the civil service but also contributed to a wider economic stagnation in the state. The government’s failure to address 

this issue has left Abia State in a cycle of financial mismanagement, poor public sector performance, and political 

instability. 
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